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Higher School of Ukraine in the Context of Posttraumatic Syndrome:

the Problem of Social Trust Rebuilding

The article deals with the issues of higher education and its role in rebuilding social trust in the context of posttraumatic syndrome current in Ukraine. The authors analyze the internal crises phenomena in general and their manifestations in the system of higher education. Attention is drawn to the fact that the latter has a pronounced ideological nature and is aggravated by an institutional generation incompatibility. However, the authors state that it is the higher school that can help society overcome and endure through the traumatic situation and rebuild social trust.
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Though problematic and controversial, both higher school and educational system on the whole as compared to other institutional settings have evidenced certain stability under the current political upheaval in Ukraine. However, the influence of such a large-scale cataclysm on the academic community can result either in its consolidation or split with eventual fragmentation. Thereupon it is appropriate to address A. J. Toynbee arguing a society development in terms of challenge-and-response. Arising in response to some set of challenges, society grows into a more advanced and perfected one in terms of complexity of its structure
. 
Maintenance of higher school as one of the key elements of the social trust formation is perceived possible providing a dynamic overcoming the posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) facing both individuals and the society on the whole.

Upheavals similar to those in Ukraine are certain to cause various reactions with PTSD being the most common one. Such peculiar “postponed hurt” may result in a destructive influence unpredictable as to its depth and consequences being exerted both on society and the higher educational system.

The traumatic events in Ukraine go beyond the scope of the available experience of the citizens. It stands to reason that we are still to analyze the above phenomenon and its influence on the various aspects of social life. Professional literature and the one on sociological aspects above all feature a great number of publications on the issues of social trust and distrust. However, the above theoretical material hasn’t yet been applied to the rapidly developing situation in Ukraine; the structuring of the problem and its thorough analysis takes time. Nevertheless, what is absolutely clear today is that R. Putnam’s bestseller Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, (Putnam, 2000) requires a new reading. While his earlier classical monograph Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, (Putnam, 1994) makes it possible to understand the role of social trust and social capital in society democratization, Bowling Alone proceeds to explain the importance of two types of social capital namely engagement capital and resilience capital, the latter being of utmost importance for creating peaceful communities
. 
Numerous reasons have resulted in the next-to-complete destruction of the psychological defense system inherent both in individuals and society in Ukraine. The 2014 tragedy has paved its way into the reality; a sense of personal involvement has been fostered by mass media and the exposure time, both gearing a mechanism of social trust destruction. The trust in the government, political elite, law enforcement agencies, army, etc. has collapsed per saltum and within a short time resulting in the society breakup and atomization. 
The situation being what it is, the institution of education and higher education above all, has evidenced certain stability. Despite lack of time for a serious consideration and analysis, the impression is that it is the higher school that can help society overcome and endure through the traumatic situation. At a first approximation to the problem it seems advisable to consider the resources of higher school as a factor of social trust rebuilding in modern Ukrainian society, and all the more so since higher education in Ukraine is a social norm. Given all the inconsistency and ambiguity of the above situation, it can’t be denied that it is the education and higher education above all that can influence the shaping of coping behaviour, a set of personal qualities encouraging or discouraging an individual to cope with extreme life situations. The modern Ukrainian context poses an urgent question of availability of psychological resources to help an individual cope with stresses and difficulties
. 
It shouldn’t be overlooked that familiar stereotypes and illusions have been broken and dispelled quickly, the black-and-white world that has proved only black-colored for the majority of the population has collapsed. In the context of “elapsing meanings” the institution of education can prove the movement vector to help “process” the tragedy, analyze and understand it, shape a certain attitude towards it and make it a historical fact. The analysis stage is a task feasible for the higher school only; provided the higher school meets the challenge, the Ukrainian society may overcome PTSD in the foreseeable future.

