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Melkonian Educational Institute 
to Close in June 2005

In the spirit of the discussion and analyses at the AGBU General Assembly meeting in October, 2002, and consistent with the on-going assessment of our educational institutions and activities worldwide, the Central Board has carefully evaluated AGBU programs in respect to their past achievements, current challenges and future prospects. The Board has done so in furtherance of the goals of the organization and its founding fathers.
In the absence of a comprehensive strategic plan based upon short, medium and long term goals to be achieved by the Armenian Diaspora in the political, economic, social and cultural fields, any ad hoc assessment of educational institutions is at best futile and at worst destructive.

Current challenges and future prospects should not be viewed from the narrow angle of the current performance of a specific institution in a specific geographic zone. The spirit of the founding fathers should inspire us to have a clear vision of the future needs of the Armenian Diaspora and propose in an exhaustive manner all the credible alternative constructive proposals, before proceeding with the closure of an existing institution.
The Melkonian Educational Institute (MEI), as a significant and historical institution within AGBU, has been a concern of the Central Board over many years. After extensive deliberations and thorough assessment, the Central Board has resolved unanimously to discontinue MEI in June 2005. This decision is based largely on the Board's conclusion that MEI no longer meets the challenges of its mission in the present context of the Armenian world. The Board fully recognizes and honors the continued legacy of the visionary Melkonian Brothers and is determined to perpetuate their memory through new educational programs to be implemented within and outside Cyprus, in line with the spirit of their donation to AGBU.
“MEI no longer meets the challenges of its mission in the present context of the Armenian world” is an arguable sweeping statement that should be analyzed from different points of view:
1. Long before the closure of MEI, several reports indicated that quality of education in MEI had improved substantially during the last several years and the student population had increased. Unfortunately, the “present context of the Armenian world” in the absence of a thorough sociological assessment in different countries, is a vague notion in the minds of the Armenian leadership of the Diaspora while it is a natural phenomenon among individuals who have lost their faith in their leadership.

2. Missions are not abstract immutable statements. They may be revised to meet the challenges of altering conditions. Hence, it would have been more plausible to change the mission of MEI by proposing alternative, different educational programs, instead of closing it.
3. It would have been more credible for AGBU membership at large and MEI past and present community in particular, to have tangible proofs of the proposed new educational programs “in line with the spirit of Melkonian Brothers’ donations to AGBU” to be implemented within Cyprus, before announcing  the death penalty of the existing institution.

Throughout its century-long history, AGBU has survived and thrived primarily because it has recognized and addressed the needs of the Armenian people, taking bold and forward-looking initiatives in challenging times as necessary.
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AGBU's Commitment to Education: Placing MEI in Context

Education has and will continue to be an important program area for AGBU. Throughout its 98-year history, AGBU has devoted much energy, thought, and resources to establishing educational programs that meet the needs of Armenians throughout the world. The emphasis and priority given to education have been essential in addressing the organization's overall mission: To preserve and promote the Armenian identity and heritage through educational, cultural and humanitarian programs. Over many decades, AGBU's pursuit of its educational mandate has resulted in numerous projects tailored to the specific needs of individual communities. Such initiatives—orphanages, schools, scholarship programs, internship programs, study-travel programs and the like—were established as a response to the demands of the time.

During the past 98 years, developing “educational programs that meet the needs of Armenians throughout the world” was in general more pronounced in a certain geographic zone where Armenian post-genocide communities enjoyed important privileges enabling them to preserve their identity for a longer time than in other locations.
While promoting Armenian heritage was paradoxically more effective in Europe and the Americas due to the faster integration process.

One of the major strengths of AGBU has been its ability to adapt with each Armenian generation and to establish programs driven by evolving concerns and requirements. Whereas the promotion and preservation of the Armenian identity may, at certain times, be appropriately served through the establishment of schools, at other times such goals may require the implementation of alternative programs. Education must be viewed in the broadest of terms, beyond academia, and as an activity for all age groups.
The analysis of the recent past history, objective assessment of the present, and modeling of the likely future internal and external developments should be the prerequisites for the search and implementation of proper tools to be used for the preservation of the Armenian identity, according to the following references:
Besides their daily existential uncertainties, Armenian communities in the Diaspora lack a clear vision of their collective future. One of the basic human needs is to hope for the best while endeavoring to achieve goals and objectives. 

A group identity is formed around the axis of a set of collective values that illuminate the finality of human life. The question “where are we heading to” should be comforted by the sense of confidence towards the leadership and the direction they have adopted, and be convinced that they have the necessary power and possibilities to achieve our essential goals.

Identity is defined by material, economic, social and cultural criteria and through different types of sentiments. Crisis of identity is due to frustration affecting one or more of those sentiments. An identity is not a static condition. It develops and evolves through the partial rejection and selective integration of new elements. An identity may survive if it can provide a solid foundation for the unavoidable changes. A mature identity is achieved when all identity forming sentiments are equally developed. The balanced development of those sentiments makes it possible to asses the present with self-confident tolerance, to manage sources of despair through internal creative mutations, and by making best use of the past experience to plan the future.

