DEPOSIT AND CONSULTATION OF DISSERTATION

One copy of your dissertation will be deposited in ORA (Oxford University Research Archive), where it
is intended to be freely available online. In order to facilitate this, you are requested to complete and
sign the form below.

Please use block capitals
Surname

Bilik

First names (in full)
Matej
Faculty board EDUCATION

Degree name and pathway

MSc Education (Higher Education)

Title of dissertation

Higher Education and Knowledge in Slovak Political Life

N.B. The title stated here must be precisely the same as that stated on the title page of the
thesis submitted. A candidate wishing to amend the title previously approved by the faculty
must apply to the faculty board for permission to do so.

Supervisor

Professor Simon Marginson

Subject keywords Enter your own keywords or phrases to describe your work.
This information helps us describe your work in ORA

Higher education

Student self-formation

Political participation; political representation; politics

Slovakia

Knowledge

Rationality

Experts; expertise

Educational cleavage

Institutional design

Research methods used This information helps us describe your work on SOLO for future students
e.g. quantitative, interviews, vocabulary test, systematic review, etc.

Interviews; Elite interviews
Biographical data collection
Critical phenomenology
Case study

Messy approach




Declaration by the candidate as author of the dissertation

1.

| understand that | am the owner of this dissertation and that the copyright rests with
me unless | specifically transfer it to another person.

| understand that the Department requires that | shall deposit one copy of my
dissertation in the Oxford University Research Archive (‘ORA’) where it shall be freely
available online for use in accordance with ORA’s Terms and Conditions of Use
[https://ora.ox.ac.uk/terms of use].

| understand that this dissertation should not contain material that can be used to
personally identify individuals or specific groups of individuals, and that such material
should be removed before this dissertation is deposited in ORA.

| agree to be bound by the terms of the ORA Grant of Non-exclusive Licence
[www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/ora/deposit-in-ora/deposit-licence] and | warrant that to
the best of my knowledge, making my thesis available on the internet will not
infringe copyright or any other rights of any other person or party, nor contain
defamatory material.

| agree that my dissertation shall be available for download in ORA in accordance
with paragraphs 2, 3 and 4 above.

Signed [an electronic signature is sufficient]: /Aj/ %/
{,Jéf Z

Date: August 12, 2022


https://ora.ox.ac.uk/terms_of_use
file:///C:/Users/Library/AppData/Local/Temp/www.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/ora/deposit-in-ora/deposit-licence

Higher Education and Knowledge in Slovak Political Life

Dissertation submitted for Master of Science (MSc) in Education (Higher Education)
at the Department of Education, University of Oxford

Written by Matej Bilik (Wolfson College)

Supervised by Professor Simon Marginson (Linacre College)

August 2022
Word count: 19 997



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

Abstract

This research focuses on the promise that expanding education and scientific progress will
enhance social harmony. It explores this question in elite interviews with Slovak politicians,
analysing their answers through the use of critical phenomenology and messy approaches, with
an emphasis on active reflexivity. The issues are presented in a broader historical context,
accounting for current political and educational challenges, and institutional structures.
Participants’ experiences from interviews are complemented with educational biographic data
of Slovak politicians. The first part of the research focuses on the relationship between
education and political life. A compiled database of the educational biographical data of
politicians was used to map the Slovak educational cleavage within political representation,
confirming the thesis of diploma democracy (Bovens & Wille, 2017). However, participants
reject the simplified binary division of people with and without HE. Hence, the research moved
to explore the absolute and relative contributions of education to political participation. It
uncovered nuanced ways that certain educational experiences in combination with affluent
background and the associated predispositions, help individuals to accumulate advantages that
place them in proximity to political power. The research introduces the concept of higher
education immersion, which shows the impact of educational hierarchies on stratifying access
to transformative higher education-related experiences and through that limit space for self-
formation. In the second part of the dissertation, the relationship between knowledge and
political life is explored, mapping various rationalities used to justify policies. The dissertation
identifies the need to rethink the relationship of science to policy and the need to critically
reflect on the limits of public reason in the context of confirmation bias, the Dunning-Kruger

effect, and social media.

Key words: educational cleavage, higher education, social harmony, rationality, Slovakia
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Introduction

Western liberal democratic thought has been dominated by ‘politics of inevitability’ (Snyder,
2018) assuming that education will spread reason and scientific knowledge by becoming the
source of that reason, will enable society to overcome social inequalities, establish social
harmony, and arrive at the ‘end of history’ (Almond & Verba, 1963; Berlin, 1959; Fukuyama,
1993; Raman, 2014; Rawls, 1999; Sorrel, 1991). But lately, this promise has been under heavy
guestioning, as along with the expansion of education and progress in science, Western politics
has become more polarised and rather disharmonious (W. Brown, 2017; Fukuyama, 2022;
Klein, 2020; Millgram, 2015; Reay, 2017; Sandel, 2020). While Slovak politics have never
been particularly pleasant, the last few years have been increasingly more frustrating. There is
a sense of a society deeply divided and losing its cohesion (Vasecka, 2022b). This has been
deeply frustrating for me as a researcher, as a person raised and socialised in spaces which
believed in the transformative power of education and knowledge. Why are the advances in

sciences and expansion of higher education not leading to greater social harmony?

To start answering this question, the research follows two inquires, exploring the consequences
of education and knowledge for political life in Slovakia. The study combines aspects of the
case study approach; collecting educational biographical data and interviewing politicians to
describe the Slovak educational cleavage. This is complemented in the interview analysis by
critical phenomenology and messy approaches that explore through participants’ words and
experiences the phenomena that emerge concerning HE and working with knowledge. In this
dissertation, | take these emerging ideas and let them interact with the literature to affirm

existing and propose new understandings, provide suggestions, and critique existing structures.

This research attempts to cover multiple gaps in the current understanding. Firstly, the
educational cleavage and its dynamics have been largely described in the context of the major
Western democracies (Bovens & Wille, 2017; Gethin et al., 2022; Pew Research Centre, 2016),
but there is a lack of research that accounts for the local context in cases like Slovakia. Secondly,
the relationship between HE and political participation is extensively researched, using various
research approaches and methods, including surveys, administrative data, and interviews
(Bommel & Heineck, 2020; Kam & Palmer, 2008; Mayer, 2015; Persson, 2013b; Verba et al.,
1995), these studies account little for the experiences of politicians themselves. Lastly, the
literature | came across on the role of knowledges in political life is fragmented across various

disciplines, and presented in specific cases of science informing policy or philosophical works



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

(Christensen, 2021; Millgram, 2015; Sarewitz, 2004). This research is trying to cover those
gaps, by mapping various rationalities that are being employed by political actors and what

have been identified as limits to public reason.

Chapter 1 gives an account of my methodology and research process, based on principles of
‘messy’ research and active ‘reflexivities of discomfort’. Chapter 2 provides historical context
and sets in the research in the current socio-political climate. Chapters 3 and 4 are the main
parts of the work, exploring the two inquires, education, and knowledge in political life,
combining findings from the literature, interviews, and my other research. Chapter 5
summarises my suggestions as they rose from my engagement with the literature and the

phenomena explored through the research.
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Chapter 1. Methodology

“The qualitative research arena would benefit from more “messy” examples, examples that
may not always be successful, examples that do not seek a comfortable, transcendent end
point but leave us in the uncomfortable realities of doing engaged qualitative research.”

(Pillow, 2003, p. 193)
This methodological chapter will offer personal and “messy” reflections on the process of
research. From the start, my thinking was spread out, borrowing from various paradigms, and
my research methods and aims were shifting. Only later in the process, encouraged by the
examples of other authors, | embraced the messiness of my approach (Clark et al., 2007; Cook,
2009; Fitzgerald et al., 2021; Folkes, 2022; Mellor, 2001). The phenomena of education and
knowledge in political life are similarly “messy” and full of complicated hierarchies of power
(Mellor, 2001). While the messy reality of research is broadly shared among academics, it is
little reflected and presented in their works (Clark et al., 2007; Cook, 2009). The “messy”
approaches are not referring to ‘sloppy’ research but the research that is honest about the
‘swampy lowlands’ in which it takes place (Mellor, 2001). Cook thinks of the “messy area” as
an important part of achieving clarity and rigour in research, as it is through entering the limbo,
in which everything is questioned, and through re-engaging with materials that researchers find
new meanings and knowledges (2009). And rather than producing ‘clean’ writing, which
polishes any deficiencies and downplays limitations, the “messy” approach starts with openness
to build rigour (Clark et al., 2007; Cook, 2009; Fitzgerald et al., 2021).

But the “messy” must be paired with the researcher’s reflexivity, “as insight to knowledge
production” that is active and ongoing (Pillow, 2003, p. 178). It requires reflexivity towards
self, how others might perceive self, and how the self makes sense of the previous two reflexive
moves (Soedirgo & Glas, 2020). However, reflexivity should not be a move to find clarity and
increase validity, but rather to constantly challenge and keep the researcher in ‘reflexivities of
discomfort.’ It is research that does not claim the success of its attempts, there is no certainty,
clarity, or comfort. But researcher persists, because in the recognition of the impossibility to do
research, comes also recognition of the pragmatic political necessity to search for meaning and
do research (Pillow, 2003).
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Research design

This research has evolved quite a lot. At the outset, it was planned as a case study with a
qualitative method consisting of semi-structured interviews and the collection of biographical
data about participants. Already during interviews, ideas were brought up that pushed me to
rethink my methodological approach and theoretical framework. One of the hints that my
research design is more phenomenological, came from a short conversation with the assistants
of one participant that witnessed the interview. Shortly after finishing the interview, I ran into
them. They expressed their surprise with the questions I asked in the interview. There | started
explaining that my primary goal was not to find facts but rather to search for meanings, trying
to understand how the participants experience and make sense of education and expertise in
political life. That was my intuitive answer which probably exposes the underlying research

design even though at that point it was not articulated in that way.

This research started and still employs elements of the case study approach, it is bounded to
Slovakia, and it includes context description, in-depth focus using mixed methods, interviews
and secondary data (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Mills et al., 2010). This case has been selected due
to relative ease of access to the participants and the ability to navigate the language. But the

research is also going further in terms of exploring the participants’ experiences.

Through readings on various methodological approaches, I came across phenomenology, and
it finally made sense. Phenomenology is concerned with finding meaning, discovering
underlying universals, and “the essence of the experience” (Creswell & Poth, 2016, p. 213),
which is not individual but inter-subjective (Lin, 2017). The phenomenological approach was
founded by Husserl and further developed by Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty (Creswell
& Poth, 2016). As there are diverse approaches and understandings of phenomenology, in the
next paragraphs, I will explain my understanding of phenomenology, the approach | took and

decisions that were made along the way.

The search for essence happens in phenomenological research through a series of turns. Firstly,
epoche or phenomenological reduction or bracketing is the process of the researcher suspending
“personal biases, beliefs, preconceptions and assumptions” (Lin, 2017, p. 471). Interacting with
participants and collected data with “freshness and openness” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 41).
Secondly, eidetic reduction or horizontalization, highlighting significant statements, putting
them into themes and clusters of meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2016) which allows for the

essence, core or the universal to be identified (Lin, 2017). This is in some way very similar to

10
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the way Cook presented the engagement with “messy,” repeatedly engaging with the collected
material, and then making the “messy turn” to find new meanings and understandings (2009).
Thirdly, imaginative variation, a mental experiment, expanding the scope, changing the frame
of reference to find the essential elements which could be generalised (Lin, 2017; Turley et al.,
2016). The process presented above could be characterized as the classical, modernist approach

to phenomenology (Finlay, 2012).

Within the broader tradition of phenomenology, there has been the development of more critical
approaches that rethought the turns and overall goals of the inquiry, inspired by the work of
Merleau-Ponty and Simon de Beauvoir (Oksala, 2022). The first difference in approach
between the more classical and critical approaches is in their overall goal, as critical
phenomenology is oriented towards social critique (Depraz, 2022; Oksala, 2022). Secondly,
this approach disregards the possibility of complete bracketing, as “persistent social structures
influence our capacity to experience the world” (Guenther, 2013, p. 13). The research
interactions, researcher and the participants cannot be separated from the historical and political
moments (Depraz, 2022; Oksala, 2022). Here the practice of active ‘reflexivities of discomfort’
is very useful, they constantly engage with problems of positionality and inability to bracket
self. These deep reflections and attempts to identify these structures and specific historic
moments can lead us to the liberating realisation that these structures are not permanent or
natural (Guenther, 2020). Therefore, epoche in critical phenomenology provides space to think
otherwise, to start separating social, political, and historical structures from the phenomenon.
Thirdly, critical phenomenology is very wary of universalising the findings, as they were in
past used to legitimise “forms of oppression and marginalization” (Oksala, 2022, p. 5). Rather
research should strive for more complex and overlapping essences. Fourthly, the turn of
imaginative variation, similar to the first one, relies a lot on the supposed objectivity of the

researcher, already discussed above.

My approach adopts mostly critical phenomenology, rejecting the universalism of any finding,
as it is aware of the deep consequences of history and political moments on the social world
and the inseparability of these structural factors from the phenomenon. The research design
includes an attempt to identify these structures and provide a social critique of them. And then
explore the phenomena of education and knowledge in political life shared between
participants; contemplate their experiences and present findings as ‘a’ possible way to think
about the world (Hussar, 2013).

11
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Research methods

Similarly to the impossibility of the researcher’s claim of neutrality, research methods and
practices operate in certain socio-political contexts (Martel et al., 2022) and can provide only
proximation rather than certainty (Oberauer & Lewandowsky, 2019). My approach includes the
principle of methodological eclecticism, using a diversity of techniques from various methods
to explore the topic of interest, combining qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods as
appropriate. Following my previously stated approach of not universalising, mixed method
research allows the researcher to reach diverse conclusions (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010).
Phenomenology primarily uses interviews, to lesser extent observations, while case studies use

a wider range of methods to explore the topic (Creswell & Poth, 2016).

Semi-structured interviews are the main method of this research. Interviews allow the
researcher to explore the topic in depth, to understand not only the sequence of events but
importantly how individuals make sense of it (Miller & Glassner, 2016). As they are direct
conversations with participants, they provide a chance to build closer rapport, but that also
means that interviewer has a greater impact on the data collected (McGrath et al., 2019). The
semi-structured format has been selected due to the limited time of the participants. Interviews
were partially structured in the introduction and conclusion, to collect key information. The
middle section was more open, with broad questions that allowed for unexpected to emerge and
to be further investigated. This format is also the most suitable for a less trained interviewer,
such as me (May, 2011; Robson & McCartan, 2016). Interviews in this research had a specific
set of challenges. First, the involvement of elite participants required extensive preparation and
navigating complicated power dynamics (Glas, 2021; Lilleker, 2003; Mikecz, 2012). Second,
partially online participation thwarts building rapport (de Villiers et al., 2021).

Biographical secondary data online collection includes data about participants regarding
their educational, political, and professional biography to localise their experiences in a broader
context. At first data about HE was collected for all individuals in the sample, as it was
necessary for recruiting. But this dataset also provided data necessary to quantify the
educational cleavage in the Slovak political representation. Biographical information was
collected from official institutional websites, all references are in Appendix Il. For all interview
participants, | did an additional online search for publicly accessible information regarding their
educational, political, and professional biography (see Appendix I.). This information was then

checked with participants during the interview to confirm its validity.

12



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

Research process

In the upcoming subsections, I will be reflecting on my research decisions and my positionality.
While the research here is presented in some form of linearity and simplicity, this does not
reflect the experience. It was a “process of adding to, shifting and branching off, thinking and
sifting” (Cook, 2009, p. 278) with power dynamics being fluid and changing (Folkes, 2022).

Planning

The initial plan of the research is outlined in the CUREC 1a application form (Appendix I11.).
The first important decision regarding the research was about the anonymity of the participants.
As political actors within a democratic system, the information about them is accessible and
they could be easily identified if I would write something about their context. Thus, | decided
to ask them to speak on the record, similarly to the way they would interact with the media.
These individuals chose freely to be in public life, they have extensive agency, and they can
expect public scrutiny. Still, | took some steps to protect them, including the option to withdraw
and to correct or change what is attributed to them on the record. From the very start,
participants were informed that their participation will be on record (a detailed explanation is

in CUREC form Section F). In multiple informal conversations with participants, they did not

express any problem with participating on record.

The way the plan is presented in the form seems to be quite linear and clear, yet the ‘messy’
reality of research changed it. The first two ‘messy’ experiences were piloting and translating.
Especially for a less experienced interviewer, it is advisable to pilot the interview, review the
guide and address any problems before the main research (Majid et al., 2017; McGrath et al.,
2019). | piloted the interview with my former colleague from Slovakia, testing the most
extensive version of the interview guide and letting the conversation go freely. Throughout the
interview | took notes, she gave me feedback regarding the interview design, and | repeatedly
listened to the recording. Following that, | made significant changes to the guide and adjusted
the order of questions. Part of the reason why | needed to make extensive changes was also the
fact that the original interview guide was developed in English. Translation of the interview
guide and other research documents proved to be quite challenging due to extensive English

academic vocabulary which does not translate easily into Slovak.

In the planning stage, | mostly reflected on my positionality and potential conflict of interests
concerning my professional ties and finances. My studies were funded through governmental

scholarship and crowdfunding. This put me in a challenging situation, as the scholarship

13
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included a future commitment to work for the Ministry of Education and possibly interact with
my participants later in life. The second aspect of my positionality includes my employer before
and during my studies, a public regulatory institution which is in contact with political
representation. Lastly, I was publicly involved in the debate and consultation about the HE Act
Amendment, which was adopted only a few weeks before the interviews. While these issues
were not brought up by the participants and there was no attempt from anyone to influence my

research, there are possible unseen consequences of my positionality.
Recruitment

The sample population in the plan included all politically active people (in elected office,
political appointees, members of a political party or election candidates) on the European,
national, regional, or local levels in Slovakia. The initial definition was quite broad, but actual
recruitment only focused on people at the national and European levels. These participants
could be defined as elite, due to their direct power enshrined in the law and the more subtle way
they can exercise it (Mason-Bish, 2019; Mikecz, 2012). The original plan was to find
participants with and without HE experience, excluding those that started but were not finished.
This proved to be very difficult and | was able to recruit only one participant without an HE

degree, but currently in education.

Recruitment emails were sent to 14 Slovak MEPs and 148 MPs. The 2 MPs were intentionally
left out, one due to previous interaction and another due to potential risks. Participants were
recruited through email, based on the script in Appendix V., which was personalised and sent
to them. In April 2022, recruitment emails were sent in 5 batches to gradually recruit

participants. The responses are summarised in | Table 1. Recruitment overview

Table 1. Out of 162 approached potential | Emails sent 162
participants, 12 participants were interviewed. | NO response 126
Two of them were from the European | I 2iuretodeliver 15
: - Decline 5
Parliament and the remaining 10 were from Answer then o communication | 4
the Slovak Parliament. Accept B

In the recruitment process, it became apparent how strong the position of MPs’ assistants is,
serving as gate keepers. Based on the responses to my communication, most MPs’ email
accounts are managed by them, as was often the responsibility of scheduling an interview. Thus,

| had an idea to include assistants in my sample, as they fall in the broad category of politically

14



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

active individuals. Three assistants were approached through my friend, two ended up doing an

interview, bringing the total number of interviews to 14.

| entered this phase with a preconceived idea of the elite and the expectation that I could easily
navigate more murky and risky situations (Glas, 2021; Mason-Bish, 2019). | was wrong. Even
after the initial positive response, most participants required multiple rounds of emails and the
times of interviews were often adjusted last minute. Most participants asked me to switch
communication to our phones to figure out the details. Also, they were requesting to change the
platform for online interviews (to Zoom and WhatsApp). In both cases | overlooked the
university guidelines (CUREC, 2020), exposing myself to risk just to get the interviews,

similarly to the experience of Mason-Bish (2019).