Due to its social functions, research potential, mechanism of collaboration with other social institutions and various population categories, the institution of education and higher education above all has a high potential for influencing public opinion. The above are, however, postponed processes requiring a whole set of conditions for their adequate fulfillment. Nevertheless, it appears that it is by means of ‘educational channels’ that society can receive, collect, and transmit the signals aimed at renouncing destructive acts and protest sentiment towards everybody and everything.
Nevertheless, it’s next to unwise to delay the analysis stage any longer. The dynamics of internal political processes in Ukraine have proved so high that the academic community fails to keep up with its rate. The scientifically substantiated analysis is yet to be carried out. The latter is highly improbable, though, given the ongoing deterioration of the social, economic and political situation, the warfare in certain regions of the country as well as the ongoing contribution to tension.
Adoption of the long-awaited Law on Higher Education in September, 2014 could have in some degree consolidated the academic community, given a number of intended profound changes in the educational process organization and higher school management. The socio-political situation, however, has prevented the parties to the educational process from focusing on the issues of the Law soonest implementation, the latter being involved in discussions of other aspects such as the warfare, elections, lustration, social and economic problems, etc. A guideline for a reduction in numbers of higher education institutions followed by other economic moves of the government aimed at strict financial restrictions added tension to the academic community. 
A letter on the necessity to optimize the network of higher education establishments signed by Minister of Education Serhiy Kvit and brought to the academic community’s notice in early October, 2014 furthered the distrust of the academic world aware of the price it had to pay after the previous ill-considered attempts to reduce the number of universities. Following the above letter instructing universities to look for suitable forms and ways of reduction themselves, the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine issued the so-called ‘List of 53’ featuring the higher educational establishments (branches mostly) whose licences were to be revoked. The above was to be expected; the lack of transparency and argumentation, however, caused the decision to increase the tension in the academic community. 
The current situation is being aggravated by the destruction of the higher school of the Donbass region. The universities in the above region failed to start the academic year, the academic staff and student population were relocated to other universities both around Ukraine and in the neighbouring countries on a massive scale. That was followed by a tough decision to relocate Ukrainian higher education institutions from Donetsk and Lugansk to the government-controlled cities in the region. The academic staff, employees and students who – for various reasons including but not limited to political ones – failed to leave the above cities found themselves unemployed, without salaries and diplomas. Given the fact that the higher school of the Crimea was practically excluded from the national educational system, one may state the destruction of the pre-existing educational and scientific ties as well as of the management schemes of the university sector of education. The above resulted in a quick and active regionalization of Ukrainian universities as well as, to a certain extent, in another breach of pre-existing academic contacts.
In the current context the higher school of Ukraine maintains its position to a certain degree, though the 2013/14 academic year witnessed a certain decrease in its quantitative indicators with the student population having decreased by 150,000 students and the number of higher education institutions having decreased by 23 establishments. Nevertheless, the higher school of Ukraine still has strong academic staff and remains an influential system amounting to more than 2 million students and more than 300 universities and academies.

Unfortunately, the dissolution of the Ukrainian Parliament and preparation for the new election for the Rada have, for a variety of reasons, yet again complicated and impeded the formation of the civil society in Ukraine as the former political parties and blocs have either voluntarily dissolved and lost their influence or reshuffled and had no time to gain influence in the context of the fast parliamentary rally. The latter results in the new parliament hardly being able to expect to rebuild social trust, especially on a long-term scale.
It is perceived essential to take into consideration the fact that universities will have to work hard to rebuild social trust not only under the conditions of the internal crisis. The point is that certain crisis phenomena of a pronounced ideological nature have emerged in modern Ukrainian education. On the one hand, the above phenomena to a certain degree reflect the worldwide post-modernist tendencies existing in education and especially apparent in Western Europe and the USA; on the other hand, they are somewhat conditioned by the specific national character.

In fairness it must be said that the crisis of the system of national educational and higher education above all has long ago ceased to be a novelty. It has just passed into a different stage. The essence of the crisis having previously been plain survival of universities and their staff, it has gained on an ideological nature. The above crisis is a crisis of ideology or, more precisely, of its absence
. Having passed through a long period of survival and political cataclysms, Ukrainian universities have developed certain functional peculiarities that are not only devoid of any educational ideology but are often at variance with the above practices, which significantly undermines their potential in the context of the problem under consideration.
Higher educational establishments are hardly worth a reproach. If the universities hadn’t pursued a policy aimed at survival, one would hardly have to currently discuss the issues of higher education and its role in rebuilding social trust as the very subject matter would have disappeared. However, we are currently facing a situation requiring a decision-making not only and not so much at a university level.

The major problem is that Ukrainian universities have to work hard to rebuild two types of social trust, namely the trust in people (a basic, elementary trust) and the trust in abstract systems including those educational ones since both types of trust function to create locals of stability with a sense of security. 

The above is accompanied by an institutional generation incompatibility clearly obvious in modern Ukraine. Having grown up in a chaotically changing society, modern student population perceives the recent developments as a state of nature. Academic staff, on the contrary, are constantly under stress having personally and professionally matured in the period of stability and therefore gravitating towards its regularity. Given the above, the sociocultural generation and interregional gaps overlap. Not only the Dniper has become the split line, but certain major Ukrainian regions and big cities are also involved in the general breakup. Otherwise stated, rebuilding social trust in a society exposed to a long-standing posttraumatic syndrome will have to involve both personal and system levels. The educational system will have to work out and draw on a new ideology, a certain concept-based frame of references and ideas sensitive to the oncoming social and industrial relations. In the simplest terms, the ideology of the educational system is to outline both the desirable goals and undesirable effects, i.e. to accentuate the most essential values and set priorities. The above is imperative if for no other reason than because higher education deals not so much with the current issues as with securing the future, at times distant though. Unless society trusts the institution of education, the latter won’t be able to fully accomplish its intended purpose.
However, higher education establishments intended to build a certain model of the future are nowadays concentrated on providing educational services only. It is commonly known that in the services market it is the demand that determines supply with the role of advertising, educational service advertising in this context, being limited to forming in potential consumers the demands that are advantageous to meet for the manufacturer, universities in this context. The demand for certain services is, however, determined by the values prevailing over public opinion. 