As AGBU approaches its Centennial, AGBU's leadership finds itself once again striving to address the questions of how best to meet its mission in education, given the complexities and diverse needs of Armenians throughout the world. What may work in the Middle East is not necessarily the right approach for Europe; what Armenians in South America require may be different from what is needed in North America. In recent years, AGBU leadership has begun reevaluating the status of its worldwide education programs to determine how best to address the increasing challenges faced in carrying forth the many initiatives established during the past century. In particular, the organization is conducting an extensive evaluation of its day schools, located in eleven countries, to determine the extent to which they address the priorities of Armenian youth today. AGBU is identifying current efforts that have the greatest chances of success, where the education provided meets high quality standards and where the economics of the setting, as well as the local population, make the schools truly viable institutions.
In general, quality of education is an abstract concept if it is not related in space and time to the specific conditions of a country and its socio-economic situation. Education is an important tool to improve the overall quality of life. Naturally quality of life is different in different countries at different times. Hence, “high quality standards” are relative qualifications closely associated to the social and economic structure of a given country and its expectations from its educational programs. Accordingly, it would be absurd to compare what cannot be compared based upon a uniform, universal set of standard criteria in order to classify quality of education. It is of paramount importance to define what is expected from education and then only design the educational, administrative and financial tools to achieve them. 
Unfortunately and with regret, certain AGBU schools—similar to many other Armenian schools throughout the Diaspora—are confronted with declining enrollments and increasing costs. This decline is caused by a number of factors: the integration of new generations into the larger mainstream settings of their countries; the attraction to local public and private non-Armenian institutions; and the belief of many young parents that a better future for their children will be secured by enrollment in non-Armenian schools. While AGBU lauds the many important contributions of its academic institutions over the years and commends what has worked well in many settings, it has become paramount for the organization to reexamine the extent to which the schools today fulfill AGBU's education mission. In so doing, it will be better positioned to make informed decisions, supporting what works well, improving what could work better, and finding alternative solutions for what no longer works.
It is up to AGBU leadership to define a set of new parameters of what is expected from its educational mission and accordingly fix new targets for its educational network to accomplish. Closing down an existing educational institution on the basis that it no more fulfills its mission would be the easier solution. Instead, it would be much more constructive to proceed with a thorough analysis of all facets of Armenian Diaspora present and possible future needs, to form the basis of a global plan satisfying the ever changing conditions and requirements of different communities in different countries. Only thereafter it is possible to decide if a specific school fulfills Armenian Diaspora educational mission or not.
Post-Genocide Diaspora Armenians, parallel to the general educational programs, they had the chance to acquire “Armenian education”, allowing them to learn an additional living language and the history of their ancestors as an important factor for the preservation of their cultural heritage. The system worked well as long as integration forces were loose and sense of pride of being Armenian was intact.

After 90 years of wandering it is necessary to wonder if Diaspora is a temporary station or a final solution. If it is a station, we have to ask: where to? If it is a final solution, we have to meditate about its ever-evolving nature, and try to organize it into communities having clear objectives and efficient methods of action.

The following four possible models may encompass the future development of the Diaspora Communities. Hence the specific needs of each and every model should be studied and appropriate contingency plans for each possibility should be devised and updated continuously:
1. Temporary entity 

In the absence of a central leadership, Armenian Communities fade out in an accelerating manner as a result of lack of collective motivation and growing lethargy.
2. History repeats itself

Reduced Armenian Communities continue to survive through inflow of new emigrants from Armenia.
3. Miracles may happen

Due to positive socio-economic developments in Armenia, mass return back to Ararat becomes feasible.
4. Creative maturity
Through a visionary political, social and economic organization, preserving the Armenian identity becomes a collective advantage and Armenian Diaspora becomes an active network of communities with a common credo and national goals.
I believe AGBU has the necessary moral and financial potential to play a central role for the realization of the fourth model through a comprehensive future oriented political, social, economic and cultural program.
Historical Perspective

To shape future directions for education, it is important to understand and reflect on the historical accomplishments of AGBU. Three distinct periods with very different needs can be identified.

Following its inception in 1906, AGBU's efforts in education were directed toward the requirements of Armenians living under Ottoman rule. AGBU focused on the provision of grants and subsidies to schools and orphanages in support of Armenians in their homeland. From 1909 to 1914, the Central

Board of Directors established no less than 40 schools in Armenian villages and towns in Eastern Anatolia. These were precisely the types of educational initiatives that Armenians needed, and AGBU stepped forward with appropriate responses.

The Armenian Genocide was to change everything. Between 1915-1921 the young organization lost one of its most important strongholds. Gone were all the schools, orphanages, teachers and pupils. In one tragic stroke, a decade of efforts was eradicated. Reflecting the needs of the time once again, AGBU

was forced to mobilize quickly and relocate its educational programs to areas where large numbers of Armenian refugees had congregated.

In the immediate aftermath of the Genocide, AGBU, while making great efforts to supply humanitarian assistance to refugees, continued on its vital mission to provide educational programs. Schooling for refugee children was organized, often under tents or in the open. As these communities gradually settled, AGBU resumed its earlier practice of providing grants for the creation of an educational infrastructure. Within a few short years, Armenians in the Middle East, specifically in Syria and Lebanon, were once again able to provide their own education to their own children in their own institutions. These responses were made possible by the continuing degree of relative autonomy granted to distinct and highly cohesive minority groups, such as Armenians, within these regions. With integration into the larger society not a prime concern among these communities, Armenians could focus on developing and maintaining ties to their cultural roots through such programs. Based on this same rationale, in 1926 Garabed and Krikor Melkonian entrusted AGBU with an institution to serve as an orphanage in Nicosia, Cyprus: the Melkonian Educational Institute.

AGBU's concentration on the Middle East continued into post-war Soviet period. With Armenia and Eastern Europe under Soviet occupation, the communities of the Middle East were considered the hope and future of an Armenian nation. Unfortunately, starting in the 1950s, political upheavals and ensuing instability in this region prompted Armenians in Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Iran to begin a new pattern of emigration. Once again, Armenians sought refuge and the opportunity to preserve their heritage. The new immigrants found their way to existing communities outside the Middle East, primarily in the United States, Canada and Australia. These new destinations provided a completely different environment for minorities: one which invited, if not required, assimilation to a Western socio-political culture.

