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Abstract: My paper presents the general framework of my research project carried out within The Faculty Research Center and starts from the premise that greater equality of opportunity and outcomes in higher education are increasingly being recognized as important national but also international policy objectives. This requires a deeper understanding of what widening participation is on the local level– targeting under-represented group and not just increasing their entry, but offering opportunities to succeed within and beyond higher education. Higher education systems and institutions need to engage in change to transform themselves to better meet the needs of students from a diverse range of backgrounds and my research project aims at identifying and offering best solutions and ways in this direction. The background for my study is Sibiu, a typical Eastern European city with many cross-cultural currents and multi ethnic groups, with an urban public sphere characterized by different forms of collective representation, in which a new and multi symbolic structure, concept and image of the town have gradually emerged, alongside discourses about education, modern local governmental administration, social memory and culturally diverse perceptions. It is against such a background that my research projects rests and gains significance.

Motto: “You are not necessarily a European just because you happen to be born or to live in a city marked on the political map of Europe. But you may be European even if you’ve never been to any of those cities.” (Bauman, 2004:5)  
For two-thirds of the world a university exists strategically as a development resource for the peoples and countries of that world and serves its clientele through education and training in disciplines critical to tenancy of a diverse, competitive world in which science and technology (including communications technology), culture and society and the demand for life-long learning are inescapable variables in the equation of survival and beyond.

Starting the 21st century national cultures have been drawn into new global inter-connections which have brought along new challenges, new risks and new struggles not in adopting new policies, but in re-conceiving these policies so that they are effective in an environment of inter-dependence at a time in which the imperatives of promoting better mutual appreciation between cultures, of eliminating stereotypes and of forging peace between people is of supreme importance. The European Capital of Culture scheme has opened up a space for discussion about the production of cultural narratives that characterise today’s Europe as an identity project and these cultural and symbolic processes are as central to the experience of Europe as any monetary or economic resources.
In this context, universities have started to play a different role, to re-examine their educational systems and formulate new ways of addressing the needs and aspirations of young people more willing in a rapidly changing world to build meaningful connections with their inherited cultures. Their role should be to articulate cultural policies in a world where cultural diversity has emerged as a crucial social factor and they should be capable of developing co-operative strategies which involve higher education and ensure that cultural heritage and values are preserved. They must be able to broaden the context in which education is imparted and revamp their educational agendas so as to be able to inform young people about "other cultures" - those of the past as well as those different from our own. A lot of ink has gone on issues related to the responsibility of the university to educate its students, expand their knowledge, teach them to pursue the truth and develop their intellectual and vocational life, help them make decisions about their personal lives, about freedom, responsibility and the ethical codes governing their lives. Lots of questions have been raised in the course of times about the nature and function of universities in preparing their students for citizenship, well beyond the Aristotelian sense of educating the individual in virtue- the civic virtues of moderation, trustworthiness, judgment, protectiveness and goodwill. Seminal contributions of scholars have sought to pertinently explore different degrees of university commitment to a culture of citizenship in matters concerning the obligations of the university to societies and communities, the civic and ethical responsibilities of the universities, the extent of the universities’ engagement in service learning, promotion of the culture of citizenship as well as in matters related to the common good and civil virtues of university education. My research project is not bringing to the fore any academic debate on such issues, though it may be, at some point, inclusive of them all. It simply examines one such way in which “Lucian Blaga” University can fulfill this different role as a university of cultures in a European Capital of culture.
My research project is entitled: Access and Equity in Higher Education: Sibiu-European Capital of Culture-2007 and its goal is ultimately to increase better access to higher education in “Lucian Blaga” university. In seeking this long range effect it will focus on the role and social impact of education, the educational discourses representing the dominant nation and ethnic minorities; on how and if equality of opportunity is created and accepted; on the limits that may exist on the minorities’ mobilization and whether these are ultimately derivative of their marginalization or not. In doing so, it will center and vacillate around two shifting poles of interest: the town and the university. Not just any town in Romania, I would say, but Sibiu, Europe’s capital of culture in 2007, situated at the heart of the country and not just any university in this town, but “Lucian Blaga” University, the town’s most emblematic tertiary education institution. In the following I will refer to the background of my project and zoom out a few essential points.
The town. Sibiu is a typical East European city in the sense that nationalism plays a central role in framing politics and the whole urban public sphere; this includes discourses about education, local governmental administration and social memory in a county ripe with ethnic influences. The town has mediaeval German (Saxon) roots and is being presently run by a German mayor of Saxon extraction. There are many other cultural groups, all to be considered in emerging educational improvement: the Saxons (many of whom emigrated during Ceausescu’s oppressive dictatorial regime), the Hungarians (still a large ethnic group), the Roma (a very important ethnic minority in the city and in the region, with both their emperor and king residing in this city), and the Romanians (the largest ethnic representation). The city has many cross-cultural currents and this multiethnic and multi-symbolic societal structure is undoubtedly reflected in the educational offer of its most emblematic university. In this context it seems to me that a new structure, concept and image of the town have gradually emerged, alongside a new political strategy based on different forms of collective representation. In order to understand this process my research sets out to study everyday perceptions and practices of ethnicity, on the one hand, and the educational offer at the tertiary level, on the other. In more concrete terms, it aims to explore a geographical matrix where different cultures meet and blend in significant ethnic difference and sameness and to examine how these can be experienced, represented and facilitated in the town’s higher education system, all the while being swept away by the cross currents of globalization. 

