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Abstract. This article systematizes the stages of transformation of Ukraine's higher education
system after 2014 and the institutionalization of European standards within it, and also examines the
significance of this process as a component of European integration. The study focuses on the
institutionalization of European norms within Ukraine's higher education system, tracing its
alignment with the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) and the democratization of Ukrainian
higher education as part of broader European Union integration dynamics. Using qualitative
document analysis, the study examines Ukrainian education legislation (including the Laws on
Higher Education of 2014 and on Education of 2017), EU-Ukraine Association Agreement
frameworks, NAQA reports, Erasmus+ mobility data, and Horizon Europe participation documents.
Education is treated as an element of soft power for shaping international image. The findings
demonstrate significant institutional restructuring in the areas of democratization of university
governance, external quality assurance (the role of the National Agency for Higher Education Quality
Assurance), and integration of Ukrainian universities into the EHEA and EU research networks.
However, implementation remains uneven due to institutional capacity gaps, academic integrity
challenges in the context of generative Al, legacy administrative practices inherited from the Soviet
model, and the severe consequences of the full-scale Russian-Ukrainian war. The article concludes
that higher education policy harmonization and the implementation of competency-based learning
outcomes aligned with the European Qualifications Framework are key preconditions for Ukraine's
long-term integration into the European educational, scientific, and socio-political space.

Key words: democratization of Ukrainian higher education, institutionalization, European
Higher Education Area, Bologna Process, European Union, European integration of Ukraine.

Anomayia. Y cmammi KOHYenmyaibHo cUCmMeMamu308aLo emany mparcgopmayii cucmemu
suwoi oceimu Ykpainu nicas 2014 poky ma incmumyyionanizayii 8 Hitl €BPONEUCLKUX CMAHOAPMie,


mailto:danylenko@knu.ua
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3435-2146
mailto:kseniabbkn@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6052-0226
mailto:danylenko@knu.ua
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3435-2146
mailto:kseniabbkn@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-6052-0226

https://doi.org/10.17721/apmv.2026.167.1.14-20
a Maxoodic 00CNI0HCEHO 3HAYEHHS YbO20 Npoyecy K CK1adosoi egpoinmezpayii. Ha ocnosi sikicno2o
ananizy 00OKymeHmia: 3akonooascmea Ykpainu y cghepi oceimu (30xkpema 3axonie «Ilpo suwgy oceimy»
2014 poxy ma «IIpo ocsimy» 2017 poky), pamok Yeoou npo acoyiayiro misic Yxpainoro ma €C, 36imis
HA34BO, oanux npo akademiuny modinbuicme y pamxax Erasmus+ ma ooxymenmis w000 yuacmi 6
npoepami Horizon Europe, euznaueno knwoyogi 3miHu 6 cucmemi euwoi ocgimu. Ocsima
PO3210A€EMbCS K eleMeHm «M'SKoi cunuy y Qopmy8anti MidCHAPOOHO20 IMIONCY Oepicasu ma it
akaoemiyHo2o asmopumemy. Pesynomamu Oocniodicenus ceiouamv npo cymmegy iHCmMumyyiiuHy
nepe6yoogy y cghepi demoxpamuzayii yHi@epcumemcoko2o 8psaoy8aHHts, 308HIUHbO20 3a0e3nedenHs
AKocmi ma inmeepayii YKpaincbkux yHigepcumemis 00 €8poneticbko2o npocmopy euwoi oceimu
(EHEA) i docrionuysvkux mepexc €C. Boonouac peanizayis peghopm 3a1umacmoscs HepiGHOMIPHOK
yepez GIOMIHHOCMI 8 [HCMUMYYIUHIU CHPOMOIICHOCMI 3aK1a0i8 6uwoi oceimu, YCnaokosai
PAOAHCHKI AOMIHICIMPAMUBHT NPAKMUKY, BUKIUKU AKAOEMIYHOT 000pOHeCHOCI 8 YMOBAX NOULUD eHHSL
WMYYHO2O [HMENeKmy, a MAKOHC HACAIOKU HOBHOMACUIMAOHOI POCIUCLKO-YKPAIHCLKOI BIlHU.
Aemopu ananizyioms pegopmu Kpize npusmy meopii iIHCMUmyyitiHo2o HAwapy8aHus, Nnokazyodu
CRIGICHYBAHHA HOBUX NPAGUIL 13 3ACMAPIIUMU  YNPABIIHCOKUMU Hpakmukamu. [lo0amkogo
00CNI0IHCEHO PO MPAHCKOPOOHHUX OCEIMHIX Ma HAYKO8UX mepedxic (30kpema Erasmus+ ma Horizon
Europe) sax incmpymenmie nyoniunoi ounnomamii, wo nocunooms cy6'ekmuicmv YKpainu Ha
MIJICHAPOOHTI apeni ma it cmitkicmos 6 cymaHimapHiu cghepi. 3pobreno 8UCHOBOK, WO 2apMOHI3AYis
8UWOT OCBIMU 3 €6PONEUCOKUMU CIMAHOAPMAMU Yepe3 8NPOBAONCEHHS KOMNEMEHMHICHO20 NiOX00Y
ma y3zeo0xcenns Hayionanvnoi pamxu keanighixayini iz €8poneiicbkoio pamkoio Keanigikayit €
HeoOXiOHOW nepedyMOo8oI0 YCHIWHOI 00820CmMpoK08oi inmezpayii Vkpainu 00 €8poneiicbko2o
0CGIMHBO2O, HAYKOBO20 MA COYIANbHO-NONIMUYUHO20 NPOCIOP).
Knwuoei cnosa: oemokpamusayia euwoi ocgimu  Yxpainu, iHcmumyyionanizayis,
€sponeticokuil npocmip euwoi oceimu, bononcexuti npoyec, €8ponelicokuii cor3, €8ponelcvLKa
inmezpayia Ykpainu.