Gone were the days of individual communities distinct from the indigenous population.
Forming 7-5% of the Lebanese population, Armenian community members lived in a limited geographic zone, in small quarters inhabited by compatriots, relatives and parents. They formed an absolute majority of the population, in that zone. Their spoken language was Turkish and Armenian. They did not need to speak Arabic, since most of the social intercourse was among Armenians. Schooling was available in the same quarters, adjacent to the church. Customs, values, habits, lifestyles, and behaviors were quite uniform. Social ceremonies had an important role in creating sentimental solidarity among the different compatriotic groupings and the community at large. Mixed marriages were almost non-existing.

At the initial stage, personal relations were characterized by dependence on the group for safety and guidance. Sub-groups formed of compatriots from different regions of their original homeland were settled in specific small quarters, holding to their traditions and rituals. Rules of behavior kept things simple, avoiding controversy resulting from serious topics and feelings. Tasks were limited to organizing community basic physiological and safety needs. 

Living in a closed-vase social structure, Armenians of the first and second generations were not obliged to communicate with non-Armenian groups. Arabic language was not an essential tool. Until the declaration of the Independence of Lebanon and even much later, French was considered the major language for social intercourse, while Arabic was the official language. With a comparatively high proportion of university graduates, diversification of small business enterprises and monopolies in certain economic sectors, Armenians were considered as an important economic vector. Cultural and social achievements were additional reasons to stay aloof of other communities and as an autonomous sub-group to nurture a specific identity.

During the next stage, as community affairs needed further attention for structural clarification and commitment, questions arose about leadership, structure, power and authority. Political parties were developed, with conflicting ideological background, leading to emerging issues of competition and hostilities. Because of the discomfort generated during this stage, some members remained passive while others attempted to dominate.

Armenian communities in the Diaspora, now are at a stage, when as a result of different external and internal factors, realistic and creative problem-solving should be the major task of leadership, with the prerequisite of listening to others and establishing constructive dialogues. Cohesion through interpersonal relations may be achieved if leaders and members are engaged in active acknowledgment of all members’ contributions in solving community issues. Sharing feelings and ideas, soliciting and giving feedback to one another, leads to higher creativity and group cohesion, with a motivating sense of belonging to an effective group.
Confidence plays an essential role in identity formation and defense. Organized sentiment of confidence around a specific will of existence leads to active participation, with the group defining the engagements and the role of each participant. Loss of confidence in the social organization and cultural value system leads to indifference before reaching the stage of passivity and individualistic, egoistic reactions. 

AGBU once again recognized and carried out an appropriate means to respond to the needs of Armenians in these Western communities. Over the next 35 years, AGBU expanded its fully-accredited educational institutions. Schools in North and South America, as well as in Australia, were established with the primary goal of providing education consistent with the standards of the respective local communities, while offering curriculum to promote and perpetuate the Armenian language, culture and history.

The continuous prevailing political instability in the Middle East region and the attraction to Western culture encouraged the further emigration of Armenians. Today, the Armenian population in the Middle East, while continuing to fulfill an important national and geopolitical role, has been reduced to less than 300,000 from its peak of over a million. Over the years, the Armenian community in Cyprus has also been affected, reduced to less than 3,000 as a consequence of a wave of emigration, mainly to England. In addition, the fall of the Soviet Union and the independence of Armenia led to a further movement of immigration into the Western Diaspora and Russia.
With Armenian communities continually displaced throughout the past century, AGBU has adapted its responses accordingly. As we enter the 21st Century and attempt to address an even more fluid and rapidly changing social, political and technological climate, it is important for AGBU to reassess the effective use of its resources, in terms of both human and financial investments. 
Assessment should not be limited to the “effective use of resources, in terms of both human and financial investment”. It should rather be goal-oriented assessment of AGBU global activities, using specific benchmarks to judge what was achieved and what went wrong and it should be corrected.
AGBU Educational Mission Today

Today, through specific endowments and general donations, AGBU administers or financially supports 17 AGBU day schools, 7 AGBU Saturday schools, 3 Children's Centers in Armenia, the American University of Armenia, Yerevan State University and 20 non-AGBU Armenian day schools and Saturday schools. AGBU allocations and grants for education in over 20 countries, including university and college scholarships, total over $5,000,000 annually.

In the United States, the Los Angeles-based AGBU Manoogian-Demirdjian School, with an enrollment of over 950 students, runs a successful operation on a financially self-supportive basis. It will soon benefit from an expansion of its facilities as it seeks to serve a community of over 500,000 Armenians. It is well recognized that greater Los Angeles has become the most densely populated Armenian community in the Western Diaspora and AGBU, as well as other Armenian institutions, will appropriately devote further efforts and resources there. Similarly, in the Detroit area, the AGBU Alex and Marie Manoogian School (now a Charter school) has more than doubled its population to about 375 students, and through its academic success has

become a school of choice to many parents. 

In Syria, the AGBU Lazar Najarian-Calouste Gulbenkian School in Aleppo serves about 1,600 students, accommodating a large and stable community. Through a generous donation from the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, the school recently expanded its premises to accommodate the growing number of students who will benefit from the modern facilities. AGBU will continue to support institutions that remain an essential part of our heritage in selected communities.
The Lebanese and Iranian communities that have suffered from their respective civil wars in the late 1970s and 1980s remain, nevertheless, strongholds of Armenian life. Therefore, AGBU shall carry on addressing the needs of its schools in these areas, but at the same time, will examine ways to maximize the efficiency of such operations, in light of new enrollment patterns and local conditions.
Educational goals and achievements during the past 7 decades:

Declared goals:

To preserve the Armenian identity through Armenian Education in order to claim Armenian national rights in case international and regional political developments make it possible. 