Consideration should be given to the fact that political and economical changes condition the changes in public opinion with new values, norms and behaviour patterns being impressed on it. Furthermore, the more dynamic and dramatic the social changes are, the faster personal system of values changes and the more contradictory and less predictable the process of its formation becomes. Otherwise stated, the academic community will have to join in the process of social trust rebuilding under the conditions of permanent uncertainty, ongoing changes, and inapplicability of the previous experience of the educational system functioning.
More importantly, the 2014 Ukrainian society is used to violence. The bitterness and aggression the society has witnessed, coupled with overall simplification, have created conditions adverse to the very existence of social trust. Rebuilding it is hardly possible in the context of intellectual degradation. Intellectual culture, dramatically distorted by political cataclysms, has been seriously undermined, with shortage of funds by no means being the main reason. Blurred are the lines distinguishing culture from ‘post-cultural space’
, it being the issue of the culture basis rather than its certain instances. A man of culture is the one who can say: ‘Never in my life shall I do it, since having done it I’ll cease to be a human being’. Both now and always there will be violations of the rule, though. Nevertheless, an individual ought to know that he will be held liable for such violation, culture being his liability before himself, before persons closest to him, and before society. Without culture, promoting conscious responsibility, education is bound to fail to form and rebuild social trust. In this context, it seems important to identify and meet the correct challenges rather than merely correctly meet the challenges.
Given the above approach, the role of the university sector of education increases many-fold since the university sector is aimed not only and not so much at meeting needs as at forming them. In the context of mass and almost total higher education existing in the PTSD society these challenges are difficult to meet. The complexity of the challenges, however, doesn’t mean that they shouldn’t be met at all.
Though the problem of educational content still remains relevant, it appears that identification of the target education consumers and their objectives is among the immediate challenges facing the Ukrainian system of higher education. In this respect, an individual is of ultimate interest as far as his cognitive abilities are concerned. The classical model, beginning with Jean-Jacques Rousseau who established this point, proceeds from a belief that any person acquires information with the same efficiency, the output of personal knowledge being equal to its input. Hence the belief that an increase in the amount of the input knowledge and the flow of information will result in an adequate representation of the world. It appeared, however, that education is conditioned by knowledge acquisition as well as by the degree of critical thinking and ability to evaluate the information acquired
. Only the above ensures autonomy of decision and discriminating attitude towards information. In this case, a person acts as a complex info system with high-quality security filters intercepting insignificant information.
Otherwise stated, ‘a man of understanding’ able to have and understand the world view integrally rather than fragmentarily is being formed. Only insofar as an individual understands figures, processes, texts, etc. can he adapt to the processes in progress and customize them, since current development management is impossible without understanding. 
Being inherently social, understanding ensures trust; the latter in its turn promotes effective cooperation. Hence is one of the immediate challenges facing Ukrainian education in general and at the stage of social trust rebuilding in particular. Shaping ‘a man of understanding’ should be of crucial importance for the Ukrainian educational system, the more so since the ability to understand can and should be developed. Education breeds ability, the latter breeding demand for education
. According to a more consistent view of the issue, ability is formed in a variety of educational contexts and in its turn promotes further education. More able individuals gain more skills; more qualified individuals become more able. Such individuals easily understand and perceive the importance of social trust and are able to maintain it. 
In this respect it is very important to consider mental peculiarities of the population even at the regional level. It’s hardly appropriate to speak about rebuilding and enhancing social trust in the modern Ukrainian context without considering mental differences and the historical context. It is likewise inappropriate to rely on the direct extrapolation of other countries’ experience. 
The current attempts to rashly and uncritically extrapolate educational experience from some social systems to others reveal at least two related issues. In the first place, it is the case of enthusiasm about the methods of educational rather than socializing activities, which, in the second place, results in disregard of the essence of education as a process of socialization. 
The important fact that socialization is the core target and basis of the educational system functioning is accordingly disregarded. Education being secondary to socialization, its efficiency objectively corresponds to its social context and the adaptation level of a certain education mode. The above disregarded, the results may prove far apart from expectations. Whether the perceived educational outcome is achieved is problematic, but socialization destruction can be expected as a highly probable result. 
In the current Ukrainian context as well as elsewhere primum non nocere, that is as important in education as in medicine, is unfortunately either disregarded by educational system reformers or totally ignored. 
These are the peculiarities to be taken into account by the educational system of Ukraine, and higher school above all, through its institutions intended to reconstitute and rebuild the social trust shattered by the internal political cataclysms of the early ХХI century at both macro- and micro-levels.

The weight of evidence suggests that the academic community – under certain objective and subjective conditions – can produce a unique synergetic effect promoting civil society formation and social trust rebuilding. 

All the more so since certain measures to that end are being taken despite the persisting high-level tension in the Ukrainian society. Analyzing the project of ‘Higher Education Reformation Strategy to 2020’ widely publicized by the Ministry of Education and Science of Ukraine, it is easy to see that the concept is adjusted to both European and North American principles of educational model development. The stake is on an unprecedented increase in university sector autonomy and its cooperation with all the civil society structural elements. Despite all the debatableness and ambiguity of the project, especially as regards its key postulate as to the necessity of a substantial increase in quality under substantial funding constraints, it cannot be denied that even its partial implementation can considerably enhance the role of universities in rebuilding and developing social trust that is of critical importance for modern society in general and the Ukrainian society in particular. 
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