Keeping the proportions, Sibiu is very much like an instant of a "cross-roads civilisation" akin to that of the ancient Mediterranean where Greece, Rome, Egypt and the Orient met and mingled to great creative effect. Such a town seemed to offer new directions for research, analysis and explanation forged in the crucible of such cross-fertilisation. Such a town will have undoubtedly had to access education differently, according to its groups’ own patterns of culture and this enterprise will dictate acts of discovery, through the exploration of lived reality, of new and appropriate ontologies, and, by extension, new and appropriate epistemologies. Sibiu thus, becomes too textured and contradictory a city to entrap itself into a mono-dimensional definitional framework and the premise for my research is that our university as an agency of higher learning and of creative discovery has a real responsibility to sustain the constant redefinition of this town by pointing and exploring new directions to continuing development.
The university. It is against such a background that a university like “Lucian Blaga” has emerged as a point of power in the shaping and sustenance of the multi-ethnic urban sphere and society, aware that it benefits most when the feeder sources for its undergraduate population are themselves enriched by traditions of exercise of the creative imagination. Our institution is definitely one that speaks back to a totality of meaningful articulations of environmental and educational diversity and which is geographically placed at the bifurcation of culture into knowledge and knowledge into science. Perhaps it is culture that really counts in this millenium in the important pursuit of education defined on traditional lines but adaptable to the changed and changing circumstances of the enlarged Europe. “Lucian Blaga” University is an institution of learning working to produce a self-reliant, self-respecting, tolerant, enterprising and productive community of souls. 

In conceiving my research project, I have started from all these premises compounded by the idea that greater equality of opportunity and outcomes in higher education are increasingly being recognized as important national but also international policy objectives. Since Romania started to implement the new national policies of reforms and opening up to the outside world in 1989, Romanian higher education has been developing rapidly through its tertiary education institutions, including national universities, provincial universities and colleges. These higher education institutions encompass various alternatives of higher learning: formal and regular full-time universities and colleges, part-time evening universities and weekend programs, radio and TV universities, correspondence colleges, diploma examination institutions, self-study examination institutions and web-based higher learning programs. 

There have been many and significant endeavors to improve the access equality of Romanian higher education, especially as a prerequisite to the country’s admission to the EU but also after its adherence in January, 2007. Before candidate countries became Member States of the European Union they had to go through a process of negotiating, chapter by chapter, in fact, the adoption, implementation and enforcement of the entire set of European Union legislation, the so-called acquis communautaire. Out of a total of 31 negotiation chapters, two of them focus on aspects of education and culture: Chapter 18 dealing specifically with education and training, and Chapter 20, covering culture and audiovisual policy. Since education and culture are areas that remain primarily the responsibility of Member States, it has become imperative that Romania should adopt, implement and maintain all European legislation and align its education system at all levels to that of the Member States. 