Introduction. The harmonization of Ukraine's higher education policy with European
standards became one of the important directions of reform after the signing of the Association
Agreement between Ukraine and the European Union in 2014 (Association Agreement, 2014).

At the same time, this process involves more than legal approximation or the formal adoption
of European regulations. It also affects the internal organization of universities with gradual transition
toward greater autonomy, institutional diversification, research integration, flexible learning
pathways, and embedding in the EHEA. (Kahanec et al., 2022). However institutions implement
European standards differenly, dependending on their capacity. While Ukraine has adopted key
European instruments, such as the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System, the Diploma
Supplement, national qualifications frameworks, external accreditation mechanisms, their practical
implementation remains uneven.

Therefore, the article examines whether Ukraine’s higher education system has substantially
moved closer to European standards and why this process matters in the broader context of European
integration as higher education reform continues to function as an important indicator of institutional
development and long-term European orientation.

Literature review. The concept of Europeanization of Ukraine's higher education has been the
subject of academic studies providing a foundational lens for understanding higher education
transformation.

Zakharchuk N. (Zakharchuk, 2020) emphasizes that Ukrainian higher education reform must
be understood as a dual process shaped by European regionalization through the Bologna Process and
persistent institutional legacies inherited from the Soviet governance model. This duality produces a
hybrid institutional environment in which new rules coexist with older administrative logics. From
this perspective, harmonization is not substitution but layering — new governance structures are
embedded into existing institutional configurations without fully replacing them.

Oleksiyenko A. (Oleksiyenko, 2023) extends this analysis by focusing on epistemic and cultural
dimensions of reform. He argues that European concepts such as academic freedom, institutional
autonomy, and quality assurance require not only procedural adoption but cognitive reinterpretation
within academic communities. This implies that harmonization is fundamentally a process of
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conceptual translation, where imported governance models must be integrated into local academic
cultures that may not historically align with them.

Historical institutionalist approaches explain why reforms produce uneven outcomes.
Hladchenko, Dobbins, and Jungblut (Hladchenko et al, 2020) argue that higher education systems
characterized by informal governance practices and weak enforcement mechanisms tend to reproduce
stability even under formal reform pressure.

This creates a structural gap between policy adoption and operational change. Universities may
comply with formal requirements while maintaining internal practices that diverge from European
governance expectations. As a result, reform outcomes depend not only on legislation but also on
institutional incentives, administrative capacity, and governance culture.