Appraisal of achievements: 

A fair quality of universal and Armenian education was provided to the Diaspora Armenian Communities instilling in them skills, knowledge and aptitude to be successful and responsible citizens demonstrating the traits of devoted community members endeavoring to preserve and promote the Armenian cultural heritage.

Proposed Educational Goals for the next 30 years:  

As citizens of the world, Armenians have the possibility to become active and successful citizens in all domains while preserving and promoting their Armenian heritage per se.  But, to be a proud and motivated member of the Armenian Community it is essential to belong to a group having a comprehensive and practical system of social solidarity based upon agreed ethical values. 

Accordingly, long-term investment in human resources from kindergarten to post graduation employment in selected public and private sectors becomes a strategic target for a more dynamic and goal oriented educational system to embark upon major collective reforms in the political, legal, social, economic and cultural fields. 

♦ Job markets being in constant evolution, AGBU schools should have a guiding role in career orientation process. Collective and personal expectations may well be satisfied in the fields of political, financial, economical, banking, entrepreneurship, legal, information technology, media, education and other sectors of social sciences.

♦ Criteria for granting scholarships should be revised qualitatively and quantitatively within the framework of the above mentioned considerations. Hariri Foundation scholarships within the context of a political program has proven to be a feasible, pragmatic and productive example to be followed.

♦ Post graduation placements in key positions should be an integral part of the AGBU educational goals and an important benchmark to measure its long term success. AGBU has the moral and material potential to reach the inner circles of decision makers in countries where Armenian Communities are currently present in a rather passive manner. 

♦ Succeeding to place merely ten percent of the highly motivated secondary school graduates with the proper aptitude to be active actors in the international arena, may be a turning point in Diaspora political and social life.

♦ Establishment of a program for the exchange of educators and administrative staff between different AGBU schools may be a valuable experience. 

♦ Development of a comprehensive curriculum in Armenian Studies, taking into consideration regional and local mindsets and constraints, should be a logistic priority.

♦ Normally, AGBU schools budgets may be balanced through local asset management and other resources. Assistance of the Central Office to balance deficits resulting from cost of operations should be the exception and not the rule. Major exceptions arising from generalized economic and social crisis should be dealt wisely, keeping in mind the nature of the community and the importance of the Armenian Schools within that community. Administrative inefficiencies may be corrected through professional advice and take over.

♦ Establishment of a system of moral and material appreciation of AGBU outstanding educators and to reckon their valuable service may become a source of encouragement for young university students to choose education as their major.

♦ Defining and adopting new policies according to regional and local conditions should be a part of a general plan.
♦ Based upon a thorough internal auditing, proceeding with an overall overhaul of AGBU educational network, according to the latest educational methods and market requirements is an urgent must. 

The Mission Statement of AGBU is "the promotion of the educational, social, cultural, physical and spiritual development of the Armenian people". During the last several decades, the educational network of AGBU has produced generations imbued with traditional Armenian cultural heritage. In the absence of planning the future with well defined collective aims, the majority of those generations are often blamed for being passive members the Armenian Communities.

It is up to the leadership of AGBU to define a new guiding principle to motivate the rising generations, to turn their Armenian Education into productive actions for the benefit of the Community at large and themselves per se.

Funds provided for the AGBU educational network become meaningful, if the growing indifference and inertia of the youth is approached with empathy and a new impetus is provided for the benefit of Armenian Communities of the Diaspora and the Republic of Armenia. Otherwise, AGBU educational purpose becomes moot.

AGBU recognizes the important role of its schools in Canada and South America and will continue monitoring closely the evolution and development of these institutions. The Montreal, Buenos Aires and Montevideo schools, with large numbers of students and active efforts from the local communities, continue to receive AGBU's support. They will be afforded opportunities to prosper.

It is important to note that AGBU will also continue to give serious consideration to low enrollment levels and high deficits as one of the determinants of the long-term viability of its schools, particularly if such institutions no longer fulfill the missions for which they were established. AGBU believes that any elementary school with a population of less than 120 cannot easily meet required academic and pedagogical standards of quality education, which remain a primary prerequisite for our support. For example, serious consideration should be given to AGBU's school in Athens, where enrollment for the present year consists of 64 students, including its kindergarten, with a current deficit of about $275,000. Likewise, our school in Sydney, operating with about 35 students, is of serious concern to us, and we need to consider alternative programs that could well achieve better results for the benefit of the community at large.

It is not always easy to make cost/profit evaluation when it comes to community issues loaded with subjective expectations and moral commitments. Even in commercial enterprises, sometimes financial liabilities are compensated by other non-tangible profits.   
We believe that some of these efforts can evolve with the assistance of local AGBU committees, thus creating alternative and more responsive programs, such as Saturday schools, summer camps, trips to Armenia, internship programs and Young Professional groups. Opportunities to merge Armenian schools in some communities should also be explored, our priority being the survival of Armenian education rather than the short-sighted promotion of any given school. In so doing, our members will apply their human and financial resources toward more productive and rewarding activities. In all likelihood, some communities can benefit more from the development of new programs aimed at serving a far larger population.

Saturday schools, summer camps, trips to Armenia and internship programs and activities of Young Professional groups are useful remedies in communities where, daily schools with Armenian Education is impossible.

