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Abstract: Education has always been an extremely important factor and one of the main means of a cultural and political survival for Armenians, one of the most ancient nations in the world. New, sometimes very harsh realities have a dramatic impact on every aspect of the Armenian nation’s life. One of really vulnerable spheres is labor market and problems related to employment. The collapse of the Soviet Union, a painful and shocking processes of transition from the centrally-planned to the free-market life, multifold cuts of state financing due to the economic crisis, the poverty of the population and stratification, dramatic drop in the labor market demand were among the reasons for the need of reforms, especially in the system of education in the Republic of Armenia. By joining the Council of Europe and signing the Bergen Communiqué in 2005 the country has stated her commitment to Bologna Process and willingness to conduct all necessary reforms to become a qualified member state.  
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INTRODUCTION
Education has always been an extremely important factor and one of the main means of a cultural and political survival for Armenians, one of the most ancient nations in the world. Throughout centuries, churches and monasteries served not only as the places for conducting religious services but also acted as educational and cultural centers. During the Medieval times there were a lot of famous universities, one of which was Gladzor University established in the 13th century. 
Constant interest and aspiration for education and cultural development have been preserved in the Armenian nation in spite of all hardships, wars and catastrophes. Even during the Genocide of 1915 -1920s Armenian refugees escaping from the Ottoman Turkey were trying to preserve books and manuscripts, as a very important source of wisdom. Some of the books were even divided and brought to the Eastern Armenia (modern-days Republic of Armenia) part by part by different survivors.

Seventy plus years of the Soviet era allowed the Soviet Armenia to turn into one of the most educated Republics with one hundred per cent literacy of the population. Education was one of the primary focuses for the small Republic which gave world-famous astrophysicists, doctors, artists, musicians, etc. 

PROBLEMS AFFECTING THE RA EDUCATION SYSTEM

However, the collapse of the Soviet Union, a painful and shocking processes of transition from the centrally-planned to the free-market life, several years of ethnic conflicts and the war with Azerbaijan for the Armenian enclave Nagorno-Karabakh, the economic blockade which is still imposed by the neighboring countries, multifold cuts of state financing due to the economic crisis, the poverty of the population and stratification, dramatic drop in the labor market demand were among the reasons for the need of reforms in the Republic of Armenia.  
Because of the break up of the Soviet Union long-lasting ties between the educational institutions, specifically universities and institutes of Armenia and of the former Soviet republics have weakened or totally vanished out. The scientific and educational contacts have been lost and it took several years to re-establish some of them or to establish new ones.  Another problem that Armenia was and still is facing is the economic crises which led to unprecedentedly high rate of emmigration. “Brain drain” is a very big problem due to which the country lost a lot of highly–qualified young specialist leaving the country with families. This demographic problem, in its turn, leads to a decreasing number of pupils at schools and students at higher education institutions (HEIs). Because of a decreasing number of populations, a lot of schools have been optimized (closed), especially in the regions.  Of course, all this has a catastrophic impact on the overall education system of Armenia: fewer schools – fewer students – less future specialist.

Currently the education sector includes preschool institutions, schools: primary and secondary; vocational colleges; higher education institutions: public and private universities, institutes and post-graduate institutions: scientific institutes. Unfortunately, ties between schools and HEIs are becoming weaker: universities blame schools for poor graduating pupils and schools blame HEIs for preparing low-quality specialists and together they blame parents. Results of final examinations at schools show that knowledge obtained in during twelve years of education is not enough for some students to pass the university entrance examinations and a lot of parents are forced to pay for private lessons for their children.

Another important issue is weak ties between the education system and research.  During the Soviet times, universities and institutes were considered as places having one important mission: to teach. Most of the basic research is still conducted by scientific research institutions belonging to the National Academy of Sciences. 

New, sometimes very harsh realities have a dramatic impact on every aspect of the Armenian nation’s life. One of vulnerable spheres is labor market and problems related to employment. More specifically, there is unsatisfactory number of people having vocational education and training and, at the same time, there is a surplus of graduates with university diplomas whose level of expertise is not sufficient and does not meet requirements of the modern-days labor market and employers. There are also specialists having several diplomas from various international HEIs who are facing a lot of problems with finding appropriate jobs. These and other problems lead to questions, such as: why to prepare so many doctors, lawyers and economists for a small country and not to prepare specialists who would be in a great demand in the local and international labor markets? Why not to conduct needs assessment to find out the most demanding and not the most fashionable specialties?  How to implement international experience and good practices into the education system of Armenia?