In this space, | want to explore my positionality as a student at the University of Oxford. Here
| strongly identified with Anuar’s experience who also conducted elite interviews in their home
country as a student at Oxford (2021). From the participants’ reactions in interviews and
conversations around, the Oxford brand resonated with them. | expected it, so | made sure to
feature it in the subject line of the recruitment email (see Appendix V.). The particular strength
of western researchers in the Slovak setting was already reported by Herod, who received a
very warm welcome (1999). There are some limitations to the comparison, | am positioned
‘only’ as a student and I am Slovak, so | could claim to be local, still, I felt the Oxford privilege
quite strongly. This could be understood in the framework of Shahjahan whiteness as futurity,
where an association with a ‘world-class’ UK university is a way to boost my position even in
White societies (Shahjahan & Edwards, 2021). It is worth noting that none of the participants
studied at a globally prestigious university. This brings me to an uneasy realisation; my

recruitment would be hardly as successful without the Oxford name and local networks.
Interviews

The general interview guide was revised after the pilot and the first interview, as there was a
larger gap between the first interview and the rest. From the pilot and initial interview, it became
apparent that | need to simplify certain questions, as during those they asked me to clarify
questions. Expecting that, in later interviews, | would add clarification already to the question.
Also, | added two questions that came up in the first interview and that created a guide | used

in all other interviews (see Appendix VIII.). Rather than reading out the exact text from the

guide, 1 only followed the main points, which meant the rehearsed speaking only emerged after
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a few initial interviews. The guide has evolved during the process, and so has my confidence to

talk with elite participants. Still, each interview was unique, bringing new themes and views.

| started the interviews with a brief personal introduction, going over the main points from the
participant information sheet and signing the consent form. In the case of online participants,
consent has been obtained through email communication. The recording started only following
repeated oral confirmation. As noted, the first section of the interview was more structured.
Here the guides were personalised for each participant, as | would go over their educational

biography (see in Appendix I. — List of participants) and they would sometimes correct my

information. Often, they would continue talking about why they chose their study field or
institutions, bringing up their HE experiences, often without the need to prompt them. From
there the interview took a less structured format and was based on broad questions about the
start of their political engagement and what led them to political participation, some background
questions about their professional and political career, and reflective questions about social
stratification and perceived differences between people with and without HE. In this part, |
would try to piece together the timeline of their political engagement and political career,
connecting the fragmented pieces of information | found about them. As the last question within
the first section of the interview, | would present them with statistics on educational cleavage
within Slovak politics (discussed in Chapter 3) and ask for their reaction. The second part of
the interview was related to the role of experts and the public in policymaking. These questions
would be flexibly moved around, adjusting their order based on something they mention in their
answers. Where necessary and possible | asked clarifying questions. In the case of politicians
with experience in European, regional, or local politics, | inquire about their experience there.
| liked to finish the main part of the interview with a statement from the Slovak president about
intellectual superiority in political communication, asking them whether they identify with such
a view. The concluding section included background questions about working in education.
Asking background questions both at the start and at the end was purposeful, to ease them in
and out of the interview, as these questions did not require them to share their views. Sometimes
during my preparation for the interview and during collecting the biographical data, | would
find out they have a blog, or they said something in the Parliament that is directly connected
with the themes covered in the interviews. | would then bring up their past statements during
the interview and saw how they think about the issue now. For example, one of the participants

had a particularly harsh experience with doctoral studies during which he started publishing a
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blog in which he wrote extensively about HE in Slovakia. | asked him during the interview how

his views changed since then.

Interviews were recorded on two smartphones disconnected from the internet and recordings
were saved to their local storage. The audio files were uploaded directly from the phones to the
Nexus 365 OneDrive folder and then removed from the devices. Six interviews were conducted
online, four interviews through Microsoft Teams, one using WhatsApp and one Zoom. The
remaining 8 interviews were conducted in person within 3 days, which was a quite hectic
experience. The average recording time was 34 minutes, the shortest interview took only 13

minutes and the longest 52 minutes, both covering the same questions.

While this technical overview of the research gives some insight, there is a broader context in
which these interviews took place. It is impossible to separate socio-political-historical context
away from the participant’s contributions and their understandings (Robson & McCartan,
2016). Furthermore, interviews “are relational interactions between complex human beings”
(Glas, 2021, p. 441), not individual accounts but conversations in which the researcher is co-
creating the data (McGrath et al., 2019). In the following paragraphs, I would like to explore

contingencies that shaped the interview moment.

The in-person interviews and most online interviews took place during a coalition crisis. Just
the night before my first in-person interview, the parties agreed to pause the parliamentary
session and try to resolve the crisis (Dlhopolec, 2022). Many plans and meetings were suddenly
changing, including my interviews. This happened against the backdrop of low trust in the
national government and democracy, polarisation, ranging war in neighbouring Ukraine and
incoming refugees, challenges with the pandemic, and criminal charges being raised against the
former prime minister (Hajdu et al., 2022; Terenzani, 2022; Vasecka, 2022a, 2022b). Together
they created a heightened political moment, which was repeatedly raised during the interviews,
and it is explored in more detail in Chapter 2.

| needed my participants to be quite open in their answers and for that to build a rapport with
them (McGrath et al., 2019). My first strategy was to demonstrate knowledge of the current
political landscape in Slovakia. Throughout the interviews, participants would refer to various
events and personalities of the political landscape and history. By showing that | knew, | was
able to claim insider status and start building rapport (Finlay, 2012; Louis & Barton, 2002). The
second strategy included the personalised interview guides, which showed that | am interested
in them as a person and I know things about them (Mikecz, 2012). This included topics to talk
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about during informal conversations in the ‘waiting field” (Folkes, 2022). Especially successful
in building rapport was bringing up their past statements. Due to last-minute changes, | however

did not have time to do this extensive research on all participants.

The power dynamics throughout the interviews were quite fluid. While the participants were
all broadly speaking part of the elite, it would be wrong to talk about a ‘static elite’, there were
significant differences in power (Glas, 2021). Yet my approach towards them was quite static,
| did the polite things that are expected of me when approaching authority, dressing up, using
formal language, and when they spoke, “I politely listened” (Mason-Bish, 2019, p. 269). The
pinnacle of my passivity came when an assistant took a picture during the interview without

prior consent and posted it on social media, which | found later.

While there are some examples of participants being in a more advantageous position, in many
instances | was the one with the upper hand. | had extensive knowledge about them. | asked
them to speak to me on record with the full awareness that their words could be published.
There were instances in which participants paused themselves before answering, some even
declined to answer or elaborate on their answers. Even with all the effort to build rapport, there
was hesitancy and visible self-censorship. | take their answers as not being the full account,
only parts that they think could withstand public scrutiny. Interviewing elites as a student also
means negotiating multiple roles as an “enthusiastic rooky who needed them or as a
knowledgeable yet unthreatening student” (Mason-Bish, 2019, p. 267). Strategically, |
deflected their questions by asking them to share their views first and I left the question which
disclosed the extent of my knowledge only towards the end of the interview, so they would be

more open in their answers.

All the in-person interviews took place in the offices of the participants. The familiar spaces
could have allowed them to be more open. That however meant that | was not always very
comfortable. In two instances their assistants stayed in the room, which made interviews more
challenging, as they also joined in the conversation. Their statements were not used in the
analysis and are not transcribed. Online interviews had their own set of challenges. While all
participants were sufficiently technologically competent, still difficulties occurred and it was
challenging to build rapport (de Villiers et al., 2021). But two online interviews particularly
stand out. My shortest interview was with a participant that kept his video off, so | was missing
a lot of visual cues and he was clearly in a space with a lot of noise, which made conversation
very difficult. His answers were short, often in single sentences and | had to repeat questions.

The second challenging interview involved a participant that was driving during the interview.
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He assured me it was fine with him to do it this way, but still, I felt on ethically shaky ground,
witnessing rule-breaking, so I rushed through the questions to finish the interview as quickly as
possible. Similarly, to Mason-Bish (2019), | bring up these examples to showcase the
challenges in elite interviewing and to start thinking about other ways of doing them which

would not include risks for researchers and participants.

| conclude this part with a short reflection on my positionality. As Thurnell-Read writes, when
you start feeling that you ‘fit in” during the research encounters, it is time to start reflecting on
your privileges (2016). Firstly, I had financial means, which made it possible for me to take
time and travel to conduct in-person interviews. Secondly, | must reaffirm how important the
knowledge of social norms, political issues, and the presence of social networks in the local
context to both recruit and build rapport is something that would not be accessible to many
other researchers. This experience leaves me in an uncomfortable position: reflecting on
everything that could influence the interview shows the extent of messy research. But maybe
this is how research should feel like, hopelessness in the attempt to conduct objective research

yet a pragmatic need to make it anyways (Pillow, 2003).
Sample

In the end, | was able to interview 14 participants, the list along with research relevant
characteristics can be found in Appendix I. Participants included 10 MPs, 2 MPs’ assistants and
2 MEPs. While the plan was to have the sample divided into participants with and without HE
experience, recruiting the latter participants proved to be quite a challenge. Reflecting on those
shortcomings in recruitment, the research plan was adjusted to rather contrasting their various
exposure to HE, there were participants still in HE, while one was an associate professor.
Regarding their credentials, only 1 participant did not have an HE degree yet, 1 had a bachelor’s
degree, 8 had a master’s degree and 4 had doctoral level degrees. It is unclear whether their
level of education influenced their willingness to participate, but their level of education

roughly follows HE credential distribution within the Slovak political representation.

All MPs and assistants that participated were associated with the ruling coalition, and half of
the participants are from OLANO, the senior coalition party. The other three coalition parties
are represented by 3 MPs and 2 assistants. The two MEPs are from parties that are not in the

Slovak Parliament. There were no responses from MPs in opposition parties.

A major limitation of the sample is the lack of participation of women. I did not think much

about gender initially until I start noticing that | have no responses from women. Even after
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repeated attempts to recruit women, | only recruited one, and ‘only’ an assistant. | suspect that
this is a reflection of a broader hostile environment with informal barriers that make it difficult
for women to advance in their careers and gain recognition from their male colleagues in
Slovakia (Telepcakova, 2020, 2022). As a male researcher, |1 was blind to this aspect. In the
process of getting access and building rapport in elite settings, the performance of gender
influences the research encounter, which makes me wonder whether my recruitment would
have been successful, had | not been a man (Glas, 2021; Thurnell-Read, 2016). While this
research is not addressing the role of gender, the one woman that did participate mentioned that
gender is one of the factors why her views and expertise are being sometimes dismissed
(Henéekova [11]). Similarly, Lucia Duri§ Nicholsonové, a current MEP, has faced attacks
throughout her career for the lack of HE (Darakova, 2021). This suggests that gender identity
might be an important variable to take into consideration. Unfortunately, this study was not able

to explore it further.
Educational biographical data

During the preparation for recruitment, | collected biographical data of MPs and MEPs to
contact them (name, party affiliation, position, HE credentials and e-mail). While not planned,
| realise this contact list could be turned into a database that could help me to quantify the
educational cleavage in Slovak politics. | expanded the dataset by additional data collection that
included the MPs’ assistants, members of the Government, state secretaries and the President
of the Slovak Republic. The final dataset includes 504 individuals with information about their

political position, party affiliation, and HE credentials.

Additionally, I created a second dataset for historical comparison, based on election records
since 2002. The dataset includes a list of all candidates in the past 6 parliamentary elections,
along with information on whether they have been elected, their name, party affiliation and HE
credentials. One limitation is that historic data only includes MPs as elected. Following the
election, part of the elected officials does not take their seat in the Parliament when they become
part of the Government and are substituted. This means the actual composition of the Parliament
differs from the election results, and during their mandate MPs join the Government or leave it
or give up their seat. The changes in time however should not be significant, when | compared
the 2020 election data with data collected in May 2022, the number of people with HE

credentials remained the same. The list of all sources used in both datasets is in Appendix 11.
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Analysis

Following the data collection, all the interviews were transcribed using the Microsoft Office
Word transcription tool. The initial transcript was then further edited to correct for minor
deficiencies, such as repeated words and meaningless sounds to make it more suitable for
reading. The transcripts were not translated for analysis. The files were imported into NVivo

for analysis.

The phenomenological approach to analysis was not applied intentionally. The bracketing
happened partially due to my commitment to try to remain reflective throughout the research. I
first tried to find evidence to support my expectations but when those were sparse, | started
rereading the material and new ideas started to emerge. Because of the emergence of new topics
that I knew little about, | was able to approach the material through a “state of freshness and
openness” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 41) and allow “themes and patterns to emerge naturally from
the data” (Hussar, 2013, p. 52). As this chapter shows, | was not able to completely separate
myself, I am not neutral or distant (Depraz, 2022; Oksala, 2022).

To make sense of these new ideas, | used open coding, adding new codes along the way, and
putting them into groups and broader categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), something that Lin
characterizes as eidetic reduction (2017). I would mostly code whole sentences or paragraphs,
which is characteristic of the phenomenological method (Creswell & Poth, 2016). To some
extent, | also used interpretative phenomenology, not only reading the words but also deeper
meaning coming out of context which | could access due to my partial status as an insider
(Finlay, 2012; Louis & Barton, 2002). Putting together the quotes and assigned meanings, | was
able to start piecing shared experiences of education, knowledge, and political life. | ended up
with 73 different codes, grouped into 9 broad categories, as listed in Appendix 1X. Not all of
them will be reflected in this dissertation.

Participant validation

As was explained earlier, this research involves participants on record. As a way to check my
misrepresentation of their statements in public, | offered them an opportunity to edit their
statements. This has been done also upon suggestions in literature to let participants validate
their answers, as a way to strengthen findings (McGrath et al., 2019; Miller & Glassner, 2016).
| shared with the participants excerpts from transcripts in the form of paragraphs with relevant
interview questions at end of July 2022. After 2 weeks, | have received 7 responses, with 2

requesting minor changes that did not affect any ideas in this dissertation.
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Limitations

The whole notion of elite research has many shortcomings. Firstly, upon critical self-reflection,
| must admit that part of my interest in studying the elite population was to gain contacts in this
population and earn more visibility for my research. Secondly, | have made a mistake in taking
a rather static view of ‘elite’ (Mason-Bish, 2019), the whole category is rather elusive and
requires different conceptualisation. The power dynamics during the research encounter were
much more fluid and varied across participants. Thirdly, there is the broader social idea that
elites have valuable experience to share and have more agency (Glas, 2021; Mason-Bish, 2019).
This is also problematic because there is a lack of research into the less educated population

(Kuppens et al., 2018). Preference for elite research perpetuates social inequalities.

The sample in this research has clear limitations, it is an almost exclusively male sample, and
all are associated with the current governing coalition, while both are potentially large factors.
| think the participation was not discouraged by the on-record publishing. From a few rejections,
| suspect that the research was taking place on dates when the possible participants had limited
availability. And in general, | suspect the majority of the recruitment emails never made it to a

potential participant.

The limitations that arouse most visibly are related to the position of the researcher and specific
historical-political moments in which conversations were taking place. This research cannot be
reproduced. Due to my privileges I “understood what they meant” (Louis & Barton, 2002) even
when they did not express their thoughts very clearly. The interviews comprised of their recent
thoughts, political realities, stories, and ideas they were asked to remind themselves about.
While the experiences they talked about had already happened, the characterization they offered
me was only a representation of that experience, which was constructed in the interview
moment (Mason-Bish, 2019).

While this research might not claim the conventionally thought level of scientific rigour in terms
of validity and reliability that is not important. This research does deliver on its objectives; to
explore the topic and develop social critique. It does not provide certain and concrete answers,
but it tries to start building preliminary understandings of the phenomenon studied and it does
it by embracing the messy and following an ongoing path of reflexivity. I leave it to the reader

to judge the success of my research attempt.
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Chapter 2. Context

This chapter aims to provide contextual information to frame the research within larger
narratives about politics and HE in Slovakia. Selected events and aspects are outcomes of things

mentioned in the interviews and my additions.

The history of HE in Slovakia is closely connected with the projects of national and state
building (Harusincova, 2013). The oldest, still running, HEI is Comenius university in
Bratislava which was founded in 1919 following the creation of the 1. Czechoslovak republic
(Comenius University, 2022). The institution was created out of political necessity to replace
Hungarian institutions, Czech professors came from Prague to educate the new Slovak elite
oriented toward democracy (Fogel & Mauch, 1995; Jancura, 2019). Two further universities
were founded at the brink of the Second World War during the Slovak state (1939-1945), a
clerical fascist state aligned with Germany, which tried to distance itself from Czechia. This
period saw many political interventions in HE, the Prime Minister became a rector of Comenius
University, at that time known as Slovak University, Czech professors were expelled and there

were attempts to prevent women from studying (Skorvankova, 2019; Stulrajterova, 2015).

Following World War 1l and the February coup in 1948, the communist party gained full
political control, manifesting in HE through purges and the introduction of political
requirements for staff and students (Svejdova & Halikova, 2015). This process intensified after
the Prague Spring in 1969, an unsuccessful attempt to reform the country, which ended with
the invasion of Warsaw Pact armies (Payne, 1972). The Communist regime established
centralised control over all aspects of HE, including curriculum, staff, resource distribution,
management, international cooperation and access, regulating the number of HE students
(Fogel & Mauch, 1995; Lubelcova, 2022). Szol16s [04] had experienced this first-hand, as he
could not pursue a teaching career due to his religious beliefs. All the control did not stop
academia from being one of the grounds of dissent. Especially students were a big part of the
Velvet revolution in 1989, leaving the ideologically aligned teaching staff in shock (Kremsky
[06]). The involvement of students and some academics in the revolution helped HEIs to gain
broad autonomy as a way to combat political influence from the state (Hudoba, 2015;
Kralikova, 2016; Pisat, 1993).

Already during communism, the HE expanded but the push towards massification accelerated
after the revolution; access was no longer contingent on political loyalty and new HEIs were

created (Lubelcova, 2022). The HE development was however hindered by structural problems,
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the formation of a new generation of HE staff and academic leaders was slow due to the low
quality of doctoral studies (Urban, 2001). This was not helped by politics, with Meciar, the
strong authoritarian leader who ruled Slovakia for most of the 1990s, showing interest in
meddling with academic affairs. His legacy in HE was founding of 3 new universities
(Cobejové et al., 2010; Kovacik & Kluciarovsky, 2015). He was ousted in the 1998 elections,
leaving the country polarised between those favouring a stronger nationalist leader and those
striving for a democratic European identity (Madro, 2022; Mathernova & Rencko, 2006). After
1998 the country took a rapid turn towards the EU and ‘modernity,” which included Slovakia
signing the Bologna declaration and adopting a new HE law in 2002 (Kralikova, 2016;
Mathernova & Rencko, 2006). HE massified and the sector grew as new public and private
HEIs were created (Radek & et al., 2008).

The recent political developments in Slovakia make ‘rational’ politics for social harmony
particularly difficult. Firstly, since 2013, “culture wars - however inaccurate the term — changed
politics” by pushing into public discourse the issue of same-sex marriage and abortions, which
resonated in the country, as there is a strong Catholic base and mainstream Christian forces
collapsed in politics creating space for more extreme groups (Vargov¢ikova, 2021, para. 30).
Secondly, another dominant figure of Slovak politics, Robert Fico, Prime Minister for 10 years,
another polarising figure (Kovacik & Kluciarovsky, 2015). He was pushed to step down in 2015
by a protest For Decent Slovakia that followed the murder of an investigative journalist and his
fiancé. The protesters blamed Fico for corruption in the judiciary and police, which allowed for
them to be killed and now evidence is starting to emerge that indeed incriminates him
(Associated Press, 2022; German Sirotnikova, 2020; Roke, 2019). The opposition towards Fico
is reflected in the motivation of many participants to enter politics, Stancik [09] “was angry
with the way things are” and Kremsky [06] expressed that he wanted to “change this country,
turn it around”. And new politicians were elected in 2019 and 2020 (German Sirotnikova,
2020). While the parties mostly ran on the platform of anti-corruption, their agenda has been
also filled with a populist, anti-elite and anti-establishment sentiments, with leaders that were
supposed to stay outside of the ideological fight (Bustikova & Guasti, 2019; Engler et al., 2019;
Havlik, 2019). The most successful was OLANO [Ordinary People and Independent
Personalities], a party that already in their name sets the fight of “ordinary persons” against “a
corrupt professional political class” (Engler et al., 2019, pp. 1323-1324). The party went from
5% in the polls, just 3 months before the 2020 election to getting 25% of the votes, bringing to

parliament new people without extensive political experience (Grendel [08]). The new political
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elite is incapable to live up to its promise. While they came at a difficult time with the ranging
pandemic, they earned their low trust due to their poor reaction to plagiarism scandals, constant
fighting among coalition partners and even failing to strip Fico of his MP protection after he

was charged (Hrabovska Francelova, 2020; Terenzani, 2022).