But again, we have to pose the question: “what do we intend to achieve by such programs?” Return of our roots in a vegetative manner per se? Preserving our national identity for what? 
However, such programs may become effective if they are placed in the context of a global Armenian social and economic solidarity program based upon organized communities with strong friendship bond, forming widespread networks of business contacts with large scale and efficient lobbying capabilities. 
As for other AGBU schools not specifically mentioned above, we will continue to do our best to resolve their challenges and issues with the hope of a brighter future. 
In the absence of a global goal-oriented educational achievements we keep on simply “hoping” of an elusive brighter future! 
The Melkonian Educational Institute

At the noble initiative of the Melkonian brothers, AGBU undertook the responsibility of MEI as one of its major responses to the Genocide. MEI's institutional goal was to educate and care for the needs of orphans of the Genocide. Over the past 77 years, however, MEI has passed through several stages of development. A review of MEI's history helps us to better understand its exemplary contributions in the past, as well as the difficult challenges it has faced in recent years.

Stages of Development

1926 through the 1960s: An Evolving Role and Purpose
During its earliest years and in consort with the Melkonian brothers' vision, MEI met extraordinary humanitarian goals by providing refuge to thousands

of orphans left destitute on the plains of the Ottoman Empire. As the years progressed, the Central Board of AGBU, recognizing the difficult conditions facing Armenians who were resettling throughout the Middle East, proceeded to expand Melkonian from a refuge for orphans to an accredited educational institution. As Armenians in the Middle East became more established in their communities, MEI became focused on preparing and educating Armenian youth who would assume leadership roles in their communities - those who would excel in the arts, education, civic leadership and the like. MEI prepared editors, novelists, writers, poets and teachers who would return to their local communities to assume positions as staff of Armenian newspapers and literary publications, as well as in Armenian schools and other institutions in an attempt to further develop and maintain a mainstream Armenian society within the Middle Eastern communities. At this time, Armenian was actively spoken in homes, at school and even at work. Armenians socialized within their own communities and thus lived a life almost segregated from the local non-Armenian population.
However, this wave of exclusive "Armenianism" began to change in the 1960's when local Middle Eastern countries, which had acceded to independence from foreign European powers less than 15 years earlier, began taking charge and organizing themselves as national, mostly Arab, states. This imposed a new, more integrated lifestyle for all communities, including the Armenians.
Furthermore, the establishment of the National Baccalaureate Standards in many of those countries now required every citizen to meet national standards for entry to local institutions of higher education and made Arabic the basic primary language of the national educational system. This created a new dimension for the education of Armenian youth. Up to this time, the Armenian population residing in these countries generally did not have the opportunity, nor did they make an effort, to learn the local language.

Consequently, enhanced educational opportunities were made available to Armenian students in the Diaspora. Many families chose local elementary and secondary schools as they sought to provide their children with the skills needed to excel in their adoptive communities. Others still chose to move to the West seeking better options and new lives. As a result, the number of students that MEI was able to attract from the Middle East diminished significantly, thereby leading the institution to its third stage of service.
An institution with such a track record should have been cherished as a historical monument and supported through ever evolving educational programs fitting the new demographic conditions in Cyprus, Middle East and Armenia.
The 1970s and the 1980s: Decades of Transition
In the mid-1970s, MEI experienced increasing difficulty in attracting students and in balancing constant deficits. This was due primarily to a vast decline of the population of potential students hailing from the Middle East (formerly the largest student pool) and Greece. As such, the Central Board of AGBU seriously considered and resolved in 1975 to discontinue the institution.

However, with serious commitments from MEI Alumni and MEI's local school Board, the Central Board opted to give MEI another chance and reached an understanding with local management to establish a new trial period. Under these terms, the school would have to attract students in appropriate numbers, provide a high quality education, and maintain an acceptable level of operational deficit.

While the overall pattern of emigration from the Middle East and subsequently away from MEI continued, MEI was given a brief respite during the Lebanese Civil War and the Iranian Revolution. Families who, for one reason or another, remained in the region opted to send their children temporarily to MEI in order to spare them the hardships of war. In the fall of 1980, for example, 108 children from Lebanon and Iran were enrolled at MEI (78 from Lebanon and 30 from Iran). However, this surge in enrollment was short lived (presently only 40 students from both countries are enrolled in the school). In other words, if not for the Lebanese civil war and the turbulence in Iran, MEI would not have had sufficient enrollment to warrant its existence as a viable institution in the late 1970s.

Focusing on changing sources of student population of MEI during the last several decades as the main cause for deciding its definitive closure is quite confusing on several counts:

1. Despite the socio-political changes in the Middle East, MEI had survived trying to accomplish its original mission of providing educational tools for the preservation of the Armenian heritage.

2. Why during all those years, pro-actively new creative and goal-oriented ideas were not developed to revitalize the mission statement of MEI to become a more productive institution?
3. Changing the mission of MEI would have been a more constructive initiative than the present rather uncomfortable situation. 
Despite the fact that the commitments made earlier by the alumni and School Board were not realized and in order to give MEI one more chance to prosper, the Board set aside its concerns again in order to continue offering a residential-based educational setting. In fact, at this time, in the mid-1980s, the Board took further steps and attempted to make MEI as attractive as possible by expanding the boarding facilities of the school, adding two modern buildings with a capacity to lodge 350-400 students. The aim of the Central Board was to provide MEI with the infrastructure to compete with Western schools in order to attract a new generation of Armenian students whose parents, particularly MEI alumni, had settled in the West.
According to credible reports, during the last several years the quality of education at MEI had improved substantially and it could compete with Western schools (in general) in a positive manner.
To analyze the causes why students from European countries were not attracted by 

MEI, needs further objective assessment and it would not be reasonable to consider the quality of MEI education as the only cause.