Kahanec, Leu-Severynenko, Novosad and Stadnyi (Kahanec et al, 2022) situate higher
education reform within Ukraine's wartime reconstruction agenda, arguing that the war both disrupted
the education system and increased the strategic importance of European integration as a long-term
rebuilding framework, with international academic partnerships serving as mechanisms of
institutional continuity under wartime conditions.

Despite substantial existing research, there remains limited integration between three analytical
dimensions: governance transformation, institutional implementation capacity, and external
reputational effects. This study addresses this gap by analyzing higher education harmonization as a
multi-level institutional process rather than a single policy domain.

The purpose of the study. The purpose of the article is to assess the harmonization of Ukraine's
higher education policy with European standards after 2014 and to explain why this alignment matters
for European integration, institutional modernization and external credibility.

The study employs qualitative document analysis as the primary methodological approach.
Document analysis is appropriate because higher education harmonization is expressed through
legislation, institutional decisions, programme participation and official reports. The empirical corpus
includes: Ukrainian laws on higher education, the Association Agreement, documents of the European
Higher Education Area, NAQA materials, EU-Ukraine cooperation documents, and information on
Erasmus+, Eurydice and Horizon Europe.

The analysis is structured around the following interpretive layers: 1. normative alignment
(formal policy convergence); 2. institutional implementation (operational practices); 3. integration
outcomes (mobility, research cooperation, external recognition). This layered approach allows
identification of asymmetries between policy design and institutional reality, assessesing institutional
convergence and discussing reputational significance as an indirect consequence of credible
alignment.

Main results of the research. The post-2014 reform cycle introduced a structured shift in the
governance architecture of Ukrainian higher education. The Law on Higher Education (20/4) and
subsequent legislative acts established a framework that formally redefined the relationship between
the state and universities (Law of Ukraine No. 1556-VII, 2014). However, this transformation is better
understood as partial decentralization under continued regulatory supervision, rather than full
institutional autonomy in the European sense (Hladchenko et al, 2020). Universities gained expanded
managerial rights, but strategic and financial dependencies on the state remain significant, particularly
in budgetary allocation and staffing structures.

The Law on Education (2017) extended this framework by embedding competency-based
learning outcomes as the foundational logic for qualification design (Law of Ukraine No. 2145-VIII,
2017). Simultaneously, the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) operationalized this logic by
structuring qualifications through eight levels of learning outcomes directly comparable to the
European Qualifications Framework (EQF). This alignment reduces informational barriers for
Ukrainian graduates seeking recognition in European academic and professional markets, and signals
the depth of normative convergence beyond purely legislative compliance.

Ukraine's inclusion in the Eurydice network in 2024 extends this institutional integration into
the domain of comparative education data (Eurydice Ukraine, 2024). Eurydice provides standardized
descriptions of national education systems for European audiences; Ukraine's participation means its
system is increasingly represented alongside EU member states rather than classified separately as an
external partner. While this does not constitute full convergence, it marks a qualitative shift in how
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Ukraine's higher education system is positioned within European comparative frameworks.

Across all three instruments — the Law on Higher Education, the NQF, and Eurydice inclusion
— a consistent pattern is visible: governance reform creates the conditions for recognition, but
recognition itself depends on the operational credibility of the instruments in practice. This creates a
hybrid governance model in which autonomy is formally recognized but functionally constrained.

The establishment of the National Agency for Higher Education Quality Assurance (NAQA)
represents one of the most structurally significant reforms in Ukrainian higher education governance.
From an institutional perspective, NAQA introduces a shift from administrative control logic toward
external evaluative governance, where quality is assessed through peer review mechanisms and
standardized European criteria.

NAQA's integration into European quality networks followed a staged trajectory. In 2020, the
agency received affiliate status with the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (ENQA) and became a full member of the Central and Eastern European Network of
Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (CEENQA) (NAQA, 2020a; NAQA, 2020b). These
steps signal institutional recognition within the European quality architecture. NAQA is currently
advancing toward full ENQA membership and inclusion in the European Quality Assurance Register
(EQAR) — a milestone that would make Ukrainian accreditation decisions formally recognized across
the entire EHEA (NAQA, 2025). EQAR inclusion would directly reduce the recognition barriers that
Ukrainian graduates and academics currently face when seeking to study, work, or collaborate in
Europe.