Slovakia might be at its worst in terms of social harmony (Vasecka, 2022b). With about 56%
of the citizens believing in conspiracy theories (Hajdu et al., 2022), Slovakia is fertile ground
for polarisation (Vargovéikova, 2021) especially with social media creating parallel realities
(Caputova, 2022). After huge corruption scandals undermined trust, culture wars divided the
country, and the pandemic arrived. It has been one of the great polarising moments, with great
opposition towards vaccines, including attacks against scientists and pandemic experts (Madro,
2022; TASR, 2021). Now it seems that every issue divides the population, only a few weeks
before the research interviews, in February 2022, parliament was voting to approve a defence
treaty with the United States (TASR, 2022a). The opposition parties decided to publish
addresses of all MPs that voted in favour (Osvaldova, 2022), leading to MPs, such as Sudik
[02] being stalked and called a traitor. Then the war in Ukraine started, creating security
concerns (Madro, 2022) and polarising the country around its position on the conflict (Hajdu et
al., 2022). About 600 thousand people crossed into Slovakia from Ukraine, with around 85
thousand having now refugee status in Slovakia (UN HCR, 2022) and NATO troops are
stationed in Slovakia (TASR, 2022b). Society is divided into camps, with diverging opinions

on almost every issue, little middle ground and space for a common future.

The low trust in institutions (Hajdu et al., 2022), creates an interesting paradox in which there
is support for experts to be involved in the policy, yet there is a great anti-establishment
backlash against the institutions that involve them (Bertsou & Caramani, 2022; Engler et al.,
2019). In Slovakia this clash has become very evident during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Vaculciak [12]), people said “listen more to experts, but when we [government] adopted strict
measures, people were saying that they do not want it (Grendel [08]). This backlash is not
unique to Slovakia, the anti-expert attitudes have been instrumentalised by Trump and during
Brexit, when famously Michael Gove, UK minister said that “people have had enough of
experts” (Gove, 2016; Read, 2018). But also in Slovakia, in attacks of the former Prime Minister
against the head State Institute for Drug Control for publishing the expert opinion on the safety
of the Sputnik V vaccine (Parakova, 2021). These dynamics challenge the role of knowledge in
political life. While the public and politicians embrace science as an idea, when it produces

knowledge and asks something of them, they reject it and attack it.
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In terms of HE, Slovakia reached a peak student population in 2008, followed by a decline and
stabilization. Currently, there are around 135 thousand students in 33 HElIs, state, public and
private (Lubelcova, 2022; Mano & Bilik, 2021). Slovakia is experiencing a significant brain
drain, with about 19% of students abroad (OECD, 2021b). Those pursuing studies abroad are
attracted by its reputation (Hall & Lukac, 2019) and tend to come from a more affluent
background (Martinak & Varsik, 2021). Reputation is something that Slovak HEIs are lacking,
as 70% of Slovaks think there are too many HEIs of low quality (Plan obnovy SR, 2021). Sudik
[02] lamented in the interview that “universities in Slovakia are not among the top universities,
not even among the European average.” And according to Ziak [10] “there are many institutions
that gave degrees very cheaply and easily” (Ziak [10]). Importantly, politicians themselves
might be responsible for the shattered reputation, with “the Speaker of Parliament, who is
plagiariser, the Finance Minister, who is plagiariser” (Stefanec [13]) and allegations of
plagiarism also raised against the Education Minister (Hrabovska Francelova, 2020).

Institutional design

The extent to which education can help an individual to navigate political spaces and the extent
to which knowledge is being reflected in the policy is constrained by structures within which
politics takes place. The institutional design here is understood as a set of formal and informal
rules, norms, and expected behaviours that organize political organization and are socially
constructed through past actions (Goodin, 1996; North, 1990). As Goodin wrote, “the existence
of institutions make certain things easier to do and other things harder to do” (Goodin, 1996).
This section will contextualise various institutions in Slovak politics and the way they deal with

education and knowledge.

The National Council of Slovak Republic (NR SR) or Parliament, is the only legislative body

in Slovakia. Its main competencies include approving laws, selecting heads and officials of
public and state bodies, approving international treaties, creating ministries and approving the
Government (Fajtak, 2016). However, in practice, many of the laws are drafted by the
Ministries, while the parliament gives it the final form (Grendel [08]). While formally MPs
have the right to put forward their proposals and amend laws, their capacity is limited compared
to the Ministry with hundreds of employees. The parliament has extensive rules of procedure
and unless MPs or their assistant have a law background, they might be limited in their capacity
to translate ideas into legislative text in an effective way (Hen¢ekova [11]; Svrcek [01]). MPs

are also organised into committees with specific agendas, roughly corresponding to the
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Ministries. These committees are assigned proposals, which they discuss in more detail, and
they prepare a report which is then presented before a vote is taken in the assembly (Fajtak,
2016). Over time most MPs become more familiar with the system and start gaining expertise

within their committee, but their effectiveness is greatly compromised at the start of their career.

The Government consists of the Prime Minister, several Deputies and Ministers, formally acting
on behalf of the Parliament to head the Executive (Government Office of SR, 2022). Ministers

have responsibility for specific agenda and their respective ministries. The Government also
appoints state secretaries and other leading ministerial officials, that help the Minister to
manage the organisations and navigate its expert policy work, in drafting and implementation
(Dobes [03]; Pollak [05]; Svrcek [01]). The Government assigns tasks to specific Ministries,
this includes drafting laws; which are then approved by the Government and put forward to the
Parliament (Grendel [08]). The Minister or state secretaries then argue for it in the Parliament
and communicate it to the public (Pollak [05]). There are no formal requirements, but for
effective governing, people appointed to the Government should have strong communication

skills, preferably a background in the agenda, or at least be able to manage a team of experts.

The European Parliament was described by Stefanec [13], who had experience with both the

European and Slovak parliaments. In his view, the European one has less politics and more
expertise, partially because there is no set coalition and opposition. MEPs also have more
advisors compared to MPs, and there are many more events and consultations with experts,
including a parliamentary research centre. This might make it easier for new members to access
expert insight, but the complexity of politics on the European level is enormous, including many

more institutions and layers of decisions (European Parliament, 2022b).

Local and regional politics is a level of politics in which most responsibility for the quality of

the executive, mayor, or head of the region, is placed upon the electorate. Their position requires
a broader set of skills (Grendel [08]). While being a local, city, or regional council member
does not involve extensive work, the most complicated issue is the budget, and it is more
important to know the local context (Dobes [03]; Sudik [02]). Especially in smaller towns, the

barriers to entry are relatively low, but competence can greatly increase personal influence.

The state bureaucracy is the most formally regulated space, as people are required to hold HE

credentials to even apply for a position, some even requiring a degree in a specific discipline.
The income brackets are based on qualifications (Cmorej [07]; Stefanec [13]; Vaculéiak [12]),
so people without HE are lower ranked and paid less.
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MPs’ assistants tend to be younger people, many of them still students. The only requirement

is finished secondary education (Act on Salaries of Officials, 1993). The expectations regarding
assistants’ competence depend on their work, some assistants help with the administrative work,
some are junior party members, and some are experts, often lawyers (Vaculciak [12];
Hencekova [11]). The access to the position of MP assistant seems to be quite open, but it is

not clear how are MPs distributing access to this opportunity.

Political parties are institutions with the greatest diversity of design. Their responsibility

includes creating a candidacy list for various elections (Act on voting rights, 2014), and
deciding who is on the election ballot (Dobes [03]). Parties have their networks of experts,
consisting of party members, and associated and external people that help to guide their policy,
draft proposals, and prepare talking points (Vaculéiak [12]; Ziak [10]). However, entering these

networks seems to be based on personal connections to party members.

The institutional design of political institutions shapes what education individuals need and
what knowledges make it to the policy. This is not only about access, people with limited
credentials might make it to politics, but complicated rules of procedures and lack of accessible
expert input may make their participation less effective. While many of the historic, political,
and structural factors explored in this chapter are specific to Slovakia, some of the barriers are
more widespread. The anti-establishment sentiments have country-specific dynamics, yet in

different forms, they are a quite common presence in many democratic countries.
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Chapter 3. Education and political life

In Michael Young’s dystopian novel, the future meritocratic UK achieved supposed social
harmony by creating a system with the most qualified and therefore the most meritocratic
individuals governing the country (1958). The basis for this thinking is a meritocratic
hypothesis that suggests that by allowing more equal educational chances, it might be possible
to overcome the inherited stratification of aristocracy or oligarchy, so “social differences are
removed to reveal innate character and ability” (P. Brown, 2013, p. 688). Educational
attainment as expressed in credentials would then be translated into new social stratification
that aligns with abilities and effort (Figure 1). In terms of political participation, it would mean
educational attainment causing people to participate in civic affairs and higher quality of
political culture (Crittenden & Levine, 2018; Mayer, 2015). But while Young’s story ends with
revolution and overthrow of the governing elite, meritocracy is now celebrated as the ideal
organising principle of societies (Allen, 2011; Bovens & Wille, 2017; Sandel, 2020; Young,
1958).

Figure 1. The hypothesis of increasing merit-selection (P. Brown, 2013, p. 679)

The figure originally presented here cannot be made freely available via ORA because of copyright.
The figure was sourced at Brown, P. (2013). Education, opportunity and the prospects for social
mobility. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 34(5-6), 678—700. https://
doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2013.816036

For this research, | have adopted a definition of political participation from Verba et al. (1995)
as interpreted by Barrett and Brunton-Smith, as “activity that has the intent or effect of
influencing either regional, national, or supranational governance, either directly by affecting
the making or implementation of public policy or indirectly by influencing the selection of

individuals who make that policy” (2014, p. 6). Direct participation, in this case, refers to a
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specific subset of activity in which an individual is directly involved in policymaking or in daily

political life, which is the case for participants in this research.

HE was seen by participants as only one of the life experiences that led them towards a career
in politics and the level of its reported impact varied among them (Hencekova [11]; Kremsky
[06]; Stefanec [13]; Wiezik [14]). While | am recognizing that other factors might be also
relevant in explaining political participation, during this research, | will suspend those. This
chapter will map the educational cleavage in Slovakia and provide an overview of existing
explanations of relationships between HE and political participation based on literature and
interview. At the end of the chapter, I will outline an idea of HE immersion.
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Educational cleavage in Slovak politics

Years of education and higher education are associated with various aspects of political life,
including higher interest in politics, reading news, talking about politics, participation in civic
activities, voter turnout, running for office and even getting more elected (Berinsky & Lenz,
2011; Besley & Reynal-Querol, 2011; Bovens & Wille, 2017; Easterbrook et al., 2016;
European Commission, 2022; OECD, 2020b; Persson, 2013b; Stubager, 2010; Verba et al.,
1995). While Le & Nguyen (2021) suggest there is little effect of education on ideological
affiliation, other studies show certain party affiliations based on education, such as the rise of
the so-called ‘Brahmin left’ observed in Western countries, that attracts a more educated
electorate with more liberal views on immigration and care about the environment (Gethin et
al., 2022; Stubager, 2010). While the effects of education on political participation and
representation are not universal and vary across countries (Dinesen et al., 2016) and political

systems (Besley & Reynal-Querol, 2011), the trend is clear.

The case of Slovakia is only slightly different, the emergence of educational cleavage in politics
can be traced back to the 1998 parliamentary elections, with an urban, more educated population
supporting integration into the EU, and voting against authoritarian politics (Kysel’, 2016).
Since then it is possible to trace Slovakia's two broad camps of more nationalistic and more
Europe-oriented voters, which are also split by education (Madro, 2022). The educational
cleavage can be observed concerning views of the EU (European Parliament, 2022a), COVID-
19 vaccinations (Hiichova et al., 2021) and attitudes towards immigration (Bahna et al., 2022)*.
People with HE are evenly distributed along the liberal-conservative axis; those without HE are
more conservative-leaning. The current governing coalition is more supported by the
population with HE, while there is low support and distrust towards opposition parties (AKO
& Focus, 2020; Bahna et al., 2022). The only difference compared to the broader global trend
is in the ideological standing of the parties preferred by those with HE, as most could be placed
on the centre-right. However, there is an indication of an emerging ‘Brahmin Left’ in Slovakia
with a new party, Progressive Slovakia, a left-leaning party that is supported by the younger,
more educated population (AKO & Focus, 2020; Bahna et al., 2022). In terms of political
participation, people with HE are more: interested in politics [by 14.7 percentage points],
following politics [7.6 p.p.], talk about politics with friends [6.8 p.p.], self-proclaim they
understand politics [17.2 p.p.] and they show up to elections [14.4 p.p.] (Bahna et al., 2022).

! Author’s analysis based on data from Bahna et al., 2022.
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Political representation

The political cleavage between those with HE and without extends also into political
representation, with the most evident gap in the parliaments and governments. People with HE
dominate political representation across examined countries and the trend seems to be also
historic (Bovens & Wille, 2017). The higher share of officials with HE seems to emerge by
voter choice, as countries rarely have any legal restrictions regarding qualification for elected
officials (Besley & Reynal-Querol, 2011).

A similar pattern can be seen within the current Slovak political representation, where 89.4%
of political actors and 69.7% of MPs’ assistants have HE credentials (Graph 1)2. While only
26.6% of the active population has HE (OECD, 2021a). The lack of bachelor’s degrees is
consistent with the population, but a great divide can be seen in the share of politicians and
assistants with master’s, so-called ‘small doctorate’®, doctoral and academic credentials*. More
than a third of politicians are holding above master’s qualification, which means extensive

experience with HE.

Graph 1. The HE credentials of Slovak political representation vs general population
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2 Dataset compiled by author, all references in Appendix 11. Data for general population from OECD (2021)
3 Postgraduate degree awarded after master’s, requires submitting a research work (Granska, 2015)
4 Research-pedagogic degree of docent (assistant professor) or degree of professor (Granska, 2015)
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Data regarding small doctorate and academic credentials are not available for the general
population, but they would be insignificant compared to the politicians and assistants. Only one
minister, Jan Budaj, does not have HE, but that is only because of his expulsion from the
university for political reasons before 1989 (SME, 2022). Lower education among assistants
can be explained by their younger age and possibly still studying (Sudik [02]; Vacul&iak [12]).
The domination of political actors with HE credentials is not a recent trend. Election data going
back to 2002 even capture a slight decline of elected officials with HE in the last two elections,

but the share of candidates with HE keeps rising (Graph 2).

Graph 2. HE credentials in Slovak Parliamentary elections since 2002
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There is nothing special about Slovakia, the only conditions to run in elections include not being
a criminal and being put on the candidacy list by a registered political party (Act on voting
rights, 2014); “the right to be elected is not subject to any qualification or educational level
requirement” (Stefanec [13]). Assistants are required to have finished their secondary education
(Act on Salaries of Officials, 1993). Participants were surprised by these statistics and they tried

to make sense of it, which will be explored in next sections.

This division in direct participation suggests that different educational groups have unequal
levels of influence over the formation and support for policies (Schakel & Van der Pas, 2021),
seeing significant ‘elite capture’ by those with higher education (Taiwo, 2022). Kuppens et al.
find in their study of Western European countries that this inequality remains largely

uncontested, those with HE are even adopting negative toward those less educated (2018). This
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polarity between educational groups creates resentment, which “can be mobilised politically”
(Marginson, 2018, p. 9) and bring greater social disharmony. The first signs are here, as people
without HE have lower levels of political efficacy, feeling that they can affect the political
process (OECD, 2020b). In Slovakia, people without HE are feeling significantly more
voiceless in national politics (European Parliament, 2022a) and believing that politicians do not
care about them (Bahna et al., 2022). This allocation of power is undermining the idea of

political equality and threatens social harmony (Arendt, 1961; Dahl, 2006).
Interval

The previous sections worked within a binary, those with and without HE, but my participants
challenged my thinking on this. In the context of low HE quality, Grendel [09] suggests that in
Slovakia “if someone has a higher education degree, it does not automatically mean that they
are more ... prepared for political office.” The view that formal education and credentials do
not translate into being educated was widely shared among participants (Henéekova [11];
Stanéik [09]; Vaculéiak [12]; Ziak [10]). While the original plan for the research was to contrast
the two groups, the emergence of this sentiment in the interviews shifted my thinking. Mere
completion is not a sufficient differentiator, but rather there are various HE experiences that

differently contribute to political participation (Perrin & Gillis, 2019).

My participants imagined this more complicated relationship between education and political
life through intervals. This term is understood here in a mathematical sense, as a range between
two numbers — limits. Wiezik [14] suggests that what education is doing, is putting people into
intervals along the axis of political participation and views. Not everyone with HE would go
vote every time or have liberal views, but education shifts the distribution along the axis towards
certain points. There will be some people that will remain in the extreme positions (Szo6116s
[04]), so intervals are not meant as absolute limits but more like marks of standard deviation.
Compared to binary thinking, this imagining takes into account the fact of overlaps between
different educational groups in their politics and life (Sudik [02]), with, probably, a large group
in the centre (Caputova, 2022). In an attempt to make sense of the social world, people create
categories and classifications, putting them against each other. But rather than thinking in a
clear-cut, binary way, there is space to think more along distributions and intervals. After
interviews, | took a more agentic view, in which various life experiences, including HE, situate

us within a certain interval, leaving space for manoeuvres.
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Higher education and direct political participation

There has been repeatedly shown to be a strong correlation between education and political
participation, yet the causal relationship is not as clear (Bommel & Heineck, 2020; Kam &
Palmer, 2008; Mayer, 2015; Nie et al., 1996; Persson, 2013a, 2013a; Sunshine Hillygus, 2005;
Verba et al., 1995; Weinschenk & Dawes, 2019). The sections that follow combine findings
from the literature and experiences of the participants to identify mechanisms through which
HE contributes to political participation, following two models. One is the absolute education
model, in which education contributes by providing individuals with specific skills, knowledge,
and experiences that make them more interested in politics and more capable to navigate it, ‘HE
as cause’ (Bommel & Heineck, 2020; Verba et al., 1995). The relative education model
recognizes that education’s contribution to political participation is not equally distributed, ‘HE
as proxy’ for pre-adult factors, background and personal abilities. Even after graduation, the
value of HE depends on the level of education in the environment with the broader struggle to
gain social status (Kam & Palmer, 2008; Nie et al., 1996; Persson, 2013a).

HE as cause — absolute education model
Specialised knowledge and skills

While primary and secondary education tends to be more general and cover a broader range of
subjects, students in HE are likely to become specialised and gain mostly specific knowledge
and skills, creating differentiation (Piketty, 2020). Various fields seem to contribute differently
to political participation, Ma-Kellams et al. suggest that various disciplines adopt ‘specific
socialization processes’ which contribute to differences in political attitudes (2014). Previous
studies have found that people that studied social sciences and humanities tend to participate
more; evidence of less participation for people in natural sciences and technical fields is not
clear (Perrin & Gillis, 2019; Sunshine Hillygus, 2005). In the context of my participants, in the
parliaments, a significant part of their work takes place within agenda-specific committees. In
them, their HE specialisation often becomes their agenda, as is the case for Wiezik [14] in
ecology, Kremsky [06], Cmorej [07] and Stefanec [13] focusing on economics, and Stanéik
[09] on international relations (complete list in Appendix 1.). But it is impossible to separate the
contribution of HE, as the skills and knowledges they use there are also from their professional
experience. The contributions are clearer in more politics-related study fields, Svréek [01]
mentioned how studying political science has helped him to navigate “parliament and system

of political parties.” But the clearest contribution is in the case of law, as the parliament’s main
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responsibility is the legislative process, thus requiring MPs to read, write, and amend laws. The
particular benefit of studying law was recognised by participants who studied law (Svréek [01];
Cmorej [07]; Hencekova [11]) and also others (Kremsky [06]; Sz6116s [04]).