In order to address the issues of access equality, several Romanian Education Laws were formulated as the foundation for educational policy-making; I have been involved and coordinated for many years several entrance examination activities and in this capacity I have become familiar and come to know first hand the issues related to access, equity and equality of opportunity in the higher education institutions of the culturally diverse and multiethnic town of Sibiu. Admission is granted mainly on the basis of academic qualifications and special favorable policies and allowances are made for minority nationality, Moldavian applicants and extremely excellent students. I realized that the distribution of opportunities for access to higher education was different for students from different regions and different income groups. I found that in a relatively short number of years, and stimulated by the economic conditions, the enrollment proportions of students from rural areas and lower income families decreased while those of students from urban areas and higher income families increased, indicating that the enrollment gap among students from different socioeconomic background was enlarging. I also noticed that students at higher quality and academically prestigious universities, as is “Lucian Blaga” University, coming from higher income families were more than those from lower income families. This has led me think that although Romanian higher education expansion intends an increase of access opportunity of students from lower socio-economic family background, in fact the students from higher socio-economic family background have a larger possibility to attend the higher quality prestigious universities. This has everything to do with the training achievements and scholastic abilities associated with family background. As elsewhere, better educated parents, also with higher family incomes, are more able to develop the scholastic aptitude and ability of their children by assisting and advising their studies. To prevent this situation from happening, “Lucian Blaga” University has devised a series of measures meant to encourage and assist minority students and poor students to receive higher education; as a result, the students with financial difficulties are entitled to apply for financial assistance such as tuition waivers and grants provided by the state meant to stimulate them to study hard and make all-around development in aspects of morality, intelligence, physical condition and so forth. Our university has developed and improved a good financial aid system including scholarship, grants-in-aid, student loans, work-study, living allowance, tuition waiver, etc. This context has made it clearer that greater equality of opportunity requires an understanding of what widening participation is –which is, targeting the under-represented groups and not just increasing their entry, but offering opportunities to succeed within and beyond higher education. 

From this perspective, widening participation involves I believe not only a process of local but also national and institutional transformation of higher education. In an increasingly competitive country, the proportion of a town’s population that has benefited from higher education is becoming a critical factor in the strength of its economy. As well, it is being recognized that higher education should be available to all who can benefit from it, to professional or personal ends. The imperative, therefore, must be and will be amply demonstrated in my project to widen access to the higher education of Sibiu as much as possible and to assess, select and follow the best models to respond to the challenges of providing higher education for an ever-increasing multiethnic, culturally diverse population. This approach of a more global exploration and understanding of elite and mass-access and equity and equality of opportunity will also include an examination of how academic institutions can provide both the access that is required by modern societies (particularly admission to universities and other forms of tertiary instruction) while also maintaining academic quality and this will also help me instill contextual knowledge, expertise and experience in the common core of my research case. 


