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he American University of Arme- |
nia (AUA) is only one of the many |

projects sponsored by the
Armenian General Benevolent
Union (AGBU) in Armenia. While
recognizing the importance of humanitari-
an aid, the AGBU believes that investing in
education and promoting new ideas will
have a longer-lasting impact, and will
bring about long-term positive changes.
For all its good traditions in science
and teaching, the educational system of
Armenia was not free of the flaws inherent

in the Soviet social-economic system. j

AUA, as a university in the American
mold, is introducing certain changes to
the Armenian educational system. Here |
shall describe some of these changes and
try to show how they are affecting atti-

tudes and academic performance among |

students at AUA.

B The GPA (grade point average)
requirement to qualify for a degree.
There is no such requirement at other
institutions of higher education in Arme-
nia. Under the Soviet regime, there was an
emphasis on carrying out established
plans; once a quota was set, there was
pressure to graduate a certain number of
students regardless of standards of
accomplishment, quality, or performance.
AUA puts a greater emphasis on the quali-
ty of future specialists, than on their number.

As in the Soviet universities, so in
the present-day universities of indepen-
dent states, students who fail an exam are
given several chances to retake it. In addi-
tion, the widely existing practice of
favoritism allows poor students in most
cases to get a passing grade. In the past,
this meant that students with poor prepa-
ration had the same opportunities for
employment as those with better qualifi-
cations.This seriously undermined the
importance students attached to learning
and excellence in studies. Students did
not consider education an important fac-
tor in qualifying for a job; what mattered
most was good contacts and well-posi-
tioned relatives. Now that the economic
structure is changing, students with poor
preparation are finding it more difficult to
get good jobs.

In contrast, students at AUA must
have a cumulative GPA of 3.0 (on a 4.0
scale) or above in order to get a diploma
and be qualified as a specialist.

B Competitiveness and challenge. As in
almost all spheres of life under the Soviet
regime, the educational system did not
promote much competitiveness. People
were not encouraged to develop a lot of
enthusiasm and individual initiative. Cor-
ruption and favoritism within the educa-
tional system did not encourage hard
work and creativity. In a Soviet university,
it was not uncommon for a professor’s
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superior to exercise influence in the mat-

ter of grading. The administration at AUA |

does not interfere in the process of stu-
dent evaluation by professors. In addition,
the fact that almost all tests at AUA are
written acts as a deterrent to subjective
judgment, whereas in oral exams, there is
a great deal of latitude in evaluating a stu-
dents performance. A more objective sys-
tem of evaluation gives students greater
incentive for academic achievement.

- the whole. It also keeps them extremely

B Development of a sense of self- ;
reliance in students. American profes- |
sors often complain that students at AUA |

cheat. However, the meaning of the word
cheating is different for the two cultures;

what is perceived as cheating by Ameri- |

cans is considered cooperation by people
in the post-Soviet republics. The commu-
nity-oriented and supportive Soviet cul-
ture did not implant in the youth the spirit
of independence and self-reliance. The
positive aspect of such a community-ori-
ented society was that it encouraged
group effort toward a goal, but it did not
develop a sense of pride in independent
problem solving. It will certainly take time
for students at AUA to acclimatize them-
selves to the new rules of the game. The
atmosphere of competitiveness at AUA is
changing students attitudes slowly but

surely. Combined with their ingrained |

sense of cooperation, this will enable the
students to attain higher levels of achieve-
ment.

M The value of time. The value attached
to time is in some ways reflected in the
American system of education and test-
ing. The GMAT (graduate management
admissions test) and the GRE (graduate
record exam) are real challenges for
Armenian students, in that they must not
only display their knowledge, but do so in
a very limited time. Some Armenians
would argue that the socialist system of
education is more humane and fair; that
one cannot always do ones best in a short
time under pressure, and that the Ameri-
can system does not fairly evaluate the
real level of knowledge. The reality is that
due to the lack of competitiveness time
was not and still is not of importance to
students and for people in general in
Armenia. Slowly, however, they are learn-
ing that time is money.

B Midterm exams. Only recently has the
practice of midterm exams been accepted
in some universities of Armenia. The two
major exam periods (January and June),
with lack of challenging requirements dur-
ing the rest of the term, did not force stu-
dents to be active in their studies. As a
result, students would leave most of their
studying to the end of the semester and
try to digest huge volumes in a few
nights. Students at AUA like the practice
of midterm exams, which increases the
overall effectiveness of the learning
process by focusing on small portions of

busy during the whole academic year.

M Broader range of grades in evaluation.
The twelve-grade scale (A, A-, B+, B, B-,
C+, C, C-, D+, D, D-, F) instead of the
Soviet system of four grades (5,4,3,2)
takes into account finer distinctions in
student performance. Students find this

system of evaluation more rewarding,
because it is an accurate measure of their
effort.

B Feedback to professors from students.
Another feature of the totalitarian regime
in the Soviet system of education was dis-
regard of students’ feedback on the pro-
fessors work. The regular practice of eval-
uation of the overall effectiveness of the
course by students at AUA helps the
administration to better understand their
needs and problems, and apply more
effective methods of teaching. Filling out
evaluation forms is an entirely new phe-
nomenon for Armenian students. It makes
them feel important, and a part of the
decision making process.

B Professor-student relationship. The
command system of the former Soviet
Union had a direct influence on the pro-
fessor-student relationship, not encourag-
ing inter-action or giving students an
active role in the class. Students at AUA
are pleasantly surprised at the informal
attitude of professors and at being treated
respectfully by them.

B Instilling in students a sense of
responsibility for their career. American
universities consider career placement an
important part of their activities. AUA
teaches the skills of writing good
resumes, promoting oneself, getting inter-
views, and so forth. Under the old system,
people had no conception of putting
themselves forward; there was no job
market as such, and therefore people did

not think in terms of making their skills
known.Students at AUA are gradually
learning to take responsibility for their
| own careers.

These features of education are usu-
ally taken for granted by Americans, but
they are highly valued by students in post-
command economy systems, who find
new avenues for achieving life goals.
Building a new, independent society
requires developing market economy
structures and establishing a democratic
political system, as well as making
changes in peoples attitudes and

| approaches. AUA is making its unique
| contribution toward achieving these goals.
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