Transferable skills

Under term transferable skills I understand a “useful set of general skills which are necessary
in both education and the workplace” (Kemp & Seagraves, 1995, p. 316); in this case, specific
skills that might be useful in politics. While Ashwin critiques the concept of transferable skills,
as it is not clear whether HE contributes to their development (2020), others suggest that HE
can help develop verbal skills and train certain cognitive abilities (Le & Nguyen, 2021;
Sunshine Hillygus, 2005). Those are skills that might be useful in politics, but furthermore,
MPs need to work how under time pressure and public scrutiny, with information overload and
the need to manage their team (Hartley, 2011). In this regard, | take the experiences of the
participants as an example where HE seems to have some impact without making a greater
claim of this being generally applicable. Similarly, to Le and Nguyen, Kremsky [06] mentions
how education helps people to “get used to harder intellectual exercises,” developing their
cognitive abilities. Sudik [02] talked about writing theses as an exercise during which people
“learn to work with sources, search for information,” others also mentioned critical evaluation
of information and sources (Grendel [08]; Stefanec [13]; Szollos [04]; Wiezik [14]).
Furthermore, Kremsky [06] attributes HE with learning to prioritise and have more systematic
approach work and Sudik [02] developed his time-management. Some of these skills rather than
being directly attributable to in-HE experiences, were developed during student years as
consequence of specific lifestyle, during those years. Lastly, Dobes [03] and Sz6116s [04] talked
about geography giving them a relation-based outlook on the world, which is helpful in thinking

about complex policy.
Civic formation

Since Ancient Greece, it was recognised that one of the roles of education was to prepare future
adults for their role as engaged citizens (Crittenden & Levine, 2018; Nussbaum, 2016). While
civic education on lower levels is more universalised, within HE it depends on the focus of
studies, with some evidence that broadly humanities and social sciences tend to be more civic-
oriented (Sunshine Hillygus, 2005). Yet any HE studies might develop civic skills and provide
political knowledge. Kremsky [06] mentioned how HE helped him to discuss topics more

factually. Findings from literature caution that the effect of education on changing people’s
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view, liberalising them, might be very limited (Lancee & Sarrasin, 2015) and better explained
by generational societal climate (Lindskog & Oskarson, 2022). But it is not only the formal
learning but also activities during student years that can help to form citizens, such as
participating in student representation, student activism (Holecz et al., 2022) and extracurricular
activities (Perrin & Gillis, 2019). Particularly strong was the experience of Szo6116s [04] who
was finishing university in the last years of the communist regime. As a student of geography
and a member of religious organisations, he came into close contact with the key environmental
and religious dissidents, contacts that shaped his student years. He participated actively in the
activities, spreading censored literature and even airing a radio show through university
broadcasting about acute environmental problems that the communist leadership was trying to
cover up. While not all of us will be students during the revolution, I know how transformative

it is to become part of a social movement and participate in public life as a student.
HE as proxy — relative education model
Background

HE is not nearly as universal and general as primary or secondary education. Formally or
informally, a hierarchy emerges of institutions, levels, and fields. This creates HE stratification
in which privileged students tend to take better educational opportunities as they are better
positioned (Marginson, 2016; Piketty, 2020). Multiple studies have found that when they
account for socio-economic background and family effects, the relationship between education
and participation weakens or nearly disappears (Burden et al., 2020; Holecz et al., 2022; Kam
& Palmer, 2008; Lindgren et al., 2017; Weinschenk & Dawes, 2019). Studies in Slovakia
confirm this trend. Even with the massification of HE, the importance of socio-economic
background, cultural, social, and other forms of capital is influential in educational choices
(Lubelcova, 2022; Martinak & Varsik, 2021; Simonovéa & Soukup, 2022).

The importance of social background on educational opportunities and in turn life chances
might be the point with most evidence in this dissertation, yet there was little mention of it in
the conversations with the participants. Half of them recalled that their parents followed politics
and that they discussed political issues at home (Cmorej [07]; Stefanec [13]; Svréek [01];
Vacul&iak [12]; Ziak [10]). Grendel [08] and Pollak [05] even have a parent who was active in
political life. But even after recalling these experiences, they minimally recognised their
background as relevant in determining their position in life. Only Stancik [09] directly
mentioned background as a possible factor explaining educational attainment. Here | am once
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again persuaded by the argument of Sandel, that the merit elite has blindness towards the
context of its success (2020). They believe it was their abilities and effort that determined their

position in life rather than their family background.
Personal characteristics and abilities

Cmorej [07], when asked what led him to start following politics, mentioned that “[he] feels
like he was always interested in it somehow naturally”. He was not alone in stating that his
interest was an innate part of him. The study by Weinschenk and Dawes with monozygotic
twins suggests that the relationship between education and political knowledge is greatly
confounded by genetic factors (Weinschenk & Dawes, 2019). Some political movements resist
the idea of genetic difference, as they see it would undermine the principle of equality, yet those
differences are significant (Harden, 2021). Accepting that, HE would be merely a proxy of
certain innate abilities that both would help an individual to succeed in education and participate
more in politics, which seem to be congruent with the hypothesis of political meritocracy
(Sunshine Hillygus, 2005). This argument was prominent among the participants, who saw
ambition in life and intelligence as one of the explaining factors behind people with HE being
more present in political life (Cmorej [07]; Kremsky [06]; Stancik [09]). While it is
questionable to what extent ambition is an inherent personality trait, there is the broader
problem that study by Sunshine Hillygus found: traits that helped people to succeed in education
did not translate into their civic life (2005). On other hand, Rasmussen and Nergaard have found
that “the motivational and cognitive effects of education” are confounded by personal
dispositions (2018, p. 39). From this set of evidence, it seems that genes and innate abilities do
create differences among people with an impact on their chances in education and politics. But
the evidence puts into question the meritocratic belief in a magical universal trait, such as

intelligence.
Social positioning

The hierarchy of educational opportunities is translated into life after graduation, the field and
level of education predispose who graduates spend time with, in both professional and personal
life (Chusseau & Hellier, 2010; Persson, 2013b; Piketty, 2020). In this way HE then reinforces
and cements the class origins, permitting only limited mobility and especially punishing those
that are not participating (Lubelcova, 2022; Marginson, 2018). HE is not determining a specific
destination, rather educational background sets people to pursue certain professional paths and
into social bubbles that further shape their political thinking and participation (Wiezik [14]).
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Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry are big proponents of this view, proposing that education helps to
shape individual social network positions and some find themselves closer to political networks
(1996). The benefit of HE is therefore relative, as it depends on which position it places the
individual in the wider hierarchy and what resources other actors have (Aars & Christensen,
2020; Persson, 2013a; Rasmussen & Nergaard, 2018). Interestingly the effect of education on
participation increases with age because people with similar educational backgrounds tend to
spend time together besides work (Easterbrook et al., 2016). In Slovakia, people with HE self-
identify more frequently with higher positions in social stratification, their financial situation is
better and there is educational cleavage even in cultural consumption (Bahna et al., 2022;
Sopdci et al., 2020, p. 182). Additionally, throughout Europe and in Slovakia, people tend to
date within their educational level and then marrying also people with the same level of
education (Bahna et al., 2022; Erat, 2021; Katrnak & Manea, 2020). HE, while not completely
determining social position, still puts people into certain intervals in terms of people and

institutions they interact with in their professional and personal life.
Degree as symbol

There is one additional mechanism through which HE hierarchies are translated into social.
Sopoci et al. suggest that Slovakia has a parallel status hierarchy which seems to be separate
from socioeconomic and educational factors (Sopdci et al., 2020). It is the obsession with tituly
[degrees] in the public discourse that makes me think they might be one of the symbols that can
affirm that status (Durié Nicholsonova, 2017; Goffman, 1951; Gregorik, 2020). While there is
no formal requirement for politicians to have HE credentials, it is socially expected (Dobes
[03]; Grendel [08]; Pollak [05]; Stefanec [13]; Szoll6s [04]; Vacul&iak [12]). My proposition
here is that indeed tituly [degrees] are signifiers of status and they shape political representation.
Their symbolic function can be derived from Bourdieu, degrees work as symbolic capital,
representing competence and as justification to exert authority (1986). And degrees’ symbolic

value follows multi-layered hierarchy.

First, there is the formal hierarchisation of HE levels. In Slovakia there are six, beyond the
regular Bologna structure of bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate, there is a so-called ‘small
doctorate’ placed before doctorate and then a research-pedagogic degree of docent, associate
professor, and degree of professor. Second, there is a hierarchy within master’s and small
doctorate levels, as some fields have their degrees and acronyms, while most master’s graduates
would use Mgr. or Ing., but for example students of medicine use MUDr. (Encyclopaedia

Beliana, 1999; Granska, 2015). The third layers are HE credentials from abroad, some are
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difficult to translate into the national context, especially if their acronyms look different
(Hengekova [11]; Stefanec [13]). Fourthly, there is differentiation associated with the
stratification of HEIs, a kind of ‘institutional capital’ that assigns value to their relative
positionality, which became quite frequent with the emergence of university rankings
(Bourdieu, 1988; Teichler, 2008; Tight, 2019; Tomlinson, 2008). Massification of HE did not
eradicate elite institutions, they are still existing, providing scarce and therefore valuable
credentials (Marginson, 2017; Trow, 1973). The narrative of institutional differentiation was
broadly shared among participants, for example: “it very much depends from which institution
person has a degree” (Grendel [08]) and they “will judge what HEI did you attend” (Sudik
[02]). This is extended also to institutions abroad, which can be seen as also being of various
quality (Grendel [08]; Sudik [02]). These factors create significant difference “in the levels of
symbolic capital amongst different graduates” (Tomlinson, 2008, p. 59).

And this symbolic hierarchy of degrees influences the creation of political representation. This
might be a specific feature of Slovakia, titul [degree] is included in the candidacy lists, which
are distributed to every household before the elections and degrees are printed on the election
ballot (Granska, 2015; Act on voting rights, 2014). Next to almost every name, there is an
acronym, or several, a little reminder of their academic and social status, signalling their
competence (Stancik [09]) and “maybe some people are impressed by that” (Henéekova [11]).
This is not to suggest that HE credentials are the main factor in voters’ decision-making, but
HE “is an add-on on top of everything” (Dobe$ [03]). The value of HE is however not
recognised universally, in some political settings, the degree might hold negative connotations,
especially connected with the rise of anti-intellectualism (Pollak [05]). The value of HE is
relative, as it is more recognised by people that also have HE (Stefanec [13]), as also people

with HE see good education as a greater priority in life (Bahna et al., 2022).
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Theorising new understanding

The previous sections explored how findings from the interviews interacted with existing
literature. But the conversation | had were much richer and a new idea about the connection
between education and political participation emerged. The importance of my personal
experience and interpretation is significant in this section. Rather than making any definite
claims, the idea | propose here should be understood as an attempt to theorise and create
hypotheses that ought to be tested as the relevance of certain factors might be limited to the

Slovak context or my experience.
Immersion and self-formation

The previous section already established that there is great diversity among HEIs and levels of
HE, so the various degrees awarded are perceived differently. However, seeing HE contribution
only through its symbolic value is rather restrictive. So, | propose here a more agentic view, in
which actors thanks to their deep HE immersion had broader space for self-formation, which
affected their political participation. My original plan for the research was to contrast politicians
with and without HE, yet even among participants with similar credentials, | observed a great
diversity of views and experiences among them. This started shaping an idea of HE immersion

which I understand to mean the level of exposure to various experiences connected with HE.

It was the diverging conceptualisations of expertise and its use in interviews that first gave me
an idea of HE immersion. Participants that seemed to have more extensive HE immersion
(longer, more intensive, and diverse HE experiences) were more eager to engage with scientific
evidence in policymaking and were more aware of the limits of their expertise. Indeed, studies
suggest that the scientific ethos contributes to people having lower levels of social dominance
orientation and thinking about science shifts certain moral views, possibly making people more
liberal (Ma-Kellams et al., 2014; Ma-Kellams & Blascovich, 2013). At first, | was cautious
about not overinterpreting this small difference, but during analysis, | started noticing more
hints of HE immersion in other aspects. During their student years, participants were not merely
gaining skills, knowledges, and various forms of capital, but through an engagement with
various HE experiences they worked on themselves (self-formation) which made them into new

people (Marginson, 2021).

The key feature of self-formation is understanding that “only the learner does the learning.”
What HE can do is create institutional conditions under which students discover and use their

‘will to learn’ to the greatest possible extent (Marginson, 2021). Kremsky [06] provided a

41



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

compelling summary of this sort of self-formation, “HE giving [him] space to educate self,
build self, take responsibility over self, ... [and] even think about things that seem senseless,”
making mistakes and reflecting on them. The concept of HE immersion should indicate how

much space a person was given for their self-formation.

The first element of immersion is the capacity to pay attention to studies, “if | will start studying,
then I should do it properly!” (Duri§ Nicholsonova, 2017). Full-time study is a substantial
commitment even if the student does not participate in any activities outside classes. Four of
my participants were students during their political careers, Stan¢ik [09] opted to suspend his,
so he could focus fully on MP’s work. The other three are continuing in various part-time
arrangements, which allows them more flexibility, but it seems they are not immersed in HE
(Sudik [02]; Vaculgiak [12]; Ziak [10]). To be considered immersed, one needs to be present,
whether in physical or digital space, but most importantly present mentally. Matovi¢ one of the
politicians found to plagiarize admitted being frequently not mentally present during his studies
(2020). The way participants represented their experience with part-time studies suggests there
can be hardly any talk of any immersion and self-formation (Pollak [05]; Vacul¢iak [12]). In
the fast-paced era, HE ought to engage students “in deceleration, patience, and immersive

attention” (Roberts, 2013) but that requires the learner to commit and structures to create space.

The second element of immersion are interactions that take place across HE experiences. It
seems that of particular importance is guidance by academic staff and chances to interact with
teachers (Marginson, 2021; Perrin & Gillis, 2019). For Wiezik [14] interactions within
academic settings were transforming. Kremsky [06] was missing them in Slovak HE but had
the opportunity to experience proper class discussion and interactions with teachings staff
during his studies abroad. While learning does take place with the agency of an individual, it
rarely occurs in isolation but rather in a social setting; sharing with others and peer interactions
are found to be enriching (Marginson, 2021; Spero, 2022). Immersive HE ought to include both

individual guidance, and the space to interact with staff and peers.

A third element includes moving outside the lecture halls and classrooms, to engage with the
world and peers under different conditions, extracurricular activities, student representation and
activism. Perrin and Gillis found that participating in community-based projects is one of the
high-impact HE experiences with a lasting effect on political participation experiences (2019).
Students should be provided with a diversity of cultural, educational and political experiences
(Marginson, 2021), HE is supposed to “be an adventure in personal, social, and spiritual

formation” (Tubbs, 2019) that students partake in as a process of their self-development This
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should include the general orientation of curricular and extracurricular experiences that will
enhance student’s sense of responsibility to society (Yang, 2021). Sudik’s [02] and Sz6llos’s
[04] experiences with student representation and activism seemed to be high-impact. Immersive
HE experiences ought to include diverse extracurricular activities, including opportunities in

which students could begin their political participation.

A fourth element is an ‘immersion in knowledge’ (Marginson, 2021), HE creating space for
students to specialise and go deep in a topic (Svréek [01]). This often takes place through the
undertaking of doctoral studies but could be also experienced in undertaking smaller research
projects, including theses and dissertations and continuous engagement with literature. Ashwin
et al. show in their study how the understanding of the field changed during an undergraduate
degree, which suggests personal formation. But it is also important that there is certain
flexibility, so students’ research does align with their interests (2014). Here Tubbs stresses the
importance of students entering “a universe of previously unheard ideas, of a bewildering
variety of people and opinion and characters” (2019), to engage with various knowledges across
disciplines. And returning to studies regarding scientific ethos, there seems to be a connection
between engaging in the practice of science and working toward social harmony (Ma-Kellams
& Blascovich, 2013).

Conceptually | developed the idea of HE immersion in terms of space to discover, develop
capacity and act on the ‘will to learn,’ as prerequisites for self-formation (Marginson, 2021).
The concept of HE immersion also follows the imagining of intervals. Rather than the
educational system creating two separate groups, those with and those without HE, the concept
of immersion provides nuanced insight that different HE experiences lead to different
outcomes. Based on ideas from literature, interviews, and personal experiences | compiled a
list of possible factors presented in Table 2 constituting together HE immersion. My
conceptualisation of HE immersion to include also academic staff, who in their interactions
with students and their participation in knowledge production are also undergoing self-
formation. So, the list includes factors that affect HE experiences for both students and

academic staff.
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Table 2. Possible factors contributing to HE immersion

Number of:

Interactions (peer, staff, outside),
Friendships, relationships,
Learning/teaching experiences
(class, seminar, field work, etc.),
Readings, learning materials,
Research projects,

Group projects and works, research
collaborations,
Social/cultural/political/sport
activities,

Work and internships,

Study exchanges,

Feedback (written or oral),
Presenting findings or ideas (written
or oral),

Intensity of:

Learning/teaching (frequency, class
size),

Research (meetings, experiments,
field work)

Social network (size and diversity),
Knowledge immersion (diversity of
literature, views, approaches,
disciplines),

Individual interactions (frequency,
length),

Group interactions, peer or staff
(frequency, length),

Immersive attention.

Study characteristics:

Length of study (years),

Type of study (full-time, part-time),
Mode (in-person, hybrid, remote)
Size of student body and faculty,
Field or orientation of programme,
Flexibility for personal preference,
Language of the course,
Institutional setting.

Other factors:

Location, facilities, accessibility,
International or domestic mobility,
Living conditions,

Outside  responsibilities
caring),

Language and cultural setting of the
country.

(work,

The connection between HE immersion and political participation runs through people growing

their network, expanding their knowledge, and building habits beneficial for their personal and

political life. Greater immersion should enhance both the absolute and relative contributions of

HE. But the transformation happens in self-formation, as greater immersion can expand the

space for it to take place. This can motivate people to engage more in politics, but importantly

in my understanding, it changes the way they approach politics and how they think about it.

They gain a new understanding of knowledge. Therefore, understanding HE immersion is not

only a necessary step for political participation but also for political culture and public

discourse. And because HE immersion is potentially so transformative for individual and social

politics, | need to address where this leaves those in less immersive HE spaces and those that

are completely outside of HE (Flanagan & Levine, 2010).
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HE immersion changes the debate about access, the challenge is not only to extend HE to all
that are interested but also to provide them with immersive HE experiences. This will be
difficult as historically, “inequality has always protected meaningful education as an elite
entitlement” (Tubbs, 2021a, p. 9). High-value experiences are disproportionality pursued by
students from affluent families (Marginson, 2016), which can be also expected in the case of

immersive HE, leading to elite capture, with few being able to enjoy (Taiwo, 2022).

| expect great disparities in the ability of HEIs to provide immersive experiences, strengthening
the existing institutional stratification. As regional and less selective institutions that often serve
marginalised communities having the least resources and capacity are forced to rely on less HE
immersive forms (Major, 2019; Tight, 2019). In terms of affording attention to studies, people
from lower classes tend to work more, as a way to cover their expenses (Martin, 2012). In
Slovakia, more than 60% of students work during the term in Slovakia (Hall et al., 2021). And
while some limited work hours should not intervene but work too much can obstruct students
from dedicating enough time and mental capacity to their studies. Students from less
represented groups often face issues with self-affirmation, feeling like they do not belong
(Easterbrook et al., 2021). This greatly limits their interactions, as they start doubting whether
to seek advice from teachers, and they tend to socialise less and be less involved on campus
(Stuber, 2020). While students from more affluent backgrounds do not hesitate and they devote

more time to cultural, social and sports activities (Martin, 2012).

All these inequities in HE immersion make it very clear why advocating for equal access to HE
immersion and space for self-formation is important. In the time of economic pressures and
metrics of employability (Tubbs, 2021a, 2021b), microcredentials and hybrid forms of HE are
suggested as ways forward (OECD, 2020a). In the light of these developments, it is crucial to
question what impacts those practices will have on political participation and form of the
engagement. Conceptualising HE immersion in these details also allows for new metrics to be
created that will better reflect the complexity of the HE experiences. For me, the commitment
to student self-formation is a better guarantor of life-long learning than small doses of HE
sprinkled throughout life. Having a chance to learn later in life, but there first needs to be

demand, which will be there if people develop a habit of learning, a ‘will to learn.’

45



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

Discussion

At the end of this chapter, | would like to conclude with a few remarks that reflect how my

thinking about the relationship between education and political life shifted through this process.

First, it has convinced me to think less in the binary division between those with and without

HE, and rather think in terms of intervals and distributions.

Second, within direct political participation, once it becomes an everyday occupation of a
person, the absolute effects of education are clearer, as they have space and need to specialise.
For the broader population, where politics remains more general, they mostly need to develop

their civic habits.

Third, the evidence from literature and interviews convinced me to understand the relationship
in more relative terms. The importance of social background and even dispositions can greatly
affect success in education. Through education, people gain important symbols, and they
socialise into professional and social circles that influence their status and proximity to power.

Potentially making them better equipped to navigate the institutional design.

Fourth, I came to understand this process of enquiring about capacity for political participation
as a process of accumulating advantages. HE is part of this broader schema (Figure 2.), but
some already enter education with great advantages, which are “converted into further

advantages in a cumulative manner” (Miinch, 2018, p. 42).

Figure 2. Model of relationships between education and political participation®

—_— degree as symbol :
Absolute education model ........... gres s e social s )
____________ > social positioning status
Relative education modell_..f’"f self.
T Iifo\m]ati on :
/DR —— :
Background | /& %, specialised knowledge, — T * [T pojitical
& personal — :& 2, ;
personal — /.5 %> transferable skills, —> articipation
characteristic /< ‘% civic formation PATHEtp
's Education %, o .
institutional design

Fifth, 1 purposefully made the shape of education to be a pyramid to signify its internal

hierarchies. On one side hierarchy in terms of providing social status, and on the other side,

5 inspired by Persson (2013a, p. 15)
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access to HE immersion. These hierarchies have a consequence on social stratification and how
much space they create for self-formation, which challenges the model of merit-selection from

the beginning of this chapter.