I will apply all this to my case study and establish a basis for comparison. For instance, how was the issue of equal opportunity solved for other minority students? What are the main group under-representations and the extent, if any, of their marginalization? How can social discrimination be solved? I will make an identification of government policies and strategies to prevent this in relation to access and equity; cultural patterns, education discourses and social memory as they interact, are effected by and reflected upon higher education. I will seek to understand the historical and cultural contexts which impact on access and equity policy and examine the way in which race, ethnicity, native language, social class, geographical origin, and/or gender are frequently taken into account in the Transylvanian experience when assessing the meaning of an applicant's grades and test scores. Therefore, I tend to believe that a preliminary identification of a set of key cultural and societal factors which impinge on access, equity and equality of opportunity is fundamental as a starting point in my research. I will then use the identification of the impact of globalization forces on my country’s admission to the European Union to attempt a very general comparison of how the policies pursued in a few European countries result in different levels of success. (For example, notwithstanding differences in social and educational structures, most European countries have adopted a number of targeted initiatives designed to tackle the problem of inequity in access to higher education. However, I consider that a challenge for comparative analysis is to compare the efficacy of particular initiatives and to identify best practice and to facilitate 'policy borrowing' between countries. For instance, the application of the European principle of equality without regard to race or ethnic origin, anti-racism directive, to be implemented in national law of the European Union member states (ABl. EU Number L 180 p 22), is to have its direct application in Romania as well. However, providing advantages for people of an ethnic or racial minority group, especially for the Gypsies (The Roma minority), (and I suggest you think of the recent turmoil produced in Rome, Italy, by the rejection of the Roma minority by the Italian population) has brought about both a steady anti-Gipsy feeling in the community. I intend to relate this to such issues of “affirmative action” and assess these as an alternative solution in the future. A particular final concern for me will be to identify best practice, as well as to formulate policy recommendations helpful to local and national policy makers involved in the development of higher education policy. 
I think the tensions of 2007 Sibiu are pressing academia in new directions which will cause many changes in the system of scholarly communication which it utilizes. To understand these changes, however, the relevant groups involved in scholarly communication in 2007 must be studied closely using the principles of cultural capital. The break taking alacrity of the post 1989 governments and other elites which have managed to fundamentally alter the prevailing social ‘commonsense’ about the role and place of the market in our lives represents in my view one such tension. Though globalization is all too often discussed in terms of economic inevitability, it is more appropriately the name for an especially effective discursive formation, the last grand narrative, which has translated capitalism into fate in only the space of less than two decades. (Non)Justifiable attention has been paid within cultural studies to the broad sweep of consumer and commodity culture, and to the individual and social identities produced, efected and articulated within it. In my study the same kind of attention needs to be turned on the sites and forces that are capable of creating a healthy, steady, coherent and undiscriminating higher education system by exploring fully the complex ways in which a variety of symbolic forms--cultural codes and symbols--work in conjunction in this town with economic categories to produce a culturally diverse society perpetually stratified by forms of cultural representation. The current conditions of intellectual labour in our country seem to have still placed growing limitations on our ability to work together towards collective and common goals. My research should give us a hint at the limitless possibilities that can arise if we address ourselves collectively to these new days. 

Significance/Outcome: Understanding the interplay between the need for more widely available higher education and the traditional standards and culture of higher education still remains one of the central dilemmas of contemporary higher education. I think that the completion of my research project will cast new light on all these aspects because it seeks to find practical ways to engage actively and productively with those who "do" education as well as with those who study it. It will be based and informed on a significant amount of information, competent analysis and the synergy created by all consulted local, national and overseas educational factors whose work brings them into direct and valuable engagement with educational interventions and reforms. 
In speaking about the significance of my project I should perhaps reverse the focus and ask myself what affects education. Education changes all the time, and it varies widely (both in its character and in its apparent effectiveness) across nations. Most of the studies of educational change or educational differences that I know attribute the changes and differences primarily to historical, demographic, economic, social, and political contexts. Occasionally, some role is assigned to changes or differences in ideas about education - for example, the recent enthusiasm for "market-like" approaches to educational management. However, I don't recall any serious scholar trying to make a very direct association between the world views that affect education and specific research, mostly because the contemporary dominance of an economic world view, for example, has very little to do with research results.  

I think working back from education change or differences would be better, but it still would not be very good. Research impact formulations take you down the wrong path in a more fundamental way. As long as we think that we have to justify specific research by its contribution to measurable social goals, researchers will create such justifications. The process may have some claim to usefulness. It focuses debate on contending claims. However, the justifications generated will be both fraudulent in the sense that they have little or no extra-subjective basis and pernicious in the sense that they substitute the pursuit of Relevance for the pursuit of Truth. As nearly as I can tell, the research that ennobles the human spirit is usually driven by desires for affecting practice and attempts to direct it in that way. Good research seeks to satisfy an aesthetic of human intellect, to pursue Truth through elegance, purity, and grace. Usefulness in my research will be not only an admirable side effect but also a primary objective. 
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