At the close of the 1980s, MEI once again faced enrollment issues as the conflict in Lebanon subsided, and the migration to the West resumed. Within this context, it appeared unlikely that MEI would be able to meet the Central Board's earlier stipulated mandates, despite substantial levels of scholarship aid extended to students. In fact, MEI has been unable to attract more than 200 or so boarding students after building those new facilities, a far cry from the anticipated 350-400 enrollment. In short, aspirations that Armenians who settled in the West would send their children to MEI, or that alumni, who lived primarily in Western countries, would support the school either by enrolling their own children or grandchildren or by substantially helping the school financially proved to be unrealistic and did not materialize. Even with qualified and dedicated administrators at the school, and the commitment and leadership of its successive school boards over many years, MEI was not able to regain its earlier prominence.
Unfortunately, MEI alumni like any other AGBU or Armenian School alumni, were not given the necessary and sufficient attention by Armenian community leadership.

After getting their education in Armenian schools they were dispersed all over the world, as individuals facing up the existential challenge and occasionally getting involved in community affairs if available within the immediate geographic zone of their residence.
Accordingly, it would be unfair to expect from alumni to take the responsibility of providing the necessary student population through their children and grandchildren, while they were not followed-up by the leadership and in the absence of organized incentives to belong to a network of communities with strong bond and solidarity.
The 1990s: Redefining MEI Once Again
Following the collapse of the USSR, MEI was introduced to a potential new student pool that could rejuvenate its declining ranks. The acceptance of students from Eastern Europe, however, brought with it a significant demographic shift: the once homogenous and primarily Middle Eastern student body, which shared a common history and cultural base, now became one of unquestionable diversity. While this diversity was celebrated, it also created issues difficult to overcome for ensuring a homogenous education to all MEI students. 
MEI should be hailed for accomplishing such a feat by integrating Armenian youth with different backgrounds and within a short period of time providing them the proper tools enabling them to continue their higher education in European and American universities.

During the 1990s, MEI's enrollment of students from Albania, Armenia, Bulgaria, Rumania and Russia rose noticeably. In fact, throughout this period, students from these countries represented a substantial proportion of all enrollments. While AGBU remained enthusiastic about this development, it also viewed it as an opportunity to evaluate the long-term viability of this new student composition and to examine MEI's role within the new context of the Armenian world. 

I wish AGBU continued to be enthusiastic about this development and at the same time focused on future development of MEI as regional educational center at the outskirts of Europe.

MEI Today: Student Body Demographics
In autumn 2003, MEI's enrollment of 206 students, came from 16 countries and brought with them various backgrounds, culture and language skills. Almost 10 percent of the current student body is non-Armenian. The largest numbers of students come from Cyprus and Armenia, followed by Iran and then Bulgaria, Lebanon and Greece. While a number of students hail from Cyprus, it must be noted that the large majority of Cypriot Armenian parents, in fact, have chosen to enroll their children in non-Armenian institutions.

With the above mentioned considerations in the background, it may have been worthwhile to give the priority to the harder option of redefining the mission statement of MEI and make available the necessary tools and impulsion for the accomplishment of a more purposeful, pragmatic and productive educational performance. MEI controversy is a critical testing ground to avoid a domino effect for the whole AGBU educational network. I believe that through creative deliberation it is possible to bypass the present impasse.

The Central Board believes strongly that over time, the post-Soviet countries will reach their respective levels of maturity and integrate with the customs of the Western world. The Armenians in Bulgaria, Rumania and Russia will most likely follow the patterns of Armenians of North America or France, rather than those of former generations in the Middle East. Providing education for a few students will not sufficiently serve the needs of these former Soviet era communities. These societies will benefit more from alternative local programs that AGBU should help initiate and develop.
What are the prospects for AGBU to initiate and develop local programs in such societies? 
In regard to students from Armenia seeking an education at MEI, who today represent more than 20 percent of MEI’s student body, AGBU will continue to support the educational system in Armenia in its efforts to promote high quality education there and encourage those students to pursue their secondary education in the homeland. Furthermore, the number of students from Lebanon, already greatly reduced compared to prior decades, will continue to diminish. AGBU maintains three schools in Lebanon that satisfy the academic requirements of the region at a far more reasonable cost, particularly since in recent years, the aggregate population of these schools has been reduced by more than 50 percent of their initial capacity. These schools are prepared to educate the handful of current Melkonian students from Lebanon. MEI students from Cyprus are provided a government subsidy for education tuition and do not require a boarding school setting. In fact, the majority of students from Cyprus are currently enrolled as day students at MEI. Certainly, these students are entitled to quality primary and secondary education. There are three primary Armenian schools in Cyprus and the Central Board is considering various alternatives to secure creditable secondary education for these Cypriot Armenians.

Proposing solutions to the current and future students of MEI is a lesser issue compared to their and their parents’ psychological shock and to the larger question of choosing the easier solution instead of investigating other more productive options.
MEI Today: Financial Considerations

MEI's continuing deficit levels have been taken into consideration, but have not been the primary issue of concern throughout the evaluation process. AGBU has, instead, focused its attention on MEI's recent educational performance and its current ability to fulfill a role similar to that which it fulfilled through the late 1960s. If MEI's current structure provided exceptional opportunities to its students as it had done in the past, substantial subsidization under those circumstances would be warranted.

Unfortunately, this is not the case, in spite of the diligent efforts of committed School Board members, the Principal and the teaching staff. 