However, this shift does not automatically produce uniform compliance across institutions.
Instead, it generates differentiated adaptation patterns: leading universities internalize quality
assurance as a development tool; mid-tier institutions treat it as procedural compliance; weaker
institutions often struggle with capacity requirements. The scale of accreditation activity as
approximately 1,300 programmes processed in 2024 alone (Annual report of the National Agency for
Higher Education Quality Assurance for 2024) demonstrates institutional penetration of external
evaluation mechanisms, but does not resolve structural disparities in implementation quality.

Thus, quality assurance in Ukraine functions simultaneously as a governance modernization
instrument and a mechanism of institutional differentiation. The next stage of reform should therefore
focus on strengthening implementation quality and consistency, rather than expanding the formal
scope of accreditation procedures.

Erasmus+ operates as one of the most effective mechanisms of European integration in
Ukrainian higher education, but its impact is structurally uneven. Available data confirm the scale of
this engagement: since 2014, Ukrainian institutions have participated in 1,889 cooperation projects
involving 227 universities, producing 17,006 student and staff mobilities (EEAS, 2023). In the 2023
call alone, Ukrainian organisations were selected for 2,425 new mobility projects — the highest figure
among all 144 partner countries in the programme (EEAS, 2023). This positions Ukraine not as a
peripheral beneficiary but as one of the most engaged partner systems within Erasmus+, reflecting
the administrative capacity and European partnerships that Ukrainian universities have developed
since 2014.

However, the distribution of participation reveals clear asymmetries. Universities with stronger
administrative capacity and international offices accumulate disproportionately higher engagement
levels. This produces a stratified internationalization system, where European exposure becomes
institutionally concentrated rather than system-wide. Beyond mobility statistics, Erasmus+ generates
three long-term institutional effects: curricular adaptation toward European learning outcomes;
administrative learning in project-based governance; and norm diffusion regarding academic
standards and collaboration practices.

After 2022, mobility also acquired a resilience dimension. It became a mechanism for
maintaining institutional continuity under wartime disruption, reinforcing its role beyond traditional
academic exchange (Kahanec et al., 2022). European support for Ukrainian students and researchers
became an additional channel of institutional connection, primarily humanitarian in immediate
purpose, but with long-term structural consequences for academic integration.

Ukraine's participation in Horizon Europe represents a deeper form of institutional integration
because it requires compliance with complex research governance standards. Unlike mobility
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programmes, Horizon Europe engagement is conditional on financial accountability systems,
research ethics compliance, consortium-based project management, open science requirements, and
competitive peer review structures. This creates what can be described as governance transfer through
research participation.

Available data confirm accelerating integration. Funding to Ukrainian entities doubled between
2022 and 2023, rising from €13 million to €20.3 million (Science|Business, 2024). By 2024, total net
contributions reached approximately €50 million across 172 projects — the highest cumulative total
for Ukraine in any EU framework research programme to date (Science|Business, 2025). The opening
of the Horizon Europe Office in Kyiv in December 2023 further institutionalized this relationship,
signaling Ukraine's transition from programme participant to recognized research partner requiring
dedicated coordination infrastructure (European Commission, 2023).

Importantly, participation remains uneven. Institutions with established research infrastructure
integrate more effectively, while others remain marginal participants. This reinforces systemic
stratification within Ukrainian academia, mirroring the asymmetry observed in Erasmus+
engagement.

The full-scale war has not interrupted Europeanization processes but has fundamentally altered
their conditions of implementation. Three structural effects are evident: infrastructure disruption,
which has reduced institutional capacity in affected regions; digital acceleration, which enabled
continuity but also exposed inequalities in technological readiness; and increased external
dependency, through which international partnerships have become essential for institutional
survival, particularly in research and mobility.