Lastly, this chapter outlines many deficiencies in the current stratification models, but it also
cautions against adopting a meritocratic utopia of social harmony. | need to think more about
meritocratic consequences on political equality (Dahl, 2006; Sandel, 2020; Schakel & Van der
Pas, 2021) and the emotional cost this stratification ideal produces (Morton, 2019).
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Chapter 4. Knowledge and political life

The political order that arose from the scientific revolution assumed that through the application
of positivist science, it would be possible to remove any issue from politics and frame it as a
scientific problem (Comte, 1858; Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1983; Jasanoff, 1998; Raman, 2014).
All problems would be solved by a form of technocratic governance, in Young’s imagined UK,
it was the civil service, which would be able to finally compensate for the weakness of
parliament, alternatively, there are Comte’s sociologists or Plato’s Guardians (Comte, 1858;
Plato, 1992; Young, 1958). Some philosophers even attempted to spread the universal
principles into moral order, for example, Kant, Lock, Mill and Comte. Yet that seemed to be
too ambitious and for now, it is admitted that certain decisions regarding values should be
settled through politics, which lead to the emergence of liberal democracy. This includes
elements of the division of power and regular elections, social harmony is achieved through an
informed and rationally thinking public (Dewey, 1927; Raman, 2014). At the core of this
thinking are two requirements, first, the possibility of science, a supreme source of knowledge
to produce objective, universal and certain understandings of the world (Comte, 1858; Sorrel,
1991), and second, the possibility of every individual being and willing to think for themselves
(Kant, 1784; Millgram, 2015). This chapter will explore how knowledge, both in terms of
rationality in policy making and as a source of public reason interplays with political life.

The Great Endarkenment

The above thinking about the political order has multiple shortcomings. Firstly, the assumption
that all people “demand the same unaltering satisfactions of the same unaltering basic needs”
(Berlin, 1959, p. 131). Positivist science attempts to create universal understanding without the
need to consider the context. This thinking about science is possible because it has been
constructed in the context of European colonial domination, so the category of universal
included considerations of those in proximity to power (Quijano, 2007). Secondly, universality
in sense of overarching understanding of the world is made difficult due to the current ‘excess
of objectivity:” the problem is not in the lack of scientific knowledge produced, but in its
fragmentation and disconnection (Crotty, 1998; Sarewitz, 2004). Thirdly, even the specialised
advanced knowledge faces diverging interpretations among experts, making it difficult to be
translated into politics (Feyerabend, 1993; Pearce et al., 2014; Sarewitz, 2004). Fourthly,
hyperspecialisation and increasing complexity mean that only a narrow set of experts
understand any particular piece of advanced knowledge, foreclosing the chance for the broader
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public to participate in democratic politics (Millgram, 2015; Stone, 2017). And as Wiezik [14]
recalls even among elected officials, it is difficult. He talked about his colleagues that lacked
ecological education “so things obvious to me are for them incomprehensible”. This returns to
the idea of technocratic governance and delegating decisions to experts. But the fifth problem
is that “people cannot differentiate who is an expert and who is not,” (Stefanec [13]) as even
making that decision would require being an expert (Millgram, 2015). Millgram calls this the
Great Endarkenment, the foreclosing of the possibility of science-based-policy, as
policymaking reassembles the game of telephone; a hyperspecialized piece of knowledge is
passed through people with various levels of comprehension and in different contexts until it
reaches policymakers, who are by that point making ‘informed’ decisions based on something
that is the equivalent of “reading entrails or casting hexagrams, it is blind, terrified superstition”
(2015, p. 37). Quijano argues that “it is the instrumentalisation of the reasons for power,...
which produced distorted paradigms of knowledge and spoiled the liberating promises of
modernity” (2007, p. 177). The next section tries to how various knowledges and rationalities

have been instrumentalised in Slovak politics.
Knowledges and rationalities

Before starting to describe the competing means of policy making, | need to address the issue
of rationality, based on the assumption that most people are seeking to benefit society and make
good decisions. A good decision would be one that can be “justified and it has ratio* [lat.
reason] (Cmorej [07]), and based on what is sound and rational (Pascarella, 2006). | want
however to remain critical of this formulation, following Foucault’s view that ascribing
rationality is elusive. The question is not if decisions are abstractly rational but rather “which
kind of rationality they are using” (1979, p. 226). In the context of the current so-called post-
truth era, with fragmented knowledge space and conflicting truth claims (Singer, 2021), it is
important to investigate how rationality is used to create justifications, new concepts and ideas
(Foucault, 1978; Lemke, 2002). And literature suggests that even highly competent individuals
engage in motivated reasoning, their political preferences undermining their supposed
objectivity (Hannon, 2022; Kahan et al., 2017; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Something that has been
also observed by Kremsky [06], is the ad-hoc creation of values to justify the policy, the reason
coming “to find justification for the opinion which has been adopted” (Dewey, 1927, p. 50). So
rather than evaluating how various knowledges stand against the abstract rationality, in this

section | will characterize various kind of rationalities as they emerged from the conversations.
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Scientific and expert rationality

Wiezik [14] characterised scientific claims as those closest to being ‘objective’ as they were
“found by objective methods, they are verifiable, refutable, all scientific standards simply apply.
And when they are published in peer-reviewed journals, that is the biggest guarantee that
someone is not making it up.” Science, especially positivistic and quantified, provides an aura
of objectivity, certainty, and possibility for comparisons and ranking, which makes it very
appealing (Houghton, 2011; Merry, 2016). But little science and expertise can live up to that
ideal of certainty and objectivity, most offering less than a fully honest account of the context
and methods in which they were found, and the possibility of diverse interpretations
(Feyerabend, 1993; Merry, 2016; Standring, 2021). Tetlock collected predictions of established
public experts regarding various political events, finding that their accuracy on average equated
to anyone that regularly follows politics in news (2005). Science and expertise are a great “tool
to support, monitor, and assess” policy decisions, but they are “not a predictive oracle”
(Sarewitz, 2004, p. 400). It is important not to equate scientific rationality with the romantic
notion of truth (Sorrel, 1991).

Furthermore, as participants reminded me, experts and science are not separate from politics.
Political parties often have their networks of experts, and some politicians gain expertise
through daily interaction with the issues (Pollak [05]; Stefanec [13]). Knowledge is not acquired
in a purely neutral space, with science and the facts suddenly being “ideologically ‘polluted’
only when crossing the boundary into the zone of politico-administrative procedures”
(Strassheim & Kettunen, 2014, p. 260).

Institutional rationality

This brings me back to the idea of institutional design, as institutions are seen as having their
interests that guide certain policy decisions. Foucault talks about ‘reason of state’ as the
rationality of governing in which institutions seek to increase the strength of the state (1979).
This could include policies for national security or national interests, renewing or creating new
governmental institutions, providing them with a budget and appointing their heads. Certain
decisions need to be made so the state apparatus keeps going and it develops. Most of these
institutions’ needs are not as visible from the outside, few participants reflected on how they
suddenly saw those institutions in a new light, recognising their needs (Kremsky [06]; Sz6116s

[04]; Vaculciak [12]). The policy process is not a linear process of an idea being translated
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directly to policy, but rather a process of negotiations and consultations that transforms it

(Pollak [05]) and this process is bounded by institutions and their rationality.
Bureaucratic rationality

It is closely related to institutional rationality. As was already explained in the section on
institutional design, the state bureaucracy plays an important role in drafting and implementing
policies. In interviews, this aspect was critiqued, both the existence of their separate identity
(Kremsky [06]) and the distance they have from the regular people (Pollak [05]). Bureaucratic
rationality is oriented toward making policies that can be implemented, even though that
sometimes frustrates the politicians (Kremsky [06]). Any policy that ought to be implemented
needs to look at what is possible within the governance structure and use the different
components of that structure to achieve it, basically to follow bureaucratic rationality.

Common sense rationality

Participants when discussing differences between people with and without HE identified a
separate source of knowledge, “life wisdom” (Szo6116s [04]) and a way of thinking, “common
sense” (Sudik [02]). Those, while not acquired in formal institutions, can still form a basis for
a rational argument. Such as when personal experience with a specific context is translated into
an aura of authority, Pollak [05] claimed his upbringing in and association with the Roma
community as a basis to make claims about their needs. This rationality can be adopted both by
politicians and the public. It can be manifested in the confrontation of the political insider with
the outsider, someone who observes politics from distance (Vaculc¢iak [12]) and they can bring

“something new that experts in their closed box of specialisation could not imagine” (Szo6116s
[04]).

Public/popular rationality

As elected officials, politicians that want to keep their position, need to justify their decisions
to their voters, so they tend to be very attentive to what commonly held views and how they
move. Some participants tried to downplay their reliance on public views, Dobes [03] expressed
doubts about public opinion surveys, and few others saw the public as potentially lacking
knowledge and understanding to fully comprehend their decisions (Sudik [02]; Sz6llos [04];
Wiezik [14]). Yet all participants have affirmed that in some ways, the views of their voters and
the broader public are an integral part of their thinking. Due to the diversity of views among

the population, it seems reductive to talk about public rationality in a singular term. The
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construction of unified public rationality seems to be related to the rise of populism and
politicians invoking the abstract general will to justify their steps (Engler et al., 2019; Merkley,
2020; Singer, 2021).

Other rationalities

Participants identified additional sources of rationality. Szo116s [04] talked about the spiritual
dimension, as something that can be a source of understanding for people. The rise of some
Christian political groups might lead to more rationalisations based on religious teachings
(Vargov¢ikova, 2021). Kremsky [06] included value orientation and Grendel [08] talked about
character as a basis for decisions. The logic is that if politician proclaims certain values and
adheres to certain principles, they should hold them consistently. Lastly, lobbying and activism,
while they might borrow from various other rationalities, are guided by their interests: activists

rationalise for a cause and lobbyists for certain business or sector advantage (Wiezik [14]).
Political rationality

It was the most widespread narrative among the participants. While they stressed the importance
of listening to the experts, the policies are transformed by ‘political motif” (Grendel [08], 2022)
decided in the “political context of possible’ (Szo116s [04]). Wiezik [14] was probably the most
critical of this approach, describing how scientific findings are only instrumentally used, when
“it is convenient.”. There is an aspect of realism in it, which comes from the desire to protect
one’s political future or goals. This sometimes means voting for a policy that goes against
science because there is political trade. This is made easier for politicians, as they have access
to an abundance of evidence and information, which gives have plenty of ‘ammunition’ to use

in making a ‘rational’ argument for their stance (Hannon, 2022; Kahan et al., 2017).
Limits of public reason

This section tries to draw some further limitations for use of reason within the public discourse.
Firstly, the capacity of politicians and the public to reason is limited by the Dunning-Kruger
effect. Multiple studies have observed a gap between self-assigned competence and actual
competence, with those performing poorly thinking they are doing fine and competent
individuals not realizing their competence is not universally shared (Dunning & Kruger, 1999).
This has serious consequences for politics, as shown in a recent review of studies by Light et
al., who found that the people who disagree most with the scientific consensus (on climate
change, COVID-19, evolution, etc.) know less about the relevant issues, but they think they
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know more (2022). The crucial aspect of overcoming this bias is better self-assessment
(Dunning & Kruger, 1999), which was demonstrated in interviews by Wiezik [14] and Ziak
[10] who clearly outlined the limits of their expertise. But politics does not value competence,
as anyone that can make claims in a self-assured way has a chance (Ziak [10]). To explain their
confidence, Cmorej [07] suspects that “politics is a place with a higher percentage of
narcissists” and there is evidence that the Dunning-Kruger effect can be associated with
narcissism (Christopher et al., 2021; Dunning, 2011). For people that are self-assured about
their high competency and have limited actual competence, educational interventions do little,
they can even backfire in case they hold anti-intellectual views (Light et al., 2022; Merkley,
2020). Researchers are also sceptical that feedback could help to correct erroneous views
(Dunning & Kruger, 1999; Simons, 2013). Literature suggests that it might be possible to
weaken the Dunning-Kruger effect by shifting how people perceive their knowledge (Light et
al., 2022) and they should try to explain the topic they claim to know a lot about in detail when
they might start noticing gaps in their understanding (Fernbach et al., 2013). Problem is that
with political issues, sometimes even people with much knowledge and competence might
purposefully overlook certain evidence and even miscalculate if the evidence goes against their
views (Hannon, 2022; Kahan et al., 2017; Taber & Lodge, 2006). This limits public reasons by
allowing both, confident individuals with limited competence to dominate the discourse, and

partisan competent individuals, to partake in public discussion and enter politics.

The second component that limits public reason is social media. The existing cleavages, biases,
and impulses are made more visible there, replacing corrective mechanisms with an echo
chamber that reinforces them (Anson, 2018; Terren & Borge-Bravo, 2021, 2021). Stefanec [13]
talks about the transformation of reality which is now characterised by an abundance of
information, making it difficult for anyone to evaluate the quality of information (Millgram,
2015). And even if you are trying to communicate carefully, there is so much space for
misinterpretation (Caputova, 2022) and anonymity encourages vulgar attacks (Wiezik [14]).
Here | adopt McLuhan’s “medium is the message” framework, as platforms and devices
through which communication takes place are shaping the message (1967). It almost does not
matter what politician posts online, the reaction will always nearly be the same, maybe more or

less engagement, but outrage on one side and applause on the other.
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Discussion

The idea that people decide based on their rational consideration rather than their emotion and
habit is embedded in political and economic philosophy (Dewey, 1927). To start thinking
differently, first, it is important to drop the “rationalist conception of rationality” (Lemke, 2002,
p. 57). In my thinking, I was inspired by Patocka’s concept of radical super-civilization, which
he argues is flawed because of the “attempt and aspiration to make rationality the key to
answering every question in life” (Dunaj, 2017, p. 471). He proposes to moderate the super-
civilization, which still uses scientific rationality but also recognizes the importance of other
knowledges for governance (Patocka, 1987). Raman similarly suggests that it is not necessary
to choose the main strain of rationality on which to base decisions, but rather make them
complement each other (2014).

Science even with all its problems is still a valuable source of knowledge, but it needs to be
reformulated so it is more transparent, provides more context, delegates and is accountable to
the public (Blue, 2018; Raman, 2014; Sarewitz, 2004; Standring, 2021). In a recent blog, one
of the prominent Slovak psychologists suggested that “science cannot be done in a way, that
researchers would have to consider before each research how results of their study could affect
social order” (Patarak, 2022). On the contrary, | would suggest that it is of vital importance to
reflect on the consequences and to think about how knowledge is presented by science

communicators and experts (Feyerabend, 1993; Tetlock, 2005).

Social media and the Dunning-Kruger effect show us the mechanism through which knowledge
and reasoning become a source of polarisation and disharmony. Because even those with a high
level of competence and knowledge seize to apply their capacity consistently when the problem
involves political issues (Hannon, 2022; Kahan et al., 2017; Taber & Lodge, 2006). They rather
use this capacity to gather evidence that supports their view, confirmation bias (Kappes et al.,
2020). Recognising the limits of public reason is of consequence not only to politics but also to
individual actions. Wiland suggests taking a ‘Humble View; not only meeting the other person
in the middle but maybe even going closer to their view (2017). This is finally something that
HE can teach, “being able to accept other views and sometimes even change one’s views”
(Stefanec [13]).
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Chapter 5. Suggestions

This brief chapter will outline some of the suggestions, including policy changes, research ideas

and questions to think about, that emerged from the writing and thinking about these ideas.

Firstly, I would encourage more researchers to produce methodologically more honest accounts
of their research experience and to embrace the ‘messy’. As | problematised scientific
rationality in chapter 4, it made it even more important for me to be transparent about what
research can accomplish and | started thinking about how to act responsibly as a privileged
knowledge producer. But here | am short of ideas, perhaps the answer is to continually attempt

active reflexivity.

Secondly, the most significant idea that | am personally taking away is the concept of HE
immersion and its consequence in creating space for self-formation. In thinking about where to
move it further, | have been inspired by an essay The Power of Patience, in which Roberts
argues for a more cautious way of designing a curriculum. Not only in terms of content, but
also “in shaping the temporal experiences of the students” by adjusting “the pace and tempo of
the learning” to allow students to “engage in deceleration, patience, and immersive attention”
(2013). The idea of HE immersion calls HEIs to apply this not only on the level of courses but
to the overall student and staff experiences. This idea also pushes the understanding of
educational equality: it means access not only to education but access to learning that is
immersive and facilitates self-formation. With policy and economic pressures leading to the
disintegration of HE, conceptualising and measuring HE immersion would allow thinking about
what HE experiences are being lost or unequally distributed, and what are the consequences for

self-formation.

Thirdly, in thinking about institutional design, |1 would propose to remove the HE credentials
from candidacy lists in Slovakia to break their symbolical power. The structures of political life
are not permanent; there can be political institutions that allow people of any background to

effectively navigate them.

Fourthly, to act on these suggestions, it is important to start building a philosophical critique of
political meritocracy and start imagining different, more inclusive logic of social stratification.
This means work that aims to uncover the implicit biases of meritocratic thinking and traces
how certain ideas of merit were and are constructed. When researching and writing the chapter

on context, I realised how much of today’s politics could be attributed to decisions made

55



HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

generations ago. Meritocratic thinking likes to narrow the thinking, so people forget how their

current position is shaped by the past and their backgrounds.

Fifth, in the public discourse it is important to take apart the myth of ‘rational’ policymaking
and thoroughly investigate what type of rationality we are using. This calls for science’s
relationship with politics to be rethought (Sarewitz, 2004). It is important to do it while

recognising the limits of the individual and public reason (Wiland, 2017).

Lastly, there is much more research to be done on educational cleavage in political participation
and representation. In my original plans, I intended also to collect information on politicians’
experience of studying abroad and closely contextualise their political participation in their

study field. Those would be my first suggestions for further research.
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Conclusion

Before writing my concluding remarks, | would like to reflect on the research process. A
substantial portion of this dissertation was spent explaining my methodological thinking and
research process. | found that embracing the ‘messy’ approach liberated my thinking.
Constraints, many self-imposed, were gone. This allowed me to explore new-to-me approaches,
frameworks and methods, such as critical phenomenology. Combining this approach to analysis
with the idea of the ‘messy turn,” re-engaging with the research materials through imaginative
variation, new understandings have emerged (Cook, 2009; Lin, 2017). The prescribed
reflexivities of discomfort helped me to accept my positionality and privilege. Rather than
trying to find a way to overcome them, | made those features present in my study (Pillow, 2003).
Critical phenomenology helped me to see how in research interactions, | cannot bracket my
views, and ideas, and how | cannot escape the historical and political moment (Depraz, 2022;
Oksala, 2022), these “persistent social structures’ are so deeply embedded into social reality
(Guenther, 2013). And now, after finishing this project, | believe being honest about these

aspects makes this research more rigorous as it is communicating its nature and limits.

The chapter on context helped me to identify many underlying structures, historical
developments and current challenges that make it difficult for education and scientific
knowledge to be translated into social harmony. Here the crucial concept of institutional design

helps to explain why the connections are not as straightforward.

There are significant differences between those with HE and without, in their personal views,
level of political participation and educational cleavage within elected officials (Besley &
Reynal-Querol, 2011; Bovens & Wille, 2017; Schakel & Van der Pas, 2021; Stubager, 2010).
This research has found the educational cleavage to be also present in the Slovak population
and political representation. However, participants in the study rejected this binary thinking.
While having or lacking HE might signify some elements of who they are, it is not deterministic,
and people as agents might still manoeuvre. Diverse HE experiences push people towards
diverging professional and personal life trajectories, placing them within certain intervals.
While HE is associated with a change in people’s views and political participation, the
individual experiences with HE and subsequent professional, personal, and political lives are
more nuanced. And the concept of intervals helps to account for overlap between various

educational groups.
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The research has confirmed multiple findings from the literature. In the context of direct
political participation, HE experiences have their absolute contribution to developing
specialised knowledge and skills, transferable skills and civically form students (Sunshine
Hillygus, 2005). However, the effects of various HE experiences differ, for example studying
law can go long way in enabling participation in policymaking (Svréek [01]). At the same time,
HE is not a neutral redistributor of life chances, rather it often reproduces existing differences
in backgrounds, personal characteristics, and abilities by creating educational hierarchizations,
which then translate into post-graduation social positioning (Kam & Palmer, 2008; Marginson,
2018; Piketty, 2020; Weinschenk & Dawes, 2019). This has been shown in the section on the
symbolic value of degrees, and their use to affirm social status. They translate into the status

hierarchy through a multi-layered hierarchisation of HE in study fields, levels, and institutions.