Most MEI students do not cover the costs of attending the school even though, compared to similar institutions in the area, MEI requires a relatively much lower financial commitment. In 2002, only 18 percent of the MEI student body covered their costs in full, while more than 40 percent did not pay for any of the costs and another 40 percent paid only a limited portion. 

Focusing on “MEI's recent educational performance and its current ability to fulfill a role similar to that which it fulfilled through the late 1960s” was a necessary but not sufficient cause for the closure of MEI, especially when “diligent efforts of committed School Board members, the Principal and the teaching staff” is appreciated with the objective and tangible academic results of that effort.
AGBU Schools have always been subsidized. They have never been financially self-sufficient institutions. Moreover, according to different sources, MEI as an entity in AGBU enjoyed the privilege of having enough material resources generated by the Melkonian endowment funds that other AGBU schools did not have.  
The Central Board has assessed carefully MEI's fiscal requirements since the 1990s. For illustration purposes, as we review MEI's budget for 2003-2004, some major patterns to consider include:

> Annual Operating Projected Budgeted Expenses are 1,107,200 CYP for a total of 206 students, including 149 boarding students.

> Projected total income is 498,000 CYP, which is 45 percent of the school's operating costs (this includes the Cypriot Government subsidy of 66,900 CYP, income from other AGBU scholarship funds of 42,000 CYP and tuition and fees from parents of 300,000 CYP).

> AGBU's subsidy of 609,200 CYP supports 55 percent of the operating costs.

It is clear from these figures that substantial external funds are necessary to operate MEI. On average, AGBU provided a subsidy of approximately

$6,000 for each student in 2003-2004.

The Central Board has taken significant steps to assess carefully MEI's recent performance, the continued challenge of demographic shifts and their affect on the make up of the student body, and finally the financial burdens of the institution. The Board has decided and strongly believes that the greater Armenian community as a whole would benefit more from a reallocation of the Melkonian Brothers' gift in the fulfillment of its mission of the preservation of the Armenian heritage. New projects, consistent with the vision of the Melkonian Brothers and the mission of AGBU, will be established both in and outside of Cyprus.
It would have been preferable if the proposed “new projects, consistent with the vision of the Melkonian Brothers and the mission of AGBU, both in and outside of Cyprus” were developed and presented prior to the decision to close down MEI.
The Melkonian Brothers' Donation

The Melkonian Brothers entrusted their resources to AGBU and therefore the Central Board must and will honor the philanthropists by ensuring appropriate allocation of these resources. Over the years, AGBU has carried the great responsibility of managing over 900 permanent endowment bequests and donations to its organization. It becomes the fiduciary duty of the organization, through its governing body - the Central Board - to ensure that the income from such endowments is directed to its intended purposes, meets the mission of the organization and adapts as necessary to address the evolving demands of Armenians throughout the world. Over the past century, many donors have placed their trust and confidence in AGBU to manage and 
direct resources in the most prudent and beneficial way possible. AGBU's success in carrying out its mission in the future lies in its ability to attract and maintain the trust of its donors. The organization cannot and will not ignore the requests of its past donors, especially the Melkonian Brothers who stand apart as great benefactors.

In the absence of a better alternative project in replacement of MEI, the ongoing public controversy has affected negatively AGBU membership in general and MEI alumni in particular. 

Perpetuating the Melkonian Brothers Memory

Garabed and Krikor Melkonian were extraordinary figures of their day, possessing immeasurable foresight and philanthropic motivations on behalf of their fellow Armenians. They remain amongst the grandest of all benefactors of our people today. The Melkonian brothers entrusted to AGBU the responsibility of managing and directing the proceeds of their gift and donation toward programs that can be of the highest, most noble and far reaching value to all Armenians. In addition to their gift of the MEI property in 1926, Garabed Melkonian in 1930 named AGBU in his will as the sole executor and beneficiary of his estate. AGBU, through its Central Board, assumed full responsibility for protecting the value of their bequest by ensuring that appropriate resources were directed to the perpetuation of our Armenian heritage through the education and advancement of generations of young Armenians to come.

AGBU reconfirms its long-held view that "education" is the most valuable tool in maintaining and strengthening the Armenian presence and identity. In our current environment, we must carefully examine who we are trying to educate, in what cultural settings they reside, and what it takes to build and strengthen ties to a rich and glorious heritage. These are the essential questions that need comprehensive answers before and beyond the narrow spectrum of purely academic concerns. They should be preceded by the strategic question of what we intend to achieve through education at personal and community levels. Building and strengthening ties should extend into the future through well articulated socio-economic solidarity system, after having defined goals to improve the overall quality of Armenians. The community of young professionals may become a good example of innovative experience if they are encouraged to form a pan-Armenian network of business contacts and develop the necessary ethical and communication tools    New realities create new challenges: the Armenian language may be spoken less and less by our younger generation, yet the spirit among our youth remains as strong as ever. We must encourage this new generation in preserving and promoting the Armenian language and heritage throughout the 21st Century. AGBU will also continue to dedicate efforts to Armenians living in Armenia, as the new nation requires considerable financial and moral support.
In assessing its educational mission, AGBU has realized that about 90 percent of young Armenians in the Diaspora are not enrolled in Armenian schools. There are roughly 2.5 million Armenians in Diaspora locations where AGBU is active—at least 400,000 or so are estimated to be school-aged children. At best, we believe that only 10 percent are enrolled in Armenian schools. Given this situation, AGBU must also consider how to reach out to the remaining 90 percent of Armenian youth not enrolled in Armenian schools. The Central Board strongly believes the Melkonian Brothers would expect the AGBU leadership to engage in such bold thinking so that its future programs would have a significant effect on the entire Armenian community, similar to the impact MEI had during its earlier years.
As long as being Armenian does not offer an additional existential advantage, and in the absence of clearly defined goals at the level of Diaspora leadership concerning the future of the Diaspora, the situation shall worsen as so many times in the history of Armenian immigration.
AGBU may play a pioneering role in creating solidarity networks by providing a range of existential advantages at different levels and fields.
Alternative Initiatives