Thus, war acts simultaneously as a constraint on institutional capacity and a catalyst for
international integration. This dual effect reinforces asymmetry rather than eliminating it —
institutions already better integrated into European networks have proven more resilient, while those
with weaker international connections face compounding disadvantages.

The findings indicate that Europeanization in Ukrainian higher education does not produce
uniform systemic change. Instead, it generates a stratified structure in which institutions adapt at
different speeds and depths. This confirms that harmonization is not a binary outcome (aligned / not
aligned), but a gradient process of institutional convergence. The broader AA implementation data
support this assessment: according to the Report on the Implementation of the Association Agreement
for 2023, the Ukrainian Cabinet of Ministers fulfilled 86% of AA-mandated tasks, representing a five
percentage point increase over the previous year (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2024). Education
and research consistently appeared among the highest-performing implementation clusters, indicating
that sectoral convergence is traceable through measurable governance outputs.

A key analytical insight is the existence of a persistent translation gap between formal adoption
of European standards and their operational implementation. This gap is not accidental but
structurally embedded in governance conditions characterized by administrative legacy systems,
uneven institutional capacity, and limited enforcement mechanisms. As a result, European standards
are often reinterpreted rather than fully replicated. Closing this gap requires not only continued
legislative alignment but sustained investment in institutional capacity and governance culture.

From a soft power perspective, higher education reform contributes to external perception
formation, but only indirectly. Institutional credibility emerges through cumulative signals:
participation in Erasmus+, integration into Horizon Europe, and external accreditation recognition
through the NAQA-ENQA/EQAR trajectory. As Lami & Myrta (Lami, Myrta, 2021) demonstrate,
the value diffusion generated through academic mobility operates independently of formal policy
declarations, accumulating through individual interactions and institutional relationships rather than
top-down signaling. However, these effects function over long time horizons and depend on perceived
consistency between formal alignment and practical governance behavior.

The analysis supports the interpretation that Europeanization in higher education is best
understood as institutional learning rather than policy transfer. Learning occurs through repeated
participation in European programmes, adaptation to external evaluation systems, and incremental
internalization of governance norms. This process is neither linear nor complete, but cumulative —
and its depth is determined less by legislative frameworks than by the organizational conditions under
which institutions engage with European expectations.
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Conclusions. The study demonstrates that Ukraine's higher education system has undergone
significant transformation since 2014, characterized by increasing alighment with European
governance, quality assurance, and research frameworks. However, this alignment is uneven and
structurally differentiated. While formal regulatory convergence is substantial and reflected in
legislative reform, NQF development, NAQA's integration into European quality networks, Eurydice
inclusion, and growing participation in Erasmus+ and Horizon Europe, implementation varies across
institutions depending on capacity, resources, and administrative maturity. Harmonization is therefore
institutional rather than merely legal, as European standards become embedded through governance
practices rather than legislative adoption alone. Europeanization is also structurally stratified:
integration outcomes differ significantly across institutions, producing a multi-speed higher education
system in which external credibility is indirect and cumulative, arising from sustained institutional
participation in European frameworks rather than from formal policy declarations.

These findings have direct implications for policy. Strengthening institutional capacity beyond
leading universities is essential to reducing the systemic asymmetry that currently concentrates
European programme participation among a small group of institutions. In parallel, NAQA's trajectory
toward full ENQA membership and EQAR inclusion should be treated as a strategic priority rather than
a technical procedure, given that degree recognition across the EHEA depends directly on this
milestone. More broadly, improving the implementation consistency of quality assurance
mechanisms requires shifting emphasis from procedural compliance toward governance culture — a
change that cannot be achieved through regulation alone but demands sustained investment in
institutional development. Regional universities with limited administrative infrastructure require
targeted support to expand their access to European programmes equitably. Underpinning all of these
directions is the need to reinforce governance autonomy alongside robust accountability systems, so
that universities can act as genuine agents of European integration rather than passive recipients of
externally imposed standards.Ultimately, higher education harmonization in Ukraine should be
understood as a long-term institutional adaptation process shaped by both European integration
dynamics and domestic structural constraints. Its significance lies not in formal convergence alone,
but in the cumulative depth of institutional change that makes Ukraine's European orientation
operationally real.
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