The most significant contribution of this research is in theorising an understanding that tries to
overcome the fragmentation of literature in connecting various HE experiences with political
participation. The concept of HE immersion is trying to connect various experiences, and
understanding them as components that co-create space for student self-formation (Marginson,
2021). The level of HE immersion follows the existing educational hierarchies, allowing those
coming from affluent backgrounds to access more transformative HE experiences. Connecting
this with the idea of intervals, those with more extensive HE immersion might be more

transformed, shifting their views further and encouraging them to participate more.

Regarding the connection between knowledge and political life, the first difficulty is science
does not provide a universal, certain, and overarching understanding of the world (Raman,
2014; Sarewitz, 2004; Sorrel, 1991). This is made worse by the process of the ‘Great
Endarkenment’, with hyperspecialisation and increasing complexity of human understanding
of the world, limiting the possibility for technocracy to work and people to meaningfully
participate (Millgram, 2015).

This research has however stumbled into a much more complex model of policymaking. The
question in policymaking is not whether something is rational, but what kind of rationality it is
using (Foucault, 1979). Participants stressed the importance of scientific and expert knowledge,
but when it came to justifying policy, other rationalities manifested themselves: institutional,
bureaucratic, common sense, public, and political rationality. They all contribute to creating the

outcome and at various points, they are used to ‘rationalise’ the policy.
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The translation of science into politics is further obscured by the limits of public reason, the
discourse is dominated by those who are confident regardless of their competence (Dunning-
Kruger) and the generally competent that see only evidence that supports their views
(confirmation bias). All this is happening with the still recent revolution of communication, the
blend of virtual and physical relations, and with social media emboldening some of the worst

impulses.

To start responding to the problem of scientific progress and increased educational attainment
failing to bring about social harmony, it seems that neither education nor science is the magic
remedy in the way sometimes discourse presents them (Kam & Palmer, 2008). This should not
lead to desperation. Pillow already recognizes the impossibility of all research attempts, but
also the presence of “the political need to represent and find meaning” (Pillow, 2003, p. 192).
Similarly, we can recognise the impossibility of education and science bringing about a
harmonious society, yet the reality can be improved. So, in my own life and career, | will keep
going. | will advocate for equality of HE immersion and work on new models of knowledges

and rationalities.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. List of participants
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SME RODINA (WE ARE FAMILY)
OLANO OBYCAJNI LUDIA a nezavislé osobnosti (OLANO), NOVA, Krestanskd vinia (KU), ZMENA ZDOLA
(ORDINARY PEOPLE and Independent Personalities (OCLANO), NOVA, Christian Union (KU), CHANGE FROM BOTTOM)
SaS Sloboda a Solidarita (Freedom and Solidarity)
ZA CUDI (FOR THE PEOPLE)
KDH Krestanskodemokratické hnutie (Christian Democratic Movement)
SDKU-DS Slovenskad demokraticka a krestanska vinia — Demokratickad strana (Slovak Democratic and Christian Union — democratic party)
PS Progresivne Slovensko (Progressive Slovakia)
# | Name® HE experiences Politics References
1 |JUDr.Mgr. | Law —bachelor’s, master’s, small | Political party manager (2017-) MINEDU. (2022, June 30). Milos Svréek (JUDr., PhD.) [HE staff register].
g?rl:fek ?Sﬁ‘g_;f“jn(j‘iff&’_ ‘fcfgr‘,? r:tt,foad MP for SME RODINA (2020-), member of. s e portalvs klreqzamydetil /22209 mode=full
PID.. L,L.M. Diplomacy — no degree, part-time j ggnmsgtig:égr}egr%%rn{pc:}tgi Siovak NR SR. (2022). Milos Svrcek [MP details]. National Council of the Slovak

Political science — part-time
bachelor’s and master’s (Mgr.)

Tourism - adjunct

Information Service
Permanent delegation at OSCE
Parliamentary Assembly

Republic.
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
D=1060

Svreek [01], M. (2022, April 20). Research interview: 01 Milos Svrcek
(Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [Online].

Wikipedia. (2022). Milos Svrcek. In Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Milo%C5%A1 Svr%C4%8D
ek&oldid=7323748

® There are elaborate conventions regarding writing degrees (Granska, 2015), | used them in form presented in their official institutional profiles. The bachelor’s degree is
usually omitted when person receives higher degree.
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2 Bc. Tomas
Sudik

Management — bachelor’s (Bc.),
studying part-time for master’s

City Council Member (2018-)
MP for OCANO (2020-), member of:

- European Affairs Committee

- Committee for Agriculture
and Environment

- Permanent delegation at OSCE
Parliamentary Assembly

NR SR. (2022). Tomdas Sudik [MP details]. National Council of the Slovak
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D=1067&CisObdobia=8
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Sudik, T. (n.d.). Nieco o mne... [Personal website]. Tomas Sudik.
Retrieved 6 May 2022, from https://www.tomassudik.sk/nieco-o0-mne/

Wikipedia. (2022). Tomds Sudik. In Wikipédia. Wikimedia Foundation.

https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Tom%C3%A1%C5%A1 %C
5%A0ud%C3%ADk&oldid=7332742

3 RNDr. Peter

Geography and cartography —

Mayor of Rajecké Teplice (1999-2014)

Dobes [03], P. (2022, May 11). Research interview: 03 Peter Dobes (Bilik,
M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].

Dobes§ master’s, small doctorate (RNDr) Regional Council Member (2002_)
NR SR. (2022). Peter Dobes [MP details]. National Council of the Slovak
Hydrology — postgraduate course | MP for OCANO (2020-), member of: Republic.
- Committee for Public Administration https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
and Regional Development _ D=1004&CisObdobia=8 )
- Committee for Incompatibility Zilina region. (2018). Zivotopis—Peter Dobes [CV]. Zilinsky samospravny
of Functions kraj [Zilina Region].
https://www.zilinskazupa.sk/sk/samosprava/podpredseda-peter-
dobes/zivotopis-2.html
4 | RNDr. Mgr. | Economic and regional MP for OCANO (2020-), member of: MINEDU. (2022, June 30). Jan Széllos (RNDr., Mgr., CSc.) [HE staff
Jan Széllés, | 9eography —master’s, small } . . register]. Register zamestnancov VS.
An Sz0Tos doctorate (RNDr.), doctorate Committee for Agriculiure https://www.portalvs.sk/regzam/detail/12334?mode=full
cse. (Csc) - and Environment NR SR. (2022). Jan Széllés [MP details]. National Council of the Slovak
C. _ ; . .Jan Szollos .
- . , :Zc;mmlttge for C(_Jntrol of Slovak Republic.
Religious education — master’s nformation Service https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
(Mgr.) D=1061&CisObdobia=8
Geography — researcher (Slovak SAV. (2011). Zivotopis—Jdn Sz61llés [CV]. Slovak Academy of Sciences.
. . ? = = - -
Academy of Sciences) and https.//www.seiv.sk/.lang sk&doc user-org
adiunct user&user_no=462&action=cv
] Szol16s [04], J. (2022, May 12). Research interview: 04 Jan Széllos (Bilik,
M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].
5 | Mgr. Peter Social work and health care — MP for OCANO (2020-), member of: NR SR. (2022). Peter Polldk [MP details]. National Council of the Slovak
Pollak part-time bachelor’s - Committee for Human Rights Republic.

Special pedagogy — part-time
master’s (Mgr.)

and National Minorities
- Committee for Control of Slovak
Security Authority

https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
D=1088&CisObdobia=8

Pollak [05], P. (2022, May 12). Research interview: 05 Peter Polldk (Bilik,
M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].
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6 | Mgr. Peter | Journalism — master’s (Mgr.), | MP assistant / OCANO advisor (2018-2020) Kremsky [06], P. (2022, May 12). Research interview: 06 Peter Kremsky
Kremsky, master’s abroad (MA) City Council Member (2018-) (Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].
MA , NR SR. (2022). Peter Kremsky [MP details]. National Council of the
' MP for OCANO (2020-), member of: Slovak Republic.
- Committee for Economic Affairs https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
- Permanent delegation at OECD D=1030&CisObdobia=8
7 | Mgr. Ing. Law — master’s (Mgr.) Local Council Member (2014-) Cmorej [07], P. (2022, May 12). Research interview: 07 Peter Cmorej
. . Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].
Peter Economics — master’s (Ing.), not | City Council Member (2018-) (il ) lin-person] _
Cmorej finished PhD Cmorej, P. (n.d.). O mne — PETER CMOREJ [Personal website]. Peter

MP for SaS (2020-), member of:

- Committee for Social Affairs
- Committee for reviewing decisions
of Slovak Security Authority

Cmorej. Retrieved 6 May 2022, from https://www.petercmorej.sk/o-
mne/

NR SR. (2022). Peter Cmorej [MP details]. National Council of the Slovak
Republic.
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
D=1001&CisObdobia=8

8 | Mgr. Gabor
Grendel

Journalism — master’s (Mgr.)

City Council Member (2014-)
Political party leader - NOVA (2017-2019)

MP for OCANO (2016-), Vice speaker of NR SR

(2020-), member of:

- Committee for Control of Slovak
Information Service

- Committee for Defence
and Security

- Permanent delegation
at Inter-Parliamentary Union

Grendel [08], G. (2022, May 13). Research interview. 08 Gabor Grendel
(Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].

NR SR. (2022). Gabor Grendel [MP details]. National Council of the
Slovak Republic.
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
D=910&CisObdobia=8

Wikipedia. (2022). Gabor Grendel. In Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=G%C3%Albor_Grendel&old
id=7417383

9 | Mgr. Andrej
Standik

International relations — abroad
bachelor’s and master’s (Mgr.),
doctoral studies suspended

Former president of youth political organisation

Obc¢iansko-demokraticka mladez (Civic-
Democratic Youth)

MP for OCANO (2020-), member of:

- Committee for European Affairs

- Foreign Affairs Committee

- Permanent delegation in Central
European Initiative — Parliamentary
Division

NR SR. (2022). Andrej Stancik [MP details]. National Council of the
Slovak Republic.
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
D=1056&CisObdobia=8

Stan¢ik [09], A. (2022, May 18). Research interview: 09 Andrej Stancik
(Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [Online].

Wikipedia. (2022). Andrej Stancik. In Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Andrej Stan%C4%8D%C3%
ADk&oldid=7392186
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10 | Slavomira Law — bachelor’s, master’s, Assistant for MP Jan Bengéik, SaS (2020-) Hencekova [11], S. (2022, May 24). Research interview: 11 Slavomira
Hen&ekova abroad doctoral (PhD.), abroad Hencekova (Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [Online].
PhD.. LL.M. | LL-M. NR SR. (2022). Asistenti poslanca—Jdn Bencik [MP details - assistants].
R National Council of the Slovak Republic.
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/posl_asistenti&Posl
aneclD=996&CisObdobia=8
11 | Richard Regional development and Candidate for MP, position 141 on ZA CUDI’s | NR SR. (2022). A_sistenti poslgnca~Alexandra Pivkovd [MP details -
Vacul&iak European studies — bachelor’s candicacy list (2020) assistants]. National Council of the Slovak Republic.
part-time student . et https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/posl_asistenti&Posl
PR coordinator for ZA LUDI anecD=1100&CisObdobia=8
Assistant for MP Alexandra Pivkova, ZA CUDI | SME. (n.d.). Richard Vaculciak [Personality profiles]. Sme.sk. Retrieved 6
(2020-) May 2022, from https://www.sme.sk/0s/168699/richard-vaculciak
Vacul¢iak [12], R. (2022, May 12). Research interview: 12 Richard
Vacuciak (Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [In-person].
12 | Ing. Food security and control — Regional Council Member (2017-) NR SR. (2022). Miroslav Ziak [MP details]. National Council of the
Miroslav bachelor’s, master’s (Ing.) and . : K Slovak Republic.
Ziak currently part-time doctoral City Council Member (2018-) https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Default.aspx?sid=poslanci/poslanec&Poslanecl
1a MP for Sa$S (2020-), member of: D=1098&CisObdobia=8
- Committee for European Affairs Wikipedia. (2021). Miroslav Ziak. In Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
- Permanent delegation in Central https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Miroslav_%C5%BDiak
European Initiative — Par”amentary Ziak [10], M. (2022, May 17). Research interview. 10 Miroslav Ziak
Division (Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [Online].
13 | Ing. Ivan Economics — bachelor’s, master’s | Gov. plenipotentiary for Euro (2004-2006) EP. (2022). Ivan Stefanec [MEP details]. MEPs - European Parliament.
Stefanec, (Ing.) and doctoral (PhD.) MP for SDKU-DS (2006-2014) https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/124929/IVAN_STEFANEC/ho
me
MBA, PhD. i _ ’ N g
BUSIHEZS managemer'\];BA MEP for SDKU, now KDH (2014-), member of: | Stefanec [13], 1. (2022, May 17). Research interview: 13 Ivan Stefanec
postgraduate course (MBA) - Committee on the Internal Market and (Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [Online].
Consumer Protection Stefanec, I. (n.d.). M6j pribeh [Personal website]. Ivan Stefanec. Retrieved
- Delegation for relations with Japan 6 May 2022, from https://ivanstefanec.sk/moj-pribeh/
14 | doc. Ing. Ecology — master’s (Ing.), MEP for PS (2019-), member of: EP. (2022). Michal Wiezik [MEP details]. MEPs - European Parliament.
Michal doctoral (PhD.) and associate - Committee on the Environment. Public Ettps://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/197769/MICHAL WIEZIK/
' ome
Wiezik, professor (doc.) Health, and Food Safet P . .
PhD Ecology — researcher, adjunct, - Committee on Petitions?/ MINEDU. (2022, June 30). Michal Wiezik (doc., Ing., PhD.) [HE staff

associate professor

Vice-dean for research

register]. Register zamestnancov VS.
https://www.portalvs.sk/regzam/detail/22209?mode=full

Wiezik [14], M. (2022, May 18). Research interview: 14 Michal Wiezik
(Bilik, M., Interviewer & Trans.) [Online].

Wikipedia. (2022). Michal Wiezik. In Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Michal Wiezik
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Appendix Il. Slovak educational cleavage datasets — sources

These datasets are basis for graphs and findings in Chapter 3., section Educational cleavage in
Slovak politics. Data was compiled by the author from various secondary sources and manual
search of information on institutional website.

Graph 1. Dataset on HE credentials of political representation

Data about HE credentials were collected from April till May 2022. Originally, this dataset was
prepared as part of the recruitment process. Collection included all active political actors in
national politics, 150 MPs, 14 MEPs, 16 Members of Government, 26 State Secretaries, the
President and 297 MPs’ assistants’. The dataset used for analysis included their names,
positions, party affiliations and HE credential. HE credentials were coded for comparison into
5 categories: bachelor’s, master’s, small doctorate, doctorate, (associate) professor. Data were
gathered across variety of sources, usually from institutional websites, full list below:

Position Reference

MPs NR SR. (2022). Ndrodna rada Slovenskej republiky—VIII. volebné obdobie [National
Council of Slovak Republic — VII1. election period] [Brochure].
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Publikacia/mobile/index.html

MEPs Statistical Office SR. (2019). Zoznam kandiddtov podla politickych subjektov—Volby do

Eurdpskeho parlamentu 2019 [List of candidates based on political affiliation — Elections

to European Parliament 2019] [Table].

https://volby.statistics.sk/ep/ep2019/files/xIsx/EP_2019 SK_tab0b.xlsx

President Office of the President SR. (2019). Zivotopis [CV]. Prezidentka Slovenskej republiky.

https://www.prezident.sk/zivotopis

MPs’ NR SR. (2022, May 4). Asistenti a poslanecké kanceldrie [Assistants and MPs’ offices]

assistants [List]. National Council of the Slovak Republic.

https://www.nrsr.sk/web/?sid=poslanci/asistenti

Ministers Finance Ministry of SR. (2022a). Igor Matovi¢ [CV]. Minister financii SR.

and state https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/minister-financii-sr/

secretaries | Finance Ministry of SR. (2022b). Marcel Klimek [CV]. Statny tajomnik 1 - Ministerstvo
financii. https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/statny-tajomnik-
mf-sr/

Finance Ministry of SR. (2022¢). Lubos Jancik [CV]. Statny tajomnik 2 - Ministerstvo
financii. https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/statny-tajomnik-
mf-sr-2/

Government Office of SR. (2022). Eduard Heger [CV]. Prime Minister of the Slovak
Republic. https://www.vlada.gov.sk/prime-minister-of-the-slovak-
republic/?csrt=10981310645073943325

MINEDU. (2022). Ministry leadership [CV]. Ministerstvo skolstva, vedy, vyskumu a $portu.
https://www.minedu.sk/vedenie-ministerstva-skolstva-vedy-vyskumu-a-sportu-sr/

Ministry of Agriculture SR. (2022a). Martin Kovac [CV]. Statny tajomnik - Ministerstvo
pddohospodarstva a rozvoja vidieka. https://www.mpsr.sk/?naviD=458

Ministry of Agriculture SR. (2022b). Samuel Vi¢an [CV]. Minister pédohospodarstva a
rozvoja vidieka SR. https://www.mpsr.sk/index.php?naviD=3

Ministry of Culture SR. (2020a). Natdlia Milanova [CV]. Ministerka kultary SR.
https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/ministerka-kultury/

Ministry of Culture SR. (2020b). Radoslav Kutas [CV]. Statny tajomnik 1 - Ministerstvo
kultary. https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/statny-tajomnik-1-mk-sr/

Ministry of Culture SR. (2021). Viera Lescdkova [CV]. Statna tajomnicka 2 - Ministerstvo
kultary Slovenskej republiky. https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/statna-tajomnicka-2-
mk-sr/

" There were 301 MPs’s assistants, 4 were excluded from dataset as they were registered as companies.