In addition to its existing educational and various other groundbreaking programs, AGBU has already learned through its experiences what it takes to attract and meet the aspirations of our younger generation. Our Young Professionals network, summer internship programs, summer camps, Saturday schools, evening Armenian language classes, quality programs in the arts, lectures and publications in foreign languages promoting the Armenian culture are making steady and positive progress in captivating our young in unique ways. It is essential for the advancement and evolution of Armenians in the Diaspora to explore and establish more innovative programs throughout the world. We must think globally and locally by creating mentoring programs and infusing Armenian-based curriculum and extracurricular activities in non- Armenian schools and universities. In these fast-changing times, we must explore the great opportunities afforded to us through modern technology, such as the Internet, and take advantage of the vast possibilities available in Armenia such as establishing study and travel programs for our Diasporan youth there.
They are all useful programs, initiatives and projects if they are set within the framework of long term goals to be achieved by Diaspora Armenian communities.
While deliberating its difficult decision regarding the future of MEI, the Central Board considered various alternative programs, designed to reach out to a larger number of Armenians and further enhance the purpose of the Melkonian Brothers' gift.

The Central Board believes that one of the strongest approaches for helping Armenians throughout the Diaspora maintain their identity and heritage is through their relationship to Armenia. Maintaining the Armenian language and traditions will continue to be a difficult task as future generations become more dispersed and integrated with other cultures. Despite these changes in our Diasporan community, Armenia will remain the foundation bonding young Armenians to their heritage.

For example, the establishment of a large and prominent facility in Armenia, to be known as the Melkonian Educational Center, can offer programs for learning, enrichment and cultural identity to a large number of young Armenians from around the world. Such a Center would house modern facilities to accommodate hundreds of individuals at any given time, thereby attracting our young generation in multitudes throughout the year. By including state-of-the-art linguistics and computer labs, offering extensive courses, and providing recreational programs in Armenia, this Center could prove to be most beneficial in the preservation of our heritage as it would reach out to a diverse range of Armenians throughout the Diaspora, providing greater immersion in the Armenian culture. This is one possibility that will be given further serious and detailed consideration by the Central Board.

Another option is to offer the Diaspora opportunities for education in Armenia, such as study-abroad or exchange programs, for young Armenians at the

American University of Armenia, Yerevan State University and other centers of higher learning. 

In Cyprus, the Central Board is considering a Melkonian presence by maintaining a Melkonian High School for the local resident community. As well, the Central Board is exploring the establishment of a Melkonian Center for Armenian Research and Studies.
Based upon the existing number of the Armenian community, and taking into consideration a part of the arguments put forward for the closure of MEI it is questionable if a Melkonian High School will be viable project anywhere in Cyprus.

As a token of gratitude and appreciation for the hospitality that MEI has enjoyed for almost a century in Cyprus, other options may include the initiation of a joint project in conjunction with local Cypriot institutions, such as the University of Cyprus or other major European academic institutions, for the establishment of a Center for European & Ethnic Studies that would offer educational programs to all Cypriots, including Armenians, under the banner of the Melkonian Institute.
Such projects should not be limited to brainstorming sessions. They require in depth feasibility studies, starting with the definition of vision and mission statements to achieve goals that would make a real difference in the political thought of Armenian Diaspora.
Since the fall of the Soviet Union resulted in a large demographic shift in the Diasporan Armenian movement, attention must be given to the needs of

Armenians in Russia and Northern and Eastern Europe at this crucial time. AGBU has been called upon to meet these challenges and the Central Board has deemed it essential to evaluate the need for new educational programs and centers to preserve and perpetuate the Armenian culture, language and history amongst those living in these regions. 
AGBU with its long experience in post-Genocide traditional Armenian Diaspora has the necessary human and material resources to take care of community needs. Ex-Soviet Union and East European Countries with their needs and mentality would be a challenge of different order, qualitatively and quantitatively.  

In order to pursue the feasibility and implementation of these various alternative initiatives, the AGBU Central Board will soon appoint an advisory committee to consider any and all suggestions that might be submitted in this regard.
It would have been preferable if the advisory committee was appointed before the elaboration of the present position paper in order concrete and feasible alternative proposals were made public together the decision of MEI closure.
* * *

The decision of the Central Board regarding the future of MEI has been a difficult one to reach. MEI has been a concern of the Central Board throughout the past 30 years. The public should be assured that each and every member who has served on the Central Board throughout this time has struggled with this issue and is aware of the seriousness with which we have approached the matter. We recognize fully the concerns of many, but we expect that, in time, our decision will prove to be the correct path for the benefit of the greater community in pursuit of our goals to maintain and perpetuate our Armenian heritage in a fast-changing new global society.
There is no doubt that Central Board had hard time to take the decision of ending the history of MEI. What is regretful is that during the last 30 years a suitable alternative was not proposed to serve better the mission of AGBU and Diaspora definable goals, besides the day-to-day effort of AGBU leadership and membership for the passive survival and preservation of the Armenian heritage. 

In closing, we would like to thank all our donors, loyal members and supportive friends for their trust in the work of AGBU for nearly a century. We are confident that our programs will continue to enrich the lives of Armenians throughout the world.

AGBU Central Board of Directors

New York, NY

March 16, 2004 