To answer these and other questions, one should keep in mind causes of the problem.  First of all, schools and universities are not funded enough from the state budget. Salaries of school teachers and professors in some universities are low which leads to a high rate of corruption.  Maintenance of buildings is not an easy task as well. All these and other problems are forcing universities to accept some students who are able to pay but are not too capable to study.  Another issues having a direct impact on the quality of education is a mushrooming number of private universities and state HEIs duplicating each other’s activities which does not increases the quality through competition. Currently, there are 20 state and 33 private HEIs in Armenia accredited by the state. They are totally financed by student tuitions. Public universities and institutes have 60-70 per cent of fee-paying students and the rest are “state-ordered” students. 
REPUBLIC OF ARMENIA AND THE BOLOGNA PROCESS
Not only Armenia needs and implements education reforms. The whole educated world is trying to keep updated their education systems and to meet requirements of rapidly changing labor markets. One of the most vivid examples is Europe. In the last few years, the European process of education reforms has become a tangible reality for the European Countries and their citizens. The Europe of Knowledge is acknowledged as a very influential factor for human, social and economic development of society. 

 
The Republic of Armenia by joining the Council of Europe and the Bologna Process has stated its commitment to the European Processes and its willingness to conduct all necessary reforms to become a qualified member state. For this purpose, “on May 19, 2005 the Republic of Armenia (RA) Minister of Education and Science signed the Bergen Communiqué of the Ministers of Education from the Bologna participating countries; thus Armenia officially joined the Bologna process committing itself to completing the implementation of main principles of the Bologna process by its specific action lines by 2010 and becoming part of the emerging European Higher Education Area (EHEA).” [1]
The legal conditions for implementing the principles of the Bologna Process have been established by Law on Education (1999), Law on State program for educational development for the period of 2001-2005 (adopted by the National Assembly in 2001), Strategy of Higher Education (approved by Government in 2002), Law on Higher and Postgraduate Professional Education (adopted by the National Assembly on December 14, 2004) and other legal documents.
In order to meet the requirements of constantly changing modern-days labor market and to become a fully accepted member of the world educated community, Armenia actively conducts educational reforms. Among the positive results are the following points: curricula, text-books and teaching methods are upgrading both for schools and for HEIs; new teaching and learning techniques are gradually implemented; technical equipment and computers are becoming inseparable parts of schools’ and HEIs’ day-to day life even in the regions; HEIs are becoming more autonomous in their decision making processes both in terms of allocation of their finances and in offering new specialties. Another positive indication of reforms is that there is some inflow of young teachers and professors at the RA universities who have improved their skills in the European, American and Russian HEIs and who are eager to share their expertise with students and colleagues. This leads to improved curricula and teaching methods, changing of a traditional mentality of many teachers and professors and all this will eventually help shaping a better image and competitiveness of our future specialists.
As a result of reforms, another transformations are taking place in the schools and HEIs: the grading system is changed (at schools, the Soviet system of grading from 1 to 5 is changed into a different scale); the two-level of higher education system is implemented, i.e. instead of five years of study and obtaining a degree of a Diploma Specialist students of most HEIs currently are transferred to the bachelor’s (fours years) and master’s (2 years) degrees system; soon the universities will transfer from the system of aspirantura and  seekers into the third, PhD level. Also, the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) is implemented at universities which allows for students to participate in various international exchange programmes without loosing any year of their study and to bring their grades back from international universities. Also, due to joining to the Bologna process, Armenia is able to participate in a lot of European educational grant programmes, such as Tempus, Erasmus Mundus and other ones. Participation in these and other programmes, establishment of ties and formation of consortiums with international institutions allows Armenian specialists to obtain a first-hand experience in internal and external quality assurance system; in preparation of more effective curricula; in a better organization of faculty and student exchange and training programmes and other activities. 
Another positive aspect of reforms is that some international enterprises organise trainings for bright 3rd and 4th grade students for a further selection of future possible employees. One of this enterprises is the US based Synopsis, “a world leader in electronic design automation (EDA), supplying the global electronics market with the software, IP and services used in semiconductor design and manufacturing.” [2] 
Another vivid example of reforms is establishment of several international schools and universities in Armenia, such as the American University of Armenia (a joint venture between the Armenian Government and the University of California, Los Angeles UCLA); the French University, the Armenian - Slavonic University and the German University which provide internationally accepted diplomas.  
CONCLUSION
In conclusion I would say that it is not a secret that that future of any country depends on a level and quality of their future specialists. That is why the education reforms conducted by the RA Government should be on a constant basis for Armenia to become a fully accepted member of the world community. However, sometimes it seems that there are three separate worlds: worlds of teachers, parents and students. And sometimes these worlds do not intersect: parents do not know what their children do; teachers very often are too much involved into their professional life; and some students do not care about their education. As a result, often students are just passive observers of the education reforms instead of being active participants of those processes. After all, universities and institutes are established for them.    
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NOTE: This brief overview is the author’s personal opinion.  
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