82


https://www.nrsr.sk/web/Publikacia/mobile/index.html
https://volby.statistics.sk/ep/ep2019/files/xlsx/EP_2019_SK_tab0b.xlsx
https://www.prezident.sk/zivotopis
https://www.nrsr.sk/web/?sid=poslanci/asistenti
https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/minister-financii-sr/
https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/statny-tajomnik-mf-sr/
https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/statny-tajomnik-mf-sr/
https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/statny-tajomnik-mf-sr-2/
https://www.mfsr.sk/sk/ministerstvo/veduci-predstavitelia-mf-sr/statny-tajomnik-mf-sr-2/
https://www.vlada.gov.sk/prime-minister-of-the-slovak-republic/?csrt=10981310645073943325
https://www.vlada.gov.sk/prime-minister-of-the-slovak-republic/?csrt=10981310645073943325
https://www.minedu.sk/vedenie-ministerstva-skolstva-vedy-vyskumu-a-sportu-sr/
https://www.mpsr.sk/?navID=458
https://www.mpsr.sk/index.php?navID=3
https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/ministerka-kultury/
https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/statny-tajomnik-1-mk-sr/
https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/statna-tajomnicka-2-mk-sr/
https://www.culture.gov.sk/ministerstvo/statna-tajomnicka-2-mk-sr/

HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

Ministry of Defence SR. (2022a). Jaroslav Nad’ [CV]. Minister obrany SR.
https://www.mosr.sk/jaroslav-nad/?zivotopis

Ministry of Defence SR. (2022b). Marian Majer [CV]. Statny tajomnik - Ministerstvo
obrany. https://www.mosr.sk/marian-majer/?zivotopis

Ministry of Economy SR. (n.d.). Richard Sulik [CV]. Minister hospodarstva. Retrieved 6
August 2022, from https://www.mhsr.sk/ministerstvo/informacie-o-mhsr/vedenie-
ministerstva/minister-hospodarstva

Ministry of Economy SR. (2022a). Jan Oravec [CV]. Statny tajomnik I - Ministerstvo
hospodarstva. https://www.mhsr.sk/ministerstvo/informacie-o-mhsr/vedenie-
ministerstva/statny-tajomnik-i

Ministry of Economy SR. (2022b). Karol Galek [CV]. Statny tajomnik II - Ministerstvo
Hospodarstva. https://www.mhsr.sk/ministerstvo/informacie-o-mhsr/vedenie-
ministerstva/statny-tajomnik-ii

Ministry of Environment SR. (2022a). Jan Budaj [CV]. Minister Zivotného prostredia.
https://www.minzp.sk/minister/

Ministry of Environment SR. (2022b). Kontakty [Contact list]. Ministerstvo zivotného
prostredia SR. https://www.minzp.sk/kontakty/

Ministry of Foreign Affairs SR. (2022a). Ingrid Brockovd [CV]. Statna tajomnicka 2 -
Ministerstvo zahraniénych veci a eurdpskych zalezitosti.
https://www.mzv.sk/ministerstvo/statni-tajomnici/ingrid-brockova

Ministry of Foreign Affairs SR. (2022b). Ivan Korcéok [CV]. Minister zahrani¢nych veci a
eurdpskych zalezitosti. https://www.mzv.sk/ministerstvo/minister-zivotopis_ministra

Ministry of Foreign Affairs SR. (2022c). Martin Klus [CV]. Statny tajomnik 1 - Ministerstvo
zahraniénych veci a eur6pskych zalezitosti. https://www.mzv.sk/ministerstvo/statni-
tajomnici/martin-klus

Ministry of Health. (2022). Ministry leadership [CV]. Ministerstvo zdravotnictva.
https://www.health.gov.sk/?vedenie

Ministry of Interior SR. (2022a). Roman Mikulec [CV]. Minister vnutra.
https://www.minv.sk/?roman-mikulec

Ministry of Interior SR. (2022b). Tomds Oparty [CV]. Statny tajomnik 1 - Ministerstvo
vnutra. https://www.minv.sk/?statny-tajomnik-mv-sr-tomas-oparty

Ministry of Interior SR. (2022c). Vendelin Leitner [CV]. Statny tajomnik 2 - Ministerstvo
vnutra. https://www.minv.sk/?statny-tajomnik-mv-sr-vendelin-leitner

Ministry of Investment SR. (2022a). Ministry leadership [CV]. Ministerstvo investicii,
regionalneho rozvoja a informatizacie SR. https://www.mirri.gov.sk/ministerstvo/vedenie-
ministerstva/

Ministry of Investment SR. (2022b). Veronika Remisovd [CV]. Ministerka investicii,
regionalneho rozvoja a informatizacie SR. https://www.mirri.gov.sk/ministerka/

Ministry of Justice SR. (2022a). Maria Kolikovd [CV]. Ministerka spravodlivosti Slovenskej
republiky. https://www.justice.gov.sk/ministerstvo/predstavitelia-mssr/ministerka/

Ministry of Justice SR. (2022b). Ondrej Dostal [CV]. Statny tajomnik - Ministerstvo
spravodlivosti. https://www.justice.gov.sk/ministerstvo/predstavitelia-mssr/statny-
tajomnik-dostal/

Ministry of Labour SR. (n.d.). Milan Krajniak. Minister prace, Socialnych veci a rodiny.
Retrieved 6 August 2022, from https://www.employment.gov.sk/sk/ministerstvo/minister/

Ministry of Labour SR. (2022a). Juraj Kacer [CV]. Statny tajomnik 1 - Ministerstvo prace,
socialnych veci a rodiny. https://www.employment.gov.sk/sk/ministerstvo/statni-
tajomnici/juraj-kacer.html

Ministry of Labour SR. (2022b). Soria Gaborcdkovd [CV]. Statna tajomnicka 2 - Ministerstvo
prace, socialnych veci a rodiny. https://www.employment.gov.sk/sk/ministerstvo/statni-
tajomnici/sona-gaborcakova.html

Ministry of Transport SR. (2022). Ministry leadership [CV]. Ministerstvo dopravy a
vystavby. https://www.mindop.sk/ministerstvo-1/urad-ministerstva-5163/veduci-
predstavitelia-ministerstva-207

Wikipedia. (2021). Stefan Holy. In Wikipedia. Wikimedia Foundation.
https://sk.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=%C5%A0tefan_Hol%C3%BD&oldid=7297895
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Graph 2. Historical data of HE credentials among candidates and elected MPs

Dataset was compiled from election records since 2002, older data did not include information
regarding HE credentials. Lists of candidates included candidate’s names, party affiliations and
HE credential(s). The list of elected MPs included only names and party affiliations; HE
credentials were added from the list of candidates. Limitation of this data is that not all elected
MPs take their seat in the Parliament. Some elected officials become part of the Government
and they suspend theirs mandate. Actual composition of the Parliament is different than election
results, as those empty seats are filled by substitutes from party lists. And sometimes even in
midst of a mandate, person leaves their position in Government, or they give up their seat
entirely, in that case composition changes all the time ever so slightly. The parliament website
keeps track of these changes. But in terms of their impact on the results, those differences in
the number of HE credentials should not be significant. When | compared the 2020 election
results with composition in May 2022, the number of people with HE credentials remained the
same.

Year | References for list of candidates and elected MPs

Statistical Office SR. (2002a). Register kandiddtov politickych stran—Volby do NR SR 2002 [List of
candidates] [Table]. https://volby.statistics.sk/nrsr/nrsr2002/webdata/slov/regis/kandid_2002.pdf

Statistical Office SR. (2002b). Zvoleni poslanci NR SR - Volby do NR SR 2002 [List of elected MPs]
[Table]. https://volby.statistics.sk/nrsr/nrsr2002/webdata/slov/tab/tab6.htm

Statistical Office SR. (2006a). Zoznam kandidatov—Volby do NR SR 2006 [List of candidates]
[Table]. https://volby.statistics.sk/nrsr/nrsr2006/slov/info/regkand.jsp.htm

Statistical Office SR. (2006b). Zvoleni poslanci NR SR - Volby do NR SR 2006 [List of elected MPs]
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Appendix I1l. CUREC 1a application form — selected parts

SECTION C: The research project

1. Title of the research project

The positionality of higher education graduates in political life

2. Anticipated start date of the aspect of the | Start when ethics approval is granted
research project involving human
participants and/ or personal data
(dd/mmlyy).

3. Anticipated research end date 31/07/2022
(dd/mmlyy).

4. Provide a brief lay summary of the aims and objectives of the research. This should
cover the questions it will answer and any potential benefits. (max 300 words)

Political science and sociology are observing developing educational cleavage in political
life. In Europe, higher education graduates tend to have more favourable views of the EU,
are more active in their communities, have different views on cultural issues and more
recently there are indications of differences in attitudes towards COVID-19 vaccines and
related public health measures (Bovens & Wille, 2017; Eurobarometer, 2021). The social
conflict based on educational experience erodes not only social cohesion, but also trust
towards science and expertise, and democracy at large. The goal of this research is to
understand the role of higher education institutions in creating these differences. The research
will primarily review existing literature on the subject, building a theoretical framework
through which to understand various ways higher education and surrounding public discourse
forms students for their civic and political life after graduation. The project will be enriched
by interviews with active political actors in Slovakia and their reflections on their own
educational experience, merit, expertise, and recognition of educational credentials.
Understanding what drives this conflict, can help higher education institutions to adapt their
activities, to build stronger democratic societies.

5. Please indicate the methods to be used (indicate with an *X”):

Analysis of existing records

X

X

Snowball sampling (recruiting through contacts of existing participants)

Use of casual or local workers e.qg. interpreters (refer to guidance in BPG 01.:
Researcher safety)

Participant observation

Covert observation

Observation of specific organisational practices

Participant completes questionnaire in hard copy

Participant completes online questionnaire or other online task (refer to
guidance in BPG 06: Internet-mediated research)

O (oogjgjg) o

Using social media to recruit or interact with participants (refer to guidance in
BPG 06: Internet-mediated research)

]
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Participant performs paper and pencil task ]
Participant performs verbal or aural task (e.g. for linguistic study) (]
Focus group ]
Interview (refer to guidance in BPG 10: Conducting research interviews)
Audio recording of participant
(you will generally need specific consent from participants for this)

Video recording of participant =
(you will generally need specific consent from participants for this)

Photography of participant ]
(you will generally need specific consent from participants for this)

Others (please specify below) ]

6. Provide a brief summary of the research design and methods. What will research
participants be asked to do? (max 300 words)
Please also submit a copy of the questions participants will be asked, if applicable, or
some information about the sorts of topics that will be covered.

The dissertation project is primarily focused on building a theoretical framework from
existing literature on merit, abilities, abyssal thinking, personal agency, and humility. Part of
the research that involves primary data collection is an addition to the whole project. Before
developing the theoretical framework first 2-5 interviews will be conducted in early February
as part of the pilot phase. Based on the preliminary findings, the interview guide will be
further developed, and the literature search reframed.
Approached participants are going to be asked to participate in semi-structured interviews,
questions slightly varied based on their educational credentials. Interviews will be conducted
in Slovak. In the interview, participants will be asked to share their views on:

e Own educational biography

e Agency building in higher education

e Merit and abilities discourse

e Doing politics, expertise, and education

e Perceptions of people with different educational credentials
Before the interview and after they agree to participate, public biographical information on
the participant’s education and political career will be gathered. Together with their public
statements relevant to key interview topics will be collected from social media accounts
(official or personal), blogs, political party and candidate websites, election materials, media
appearances, and statements made during the session of parliament, committee, or other
official assemblies. During the interview, participants will be asked to confirm or clarify their
previous statements and biographical information. A personalised interview script for each
participant will be kept together with the transcription. The interviews guide is attached to
this form.
Participants will be participating on record. Before the results will be published, they will
have an opportunity to review relevant parts of writing, edit any statements attributed to them
and suggest changes to their interpretation. If a participant decides to discontinue their
participation in the research, none of the responses from the interview will be used, but other
publicly available information and statements could still be used.
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7. List the location(s) where the research
will be conducted, including any other
countries.

Bratislava, Slovakia
Oxford, UK

8. Clarify which parts of the research will
be conducted in-person and which will
take place remotely, e.g. online.

1) If the pandemic permits some of the
interviews will be conducted in-
person, other online through MS
Teams. Research of publicly
available statements and
participants’ biography will be done
online.

2) If there is no choice all interviews
will take place online.

3) If your research involves fieldwork or travel and your Yes

department requires a travel risk assessment, will you have

completed and returned a risk assessment form beforehand? No m

Please indicate with an < X’.

(This must be approved by your department before you travel. If | Not required u

you are travelling overseas, you are advised to take out in this
University travel insurance.) Refer to guidance available from instance
your Department, the Safety Office, the Social Sciences

Division, and the Humanities Division, and on travel for

University business.

4) In the case of international or collaborative research, explain how you will address
any ethical issues specific to the local context. Please provide details of the local
review, approval or permission obtained or required. Refer to the BPG 16: Social
science research conducted outside the UK. If there will be no local review, explain

why not.

Please mention any stakeholder or community engagement that has been/ will be

undertaken in relation to the research

Please also address any physical or psychological risks for Oxford researchers and local

fieldworkers in Section G.

The proposed research project constitutes international research outside the UK, conducted
in the home country of the researcher. Considerations brought up in BPG 16 regarding
seeking local guidance and considering differences in research ethics were incorporated in
the research design. Local context, Slovakia, will be considered through closely following
the Slovak National Ethics Codex for Research Integrity. However, this document has been
adopted only recently (October 2021) and formal ethical research oversight is quite limited
in Slovakia. Nevertheless, to check for possible ethical issues, former academic supervisor
(political science) and professional colleagues (educational policy) all based in Slovakia, will

be consulted.

There are no known risks for the Oxford researcher.

5) Name of departmental/ peer reviewer
(if applicable)

N/A

6) External organisation funding the
research and grant reference (if
applicable)

Not specifically the research, but my studies
are supported by the Slovak Ministry of
Education, Science, Research and Sport
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through Martin Filko scholarship (covering
tuition and part of living expenses).
Furthermore, my studies were supported
through a fundraiser, which raised 10044 €
(approx. 8500 £) with contributions from 156
people.

7) Please refer to the CUREC Best
Practice Guidance and list any that
have been used to develop your
research.

BPG 01 Researcher safety

BPG 03 Elite and expert interviewing

BPG 06 Internet-mediated research

BPG 09 Data collection, protection, and
management

BPG 10 Conducting research interviews
BPG 16 Social science research conducted
outside the UK

SECTION D: Recruitment of research participants

1. Number of participants

10-15

2. How was the number of participants
decided?

The research focuses on the development of
a theoretical framework that should be only
aided by interviews from a specific context.
Thus, the essential minimum number is
modest. This also takes into account the
difficulty of recruiting elite participants. The
upper limit takes into consideration the
possibility of very successful recruitment and
high interest in participating in the research.

3. Age range of participants

18 and over

4. Inclusion criteria

Politically active people (in elected office,
political appointees, members of a political
party or election candidates) on EU, national,
regional, or local level in Slovakia.
Significant numbers of participants will be
with and without higher education
credentials. All participants will need to
agree to speak on the record.

5. Exclusion criteria

People that are working for the government,
state, or other public body only in
professional or expert positions. Politically
active but who have some experience with
higher education but did not complete it.

6. Indicate with an ‘X’ all intended
recruitment methods
Please submit copies of the recruitment

material that will be used, e.g.
advertisement text, introductory email
text.

Poster advert L]
Flyer L]
Email circulation
Social media (e.g. Twitter, Facebook) [
Website L]
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In-person approach [
Snowball sampling
Recruitment sites (e.g. Mechanical | ]
Turk)

Existing contacts or volunteer database
Other (please specify): L]

7. How will potential participants be
identified and approached?

In the pilot phase, Members of the National
Council of the Slovak republic will be
approached through their public official
emails until at least 3 interviews are
confirmed.

In the subsequent phase, all Members of the
European Parliament and Members of the
National Council of the Slovak republic will
be contacted through their official email. The
list of elected officials is publicly accessible
together with their contact information.

In the third round, mayors of district and
region towns, together with regional leaders
will be approached. The list of elected
officials is accessible but contact information
will need to be gathered from individual sites.
In the following stages elected members of
regional and local governance, party
members will be contacted until sufficient
interviews are confirmed.

Additionally, to the recruitment email, some
individuals will be also approached through
existing contacts and social network
connections. After interviewing, participants
will be asked to suggest further people for
interviews (snowball).

In later stages, the focus of recruiting will be
to create a more balanced sample, to have
multiple participants with and without higher
education credentials, and those that studied
abroad. Most public lists of elected officials
include their academic titles, which makes it
possible to target specific sub-populations.

Will informed consent be obtained from
the research participants or their parents/
guardians? If not, please explain why
not.

Informed consent will be obtained directly
from the participants.
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9. For each activity or group of Informed consent will be obtained through
participants, explain how informed email correspondence. All the
consent will be obtained from the communication and documents will be in
participants themselves and/ or their the Slovak language.

parents/ guardians, if applicable. How Attached to this form are:®

will their consent be recorded? e Recruitment email
e Participant information sheet
Please submit copies of all participant- e Email consent form
facing materials for review. e Interview guide
10. Provide details of any payments and None
incentives and the rationale for
providing these. Further guidance in
Best Practice Guidance: 05 Payments
and incentives in research.
11. Describe how participants Participants will be able to send an email to
e may withdraw from the study mfatheé.biIik@f)educar':ion.og.acl.uk asll;in%(';g1 b(;
T R BT e EarE] withdrawn from the study latest by 0
* e yp June 2022.

information they have provided from

the study
State any limits to withdrawal, for
example once the data has been
anonymised or at some other specified
stage prior to publication. Make sure
participants are aware of any withdrawal
limits.

If a participant decides to discontinue their
participation in the research, none of the
responses from the interview will be used,
but other publicly available information and
statements by or concerning that person
could still be used.

Before the deadline for withdrawal, all
participants will have an opportunity to edit
any statements attributed to them and suggest
changes to their interpretation.

SECTION E: Research data

All information provided by participants is considered research data for the purpose of this
form. Any research data from which participants can be identified is known as personal data;
any personal data which is sensitive is considered special category data. Management of
personal data, either directly or via a third party, must comply with the requirements of the
UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018, as
set out in the University’s Guidance on Data Protection and Research.

In answering the questions below, please also consider the points raised in the Data Protection
Checklist and Data Protection Screening Assessment and whether, for higher-risk data
processing, a separate Data Protection Impact Assessment may also be required for the
research. Advice on research data management and security is available from Research Data
Oxford and your local IT department. Advice on data protection is available from the
Information Compliance team.

8 Recruitment email in Appendix V., Participant information sheet in Appendix VI., Email consent form in
Appendix VII., and Interview guide in Appendix VIII.
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For guidance on conducting internet-mediated research, refer to CUREC’s Best Practice
Guidance 06: Internet-mediated research.

1. What data will be collected? (Indicate with an ‘X”)

Screening documents 0 Task results (e.g. questionnaires, 0
diaries)

Consent records ( e.g., written consent IP addresses (refer to Best Practice

forms, audio-recorded consent, assent Guidance 09: Data collection,

- ]

forms) protection and management for
guidance)

Contact details for the purpose of this Field notes

research only

Cor_ltact details for future use Photographs 0O

(quidance)

Opt-out forms Information about the health of the

o : : O
participant (including mental health)

Audio recordings Previously collected (secondary) data |
Video recordings Data already in the public domain.
Specify the source of the data:
Social media, election materials (text,

0 audio or visual), political party or
candidate websites, public CVs, media
appearances, statements in
parliamentary session or other
assemblies.

Transcript of audio/ video recordings Other, please specify: [
2. During the course | Research administration
of the research, - Consent records and opt-out emails will be collected
where will each through email exchange using an account by the University
type of research of Oxford. Any received communication will be exported
data be stored? into a pdf file with a timestamp and saved on Nexus 365

OneDrive into a password-protected folder.

- The spreadsheet with the names, participant numbers,
contact information, and the date of the interview will be
created directly in Nexus 365 OneDrive through MS Excel,
saved to the same password-protected folder.

Research data

- Audio recordings will be conducted using the Recorder
application on a personal smartphone (biometrically
protected device). After the interview, the recording will be
uploaded to Nexus 365 OneDrive and deleted from the
smartphone.

- Transcripts of audio recordings are going to be created in
MS Word directly in Nexus 365 OneDrive. Relevant parts
will be translated by the researcher.

- Responses will be analysed directly in MS Excel and
NVIVO, both are included in the Nexus 365.
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- All gathered data from the public domain (online accessible)
are going to be saved through Internet Archive, printed into
pdf with a timestamp and saved on Nexus 365 OneDrive in
participant folders (named using their participant numbers).
If gathered material is in form of video or audio recording,
relevant parts will be transcribed with the indication of time
frame.

- Field notes are going to be scanned and saved on Nexus 365
OneDrive, only relevant parts will be transcribed.

All documents and files will be regularly backed up to an external
hard drive, which will be password protected and encrypted.

3. Who will have Only the student and the supervisor will have access to the full data
access to the and research administration documents.
research data
during the project? | All files and folders will be using only participant numbers and not
their actual name.

4. Please complete | please indicated with an “X’. Yes | No
this section if your

research involves | Are data access agreements in place for access to and |

the use of use of this secondary data? (If so, please attach these.)

secondary (i.e. Did the individuals agree that their data could be used |
previously for this purpose?

collected) data. Could anyone (including members of the research O

team) link the data back to an individual or individuals?
If this is a possibility, please explain how the associated
ethical issues will be addressed:

On top of primary data gathered through interviews,
which will be on the record, publicly available
secondary information will be gathered about the
participants. Those will include their names and it will
be easy to link data. But they already gave consent for
their data or statements to be shared in the public
domain, though it was not for the specific purpose of
this project. Any information or statement that was
leaked or obtained without the participant’s consent
(article by investigative journalist, leaked video or
audio, etc.) in the public domain will not be attributed
to the participant, but to the author or institution that
created the public record.

5. !—low do you Depositing in a specialist data centre or archive L]
Irg;?ar;(rjctr?jgtﬁtthe Submitting to a journal to support a publication []
the end of the Depositing in an institutional repository [
project? Dissemination via a project or institutional website L]

No plans to share the data
Other (please specify): ]
Thesis publication
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6. !—low do you Publication in a peer reviewed journal
;r:gr:j?stsoe:sﬁ:;g Publicly available report
the results of the | Conference presentation
research? (Indicate | publication on a website
with an *X’) Pre-registration ]

Report to a research funder
Providing participants with a lay summary of the results
Submission for academic assessment
Other (please specify): []

7. Explain what will happen to the data at the end of the research project.
This question must be answered for each type of data, including completed consent
forms.

The student will leave university after completing the research. All physical copies of field
notes, analysis, transcripts and other documents will be destroyed. Research data and all
documentation (consent forms, audio recordings, transcripts, scans of field notes, analysis,
data from public domain) saved on Nexus 365 OneDrive will be downloaded into a password-
protected compress file and stored for 5 years after final publication in a personal external
hard drive and on personal cloud system outside the university.

All data and contact information will be archived for 5 years for possible reuse and follow-
up study. Participants will be asked to consent for their responses to be used in further studies
and be contacted in the future. Those that choose to opt-out from future use or contact could
still participate in this research based on the interview data already collected, but their data
will be destroyed right after the project final publication.

Without further consent, all research documents and data will be destroyed after 5 years.

SECTION F: Protection of research participants and their personal data

1. How identifiable will | Directly identifiable from the information included
the participants be Pseudonymised/ indirectly identifiable O
from the research . :
outputs? Not identifiable — data is anonymous [
(Indicate with an ‘X”) | Other, please specify: L

. To what extent will

the data be de-
identified? How
identifiable will any
individuals be from
the research data?
Describe any
measures you will
take towards assuring
confidentiality,
potential risks to
confidentiality.

As most of the potential participants are quite visible in public
life, in the research it will be very difficult to completely de-
identify their responses. Along with the interview, further data
will be gathered from their public statements and biographical
information, which are directly attributed to them. Anonymising
or pseudonymising would require to also alter and mask all other
resources, and still, participants could be identified by a simple
internet search of statements that are already in the public
domain. The project goal is not to generalise the findings to a
larger population, as responses will be greatly context-
dependent. Withholding information about participants will
skew interpretation by the reader.

Therefore, it is proposed to conduct this study without the norm
of anonymisation, while at the same time protecting participants
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in other respects (the option to withdraw, the option to correct or
to change what is attributed to them on the record, etc). These
individuals, all public actors and used to operate on an open
basis, will be directly identifiable from the research data. From
the very start, participants will be made aware that their
participation will be on record.

To ensure participants have control over their data, all
participants will have a chance to review excerpts containing
their statements and the public references to them. In late June,
towards the end of writing time, participants will be able to edit
parts directly attributed to them and suggest edits to the
interpretation.

This mode of operating is a normal risk to these participants. The
ethical framework within which they operate, politicians within
a democratic system of governance, emphasizes transparency
and openness. These individuals are voluntary public actors with
extensive agency. They are in public life accountable to the
public and can expect public scrutiny. Nevertheless, throughout
the process of recruitment and interviews, participants will be
informed about risks associated with the participation.

The researcher recognises that this method has potential risks
from the point of view of the research. Perhaps people will be
less willing to participate, they will self-censor their responses,
and there is of course the limitation of not being able to
generalise their responses. But the more open and transparent
approach might make the work more relevant to the local public.

3. How will you ensure | Not applicable
that third parties
(e.g., interpreters and
transcribers) are
aware of and adhere
to the measures
described in this
form?

SECTION G: Risks and benefits of the research

1. Will the research involve topics that could be considered sensitive? If so:
a. Please provide more detail or supporting information (such as the interview
questions) to show the range of questions;
b. Explain what steps will be taken to reduce risk of distress;
c. Consider seeking advice from within your Department or from the ethics
committee including whether the application might benefit from additional
ethics review (e.g., viaa CUREC 2 application).

Questions in the interview guide will be leading participants to discuss their political views
and their own experience in politics and education. Potentially they responses might include
scandalous statements and if reproduced in the research output, it could allow for news to
report on it. While questions are not directly getting into other sensitive topics, their
recollection of their educational experience and early political career might bring them out.
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Participants will have an opportunity to familiarise themselves with the topics that will be
covered during the interview from the information sheet that will be shared with them.
They will have an option to edit any parts of writing that will be attributed to them and suggest
edits to parts that interpret their contribution before publishing. Furthermore, participants in
the research are voluntarily participating in public life and they are already under scrutiny
from the media and public. Discussing their political views is a part of their accountability
towards the public.

2. Describe any additional burden or risks to the participants and the steps you will take to
address these.

None

3. Describe any physical or psychological risks to the researcher(s) (including local
fieldworkers or research assistants) and the steps you will take to address these.

None

4. Describe any benefits of the research, both to participants and to others.

Participants as political actors are members of a highly contested arena; thus, this research
might provide interesting insight into how their opponents and colleagues perceive higher
education credentials. At the core of the project lies the challenge of social cohesion, which
is being undermined by different positions on political, social, and cultural issues depending
on educational credentials. It is in the interests of elected officials to understand the forces
that drive those differences. Furthermore, the interview should serve as an opportunity for
the individual participants to reflect on their positionality and responsibility as powerful
agents to cause social change.

The research project should also bring some insight on how to better communicate research
outputs and share expert opinions in the political and policy space. But most importantly the
research focuses on understanding how higher education institutions help to form their
students to become political agents. This role carries a lot of responsibility towards future
political representation and social cohesion. Especially how will the graduates make use of
acquired agency, knowledge, and privileged position without creating ressentiment of those
without higher education credentials.

5. Give details of any other ethical issues or relevant information.

There are practical issues that make it almost impossible to hide their identity, research and
participants are in a space with different ethical orientations, which stresses openness and
transparency, and lastly, the context of participants is important for the interpretation. To
assure control of data by participants, they will have full edit rights for excerpts attributed to
them and suggest edits to their interpretation.

Furthermore, as some of the statements provided by participants could be potentially
contentious or scandalous, there might be pressure from the participants to not include certain
interpretations in the research outputs. They might be inclined to influence it to either hurt
political opponents or gain political advantage. If any significant change in the interpretation
will be made upon review by the participants, this will be communicated in the research
output. All additional communication with the participants will be noted, supervisor and other
responsible people will be notified if it will involve pressures to alter conclusions or findings.
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Appendix IV. CUREC la approval confirmation

From: Pinar Kolancali
Date: Friday, 11 February 2022 at 12:22
Subject: Ethics Approval CIA-22-072

Dear YYYYY and XXXXX,

"The positionality of higher education graduates in political life'

The application for the abovestudy has been considered on behalf of the
Departmental Research Ethics Committee (DREC) in accordance with the procedures laid
down by the University for ethical approval of all research involving human participants.

| am pleased to inform you that, based on the information provided to DREC, the proposed
research has been judged as meeting appropriate ethical standards, and
accordingly, approval has been granted. | would like to inform you that you will be required to
update us on any amendments to your study should you need to change your research methods
and may need to complete a data protection impact assessment if you use online platforms to
conduct and record interviews. There is an application for this, and it is kept separate from the
ethics committee. Please see the link below for more information.

https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/policy/data/checklist

Please continue to follow all current guidance issued by CUREC during the pandemic,
notably COVID-19: CUREC guidance on research involving human
participants, https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/coronavirus

If needed, please follow the guidance on online data collection and research methods issued by
the University,

(1) https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/covid-19/data#collapse2299911

(2) https://infosec.web.ox.ac.uk/article/guidelines-for-using-zoom

If relevant, please also check the CUREC website for their best practice research
guides, https://researchsupport.admin.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics/resources/bpg

Yours sincerely,

Dr Pinar Kolancali

Postdoctoral Researcher

Departmental Research Ethics Committee Member
15 Norham Gardens, Oxford OX2 6PY

Email: pinar.kolancali@education.ox.ac.uk
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Appendix V. Recruitment email script®

Subj.: Education and experts in political life — offer your unique perspective to research
(University of Oxford)

Dear [position] [last name],

My name is XXXXX XXXX, and | am a student in the Department of Education at the
University of Oxford. | am conducting a research study that tries to look at the role of
education and expertise in political life.

I would like to talk to you about your experience with education and how it shapes your
political life. Furthermore, we should talk about the experts and how to use expertise in
policymaking. I think your experience will bring a unique perspective to the study.

If you decide to take part in this study, your participation will consist of approximately 30-60
minutes interview, based on your availability. For in-person interviews, | will be available in
Slovakia from 11-18" of May. For virtual meetings using MS Teams, | am available any time
until end of May. In the dissertation and any other publication will include your name. But
before publishing, you will have an opportunity to edit any statements or excerpts attributed to
you before and suggest changes to the interpretation.

You can find out more about the research and what would your participation entail in the
attached: Participation Information Sheet. Please reply to this email if you are interested in
taking part in this study. Also feel free to contact me if you need additional information to
assist you in deciding on participation.

Thank you in advance for your time,
Sincerely,

Matej Bilik
matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk

MSc student
Department of Education
University of Oxford

® This is email script as it was used, it was slightly edited after CUREC approval, email was translated to Slovak.
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Appendix V1. Participant information sheet*®

Positionality of higher education graduates in political life
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET

Central University Research Ethics Committee Approval Reference: CIA-22-072

1. Why is this research being conducted?

Political science and sociology are observing developing differences in political life based on
acquired education. In Europe, higher education graduates tend to have more favourable views
of the EU, are more active in their communities, have different views on cultural issues and
more recently there are indications of differences in attitudes towards COVID-19 vaccines and
related public health measures (Bovens & Wille, 2017; Eurobarometer, 2021). The social
conflict based on educational experience erodes social cohesion, and trust towards expertise.
The goal of this research is to understand the role of higher education institutions in creating
these differences. The project will be enriched by interviews with active political actors in
Slovakia and their reflections on their own educational experience, expertise, and recognition
of educational credentials.

2. Why have I been invited to take part?

You have been identified as an eligible participant, because you are a politically active
individual (in elected office, political appointees, members of a political party or election
candidates) on EU, national, regional, or local levels in Slovakia. The goal is to have 15
interviews with a mix of participants with and without higher education experience, and some
that studied abroad. Must be 18 or older.

3. Do I have to take part?

No. It is up to you to decide whether to take part. Even if you agree to participate, you can
withdraw yourself from the study, without giving a reason, by sending email latest by 30" of
June 2022 to me at matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk. Data gathered from the public domain
could still be used.

4. What will happen to me if | take part in the research?

Your participation will consist of an interview and an optional review of excerpts attributed to
you. Each interview will take 30-60 minutes based on your availability. Interviews will be
taking place either in-person (March) or online (February — May). The location for the in-person
interview will be in Slovakia, exact location will be subject to further communication and
depending on the epidemiological situation in UK and Slovakia. Online interviews will take
place through MS Teams.

The interview will involve questions about your:

e educational experience and educational biography (level of education, name of
institution, field of study, etc.),

e views on merit and abilities,

e experience with policy making and using expert input,

10 Document was translated to Slovak.

98


mailto:matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk

HIGHER EDUCATION AND KNOWLEDGE IN SLOVAK POLITICAL LIFE

e views towards individuals with or without higher education credentials,
e view on the role of expertise in politics.

The content of the interview might include discussions of your political views. With your
consent, | would like to audio record the interview and take notes during it, so | can have an
accurate record of our conversation. You can ask at any time to pause or stop the research
activities. Before publication, you will have a chance to review all excerpts that will be
attributed to you and their interpretation. This will take place around the end of June. I will
email you a text document with all relevant parts of the text and you will be given at least 10
days to respond with edits and suggestions.

5. What are the possible disadvantages and risks in taking part?

The research is trying to understand the causes behind political polarisation. For participants
who are at the same time political actors, their statements for the research will be made public
in academic papers and blogs, and their identity will be known. Although participants will have
the opportunity to correct or change statements that will go into the academic record, the fact
of attributable statements on record may constitute a risk, as is the case with all public
statements they make.

6. Are there any benefits in taking part?

The research will provide insight into how various political actors perceive higher education
credentials. At the core of the project lies the challenge of social cohesion, which is being
undermined by different positions on political, social, and cultural issues depending on
educational credentials. It is in the interests of political actors to understand the forces that drive
those differences. Taking part in the research will help interviewees to reflect on these important
issues.

7. What information will be collected and why is the collection of this information
relevant for achieving the research objectives?

Firstly, before the interview, it is necessary to collect contact information and consent records.
As most participants will have an official public email address, those will be the preferred way
of communication, but the participant can also suggest alternative email. All communication
and consent records will be archived for the research.

Secondly, data collection will include audio recordings (using a personal smartphone),
transcripts of audio recording and its English translation, field notes (written in notebook), and
data already in the public domain relevant to educational biography and topics in the interview.
These can be gathered from social media accounts, election materials (text, audio or visual),
political party or candidate websites, public CVs, media appearances, statements made in
parliament or other assemblies.

The audio recordings, transcripts and field notes are necessary to keep an accurate record of the
interview. Further data gathered from the public domain should aid preparation for the interview
and expand the amount of content from one participant. All data and documents will be stored
in an encrypted and password-protected folder on the University of Oxford cloud service
(Nexus 365 OneDrive) and backed up to an external hard drive. Only I and my supervisor will
have access to the research data.

After the publication of the work of the research, all data and documentation will be stored in
a compressed, encrypted and password protected folder stored on cloud service and external
hard drive for 5 years. Physical documents will be destroyed after publication. I would like your
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permission to use this data in future studies and if relevant, to contact you again. If you decide
not to consent for your data to be used for further studies or to be contacted again, you can still
participate in this research.

8. Will the research be published? Could I be identified from any publications or
other research outputs?

The findings from the research will be written up in a master’s dissertation and blog on a
personal website. The research could be used in academic journal articles and conference
presentations. All responses used in the publication will be attributed to you by name. Before
publication, excerpts attributed to you will be shared with you for edits.

9. Data Protection

The University of Oxford is the data controller with respect to your personal data, and as such
will determine how your personal data is used in the study. The University will process your
personal data for the purpose of the research outlined above. Research is a task that is performed
in the public interest. Further information about your rights with respect to your personal data
is available at https://compliance.admin.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights.

10. Who is funding the research?

My studies are supported through Martin Filko scholarship administered by the Ministry of
Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak republic. Furthermore, my studies were
supported by a fundraiser. None of these affects the content of the research, but their
involvement is acknowledged.

11. Who has reviewed this study?

This study has received ethics approval from a subcommittee of the University of Oxford
Central University Research Ethics Committee. (Ethics reference: C1A-22-072).

12. Who do I contact if I have a concern about the research or | wish to complain?

If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, please contact Matej Bilik
(matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk) or S. Marginson (simon.marginson@education.ox.ac.uk),
and we will do our best to answer your query. We will acknowledge your concern within 10
working days and give you an indication of how it will be dealt with. If you remain unhappy or
wish to make a formal complaint, please contact the Chair of the Research Ethics Committee
at the University of Oxford who will seek to resolve the matter as soon as possible:

The Chair, Social Sciences & Humanities Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee;
Email: ethics@socsci.ox.ac.uk; Address: Research Services, University of Oxford, Boundary
Brook House, Churchill Drive, Headington, Oxford OX3 7GB

13. Further Information and Contact Details

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have questions
afterwards), please contact:

Matej Bilik, MSc student, matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk
Department of Education, University of Oxford

15 Norham Gardens

Oxford, OX2 6PY

University tel.: +44 (0) 1865 274024

University email: general.enquiries@education.ox.ac.uk
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Appendix VII. Email Consent Script!!
Subj.: Confirming participation in the study

Dear [insert position] [insert last name],

You are being asked to confirm your participation in a research project. Before you decide it is
important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Have
a look at the attached Participant Information Sheet which provides all the necessary details.

Please read the statements below. If you are happy with all the statements, please copy and
paste them into an email and send it back to me at matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk. This will
be considered to constitute giving your consent to participate in the study.

If you have any questions about the research or the statements below, please do not hesitate to
contact me.

1. | confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet for the study
Positionality of HE graduates in political life. | have had the opportunity to consider
the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.

2. | understand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to withdraw until 30™"

of June 2022, without giving any reason, and without any adverse consequences or

penalty.

| understand what will happen to my data.

| give the researcher permission to interview me, and audio record me.

| give permission for the researcher to quote me directly using my real name.

| give permission for the researcher to re-contact me in the future.

| give permission for the researcher to use the research data collected in this study to be

used in further research studies.

8. I am happy to take part in the research.

Nookw

You can opt-out from statements 6 and 7, and still, participate in this study. If you don’t want
to be contacted in the future or for collected data to be used in further studies, leave these two
statements out of your reply. Consent to all other points is necessary for you to participate in
the study. After you agree to participate, I will be in touch with you shortly to agree on the date
and time of our interview.

Thank you for your time.
Sincerely,

Matej Bilik, matej.bilik@education.ox.ac.uk
MSc student

Department of Education

University of Oxford

11 Email consent script was translated, alternative version in Slovak was created for in-person interviews.
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Appendix VIII. Interview guide!?

Opening - introduction and confirming biographical information

Thank you for finding time to meet with me: [write topics for possible small talk]

Before we start, | would like to explain how this interview will be done and next steps:

o It will take approximately 30-35 minutes

e 5 core themes

e | will record out conversation, subsequently I will transcribe it and if relevant I will
use them to illustrate a point in my dissertation. And your answers will also help me
to form my ideas.

e Before, | publish anything, I will send you transcribed quotes that I am planning to
use, you can check them and edit them. This should take place towards end of June.

e If you have any questions now or later, feel free to reach out.

e Until 30" of June, you have time to withdraw your consent by sending me an email.

All important information about research can be also found in document | brought with me
also I shared it with you, I send it in the email.

Together with it, you also saw consent form, to agree to participate, get recorded and to
process your data. If you are not interested in data that I will get from you to be used in the
future or to be contacted in the future, you don’t have to agree with those points.

Thank you for your consent and | will start recording now.

In this conversation, there are no right answers, | want to find out how you are thinking,
because I’'m interested in it and I’m looking forward how our thinking will enrich me.

For start, | would like to confirm few details:
e Did you study [fill in institution, level and field]

Optional questions
e What led you to pursuing studies in that field?
How does your education help you in your work as [position]?
Were you thinking about studying abroad? Did you apply somewhere?
What led you to study so much?
If I remember correctly, you also studied a certain part abroad. Was the education in
any way different from what you received in Slovakia?

Core questions - key topics and possible questions

a. Agency building in higher education

When did you start following politics and social events? What led you to start?
¢ Did you talk about politics at home with parents?

When did you become politically active? What led you to switch from observing and
following, to directly participate?

More questions
e What was the role of education in this? High school or higher education? Teachers?
e Were you part of any societies, student groups or organisations?

12 This version differs from one submitted for CUREC approval, as it was adjusted after pilot. This version is the
basic version, as guides were personalized for each participant.
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b. Merit and abilities discourse

Now, | will propose a philosophical debate. Let’s imagine a social ladder. On top are people
that make decisions and shape public discourse, while on the bottom are people that do not
have so much influence over what is happening. According to you, based on what people get
position in this social ladder in Slovakia?

More questions:
e How should people achieve their position in life?
How did you achieve your position in your life?

[ ]
e What contributed to your current position?
c. Educational cleavage

How do you perceive people with and without HE. Is there a difference between person with
HE credentials and without?

In your position as [insert] is there a difference whether person in this position has or has not
HE?
e Isthere difference based on whether person studied abroad or in Slovakia?

How would you define an expert?

More questions:
e Did it ever happen to you that someone invalidate your knowledge? Whether because
of your age, lacking education or anything.
e What are differences between experts and intellectuals?
e Who are the experts/authorities you trust?

d. Doing politics, expertise, and education

How strong should be expert’s voice in politics/policymaking?
In what thing should politicians listen more to the public than to experts?

Who is helping you to shape your views on issues in politics? You don’t need to provide
specific names rather what type of people are you seeking.

How are you using knowledge and skills that you gained during HE in your current position?

More questions:
e Is your education (or lack of formal education) helping you to make better political
decisions? How? And in what ways?

Closing

In the Slovak active population aged 25-64, less than 30% of people have a HE, but in the
parliament, up to 130 MPs have a HE, which means 87% of them. How do you explain this
difference?

The President said in a recent discussion that “communication in politics is approached as if
with a certain intellectual superiority, as if we (politicians) know what is good for you and
you (ordinary people) get used to it” (Caputova, 2022). Do you also have this feeling?

More questions:
e Can someone with a HE degree represent people without a degree?

Last question, to complete my record about you. Did you ever work at a HEI or in education?
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Appendix IX. List of codes and categories from analysis

A. Differences in people with(out) HE

Overlap, interval
People with HE
People without HE

B. HE experiences

Abroad
Formation
Immersion
Part-time

PhD
Research-science

C. Context

failed Slovak HE

plagiarism

Slovak history, politics, state of
society

D. Institutional design

Local & regional politics
European

Parliament

Political parties

State bureaucracy

E. Start of political engagement

Activism
Community
Education

Family

Frustration, burnout

F. Other codes

Dunning-Kruger
Knowledge

Meritocracy

Political knowledge & skills
Rationality

Social bubble

Social media, technology
Titul [degree]

Who is expert?

G. Perception

Abyss

Expectation not requirement
Intellectual superiority
Invalidation
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H. policy direction by

Activists

Electorate-voice of the people
Experts

Lobby

Politicians

I. Social stratification

Agency
Background
Connections, relationships
Credentials
¢ Signalling
Education
Experience
Expertise
Chance
Recognition

J.  Value of HE

Civic values
Disciplinary
¢ Law
¢ Political science, economics
¢ Specialised
Qualification
Symbolic
Transferable skills
¢ Communication
¢ Information
¢ Reading, documents
¢ Soft skills
¢ Way of thinking





