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Rethinking Academic and University Work

Peter Coaldrake 

Queensland University of Technology, Australia

ABSTRACT

Universities are expected to perform many roles in modern society, roles which
require them to engage with the external world in a variety of strategic ways.
These expectations, coupled with intensifying competition, resource pressures and
changing requirements for quality assurance and accountability, are placing
considerable strain on our universities and, in particular, on traditional notions of
academic work. This paper examines the challenge institutions face in reconciling
long-held academic values, and their accompanying work practices, with the
demands of an external world on which universities have become more reliant.
Particular reference is made to developments in Australia, and to the potential
impact of the “new players” (for-profit and virtual institutions) which have
emerged in the United States. 

INTRODUCTION

Society has great expectations of its universities. They must promote the dis-
covery of new knowledge through research and educate people to be both knowl-
edgeable and adaptable in a demanding and uncertain future. They are asked to
be responsive to the needs of their local or regional communities, and to show
that they operate efficiently and, where appropriate, in a business-like manner.
Some see universities as central to the preservation and development of national
culture, others view them as engines of economic development. They provide a
home for the development of academic disciplines, and are asked to apply schol-
arly study to the problems of the real world and to the education of various pro-
fessions. Increasingly, they are expected to raise their own income through
student fees, or from research and education contracts with industry.
© OECD 2000
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These expectations have heightened in recent decades, when higher educa-
tion has expanded in almost all countries and when the effective exploitation of
knowledge has become widely acknowledged as being a key to future economic
and social prosperity. It is therefore not surprising that university systems around
the world have been in a state of change, and that this change has put enormous
pressure on the traditional ideals of university life.

In a number of countries, including Australia and the United Kingdom, the
most visible aspects of change can be traced back to fluctuations in student
demand and a repositioning of the role of government in supporting higher edu-
cation. Throughout the period of the 1960s to mid-1970s, the Australian university
system was grown rapidly to meet the needs of the “baby boomer” generation and
higher education was generally seen by government to be an important compo-
nent of nation building. This was also a time when research grew in prominence in
many university systems, fuelled by increases in government and industry funding
for new knowledge.

Since that time there have been changes in the volume of students moving
from secondary school to higher education, and a significant increase in the num-
bers of older students, many of whom are returning to higher education, looking
for professionally-related programs to build on their earlier studies. Students in
this latter group often pay full fees and have high expectations of service and
quality; furthermore, they are typically still working (the so-called “earner learner”,
and so are also looking for education that can be delivered at times and places
convenient for them.

The advent of the mass higher education system has also posed dilemmas for
governments. While the importance of a good university education is widely rec-
ognised, public financing of the entire enterprise is clearly difficult given the com-
peting interests for taxpayer funds. Governments have sought not only to
constrain the level of outlays needed for higher education, they have also
expected universities to be more efficient and accountable in their work practices.

Governments have generally been prepared to accept the argument that uni-
versities are important for the future; however, this acceptance is dependent on
the capacity of universities to carry the benefits of their work to society at large.
The growing body of analysis into knowledge-based economies and national inno-
vation systems emphasises not only the importance of producing and disseminat-
ing knowledge (the traditional domain of university activity), but also the
necessity of establishing multiple linkages between the various players in the
economy, including between universities and industry. More and more, govern-
ments are questioning whether the traditional methods of universities operation
are ideal for this purpose.
© OECD 2000
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Engagement with the “real world” is required nowadays not least as a result of
the winding-back of government funding. Particularly in Australia, most university
students have a clear view of the potential for higher education to assist them in
their career. While the notion of “student as a customer” need not imply total com-
pliance with student preferences, and a drift towards solely vocational content in
courses of study, it is nevertheless important that professionally-oriented study at
university is able to demonstrate not only academic disciplinary rigour, but also
genuine relevance and value to the profession. There have been valiant efforts to
reflect the transdisciplinary nature of the real world in some university courses, for
example through the development of multidisciplinary degrees, double degrees
and the organisation of academic areas into schools and faculties instead of disci-
pline-based departments. However, the disciplinary “silos” of academic life
remain a challenge for most universities, reinforced by the rapid growth in special-
isation and fragmentation of knowledge.

The need for professional currency is particular evident in Information Tech-
nology. This is a field where knowledge is rapidly changing, much of it is generated
outside universities, and skills can become rapidly out of date. People with high
levels of IT skills are much in demand, and universities face problems in attracting
and retaining such people in both academic roles and in the provision of IT ser-
vices to the institution. It is equally important to ensure that staff in academic IT
areas maintain and update their skills and knowledge. This requires much more
than the traditional view that they be basic researchers in their disciplinary fields.
IT academics require specialised continuing professional education and experi-
ence, and should develop active relationships with the IT industry. Indeed, the
field of IT education represents a major challenge for traditional universities
across the world. And if that challenge is not met quickly, and almost certainly with
radically different responses in both cours e structures and staffing strategies, the
likelihood is that the new proprietary and virtual providers will significantly dis-
lodge if not displace the traditional players in the field.

In research there are many examples of productive relationships between
academics and industry. However, such links are often the result of individual
opportunities and are difficult to develop further into more substantive strategic
alliances. Further, many academic researchers remain wary of industry, preferring
to concentrate on basic disciplinary research which can be published and can con-
tribute to the advancement of academic careers.

Universities are frequently exhorted to specialise, to develop niches in the
education “market”. Such diversity is considered important for meeting the differ-
ing needs of various stakeholders, particularly in an environment where resources
are scarce. Yet it is wishful thinking to assume that this can come to pass by presi-
dential vision, or by elegant mission statements, especially if it is the case that the
fundamentals of university life and academic work remain essentially unchanged.
© OECD 2000
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In Australia, the diversity of our university system has more to do with the relative
share of resources of the different institutions than with any substantial and sus-
tained strategic positioning. Given the high degree of acceptance in Australia of
common notions of academic work and similar aspirations for academic career
paths, it is perhaps not surprising that Australian universities have tended to con-
verge towards similar patterns of academic staff activity.

The prevailing culture and practices of academic work suit the internally-
focused university, where the emphasis is on academic autonomy and control,
ostensibly to guard against commercialisation, unsanctioned knowledge, or the
lowering of standards. At its best such insularity can help to protect standards, but
at its worst it can be used as a shield against the outside world and a protection
from accountability.

The emerging imperatives of the knowledge economy provide both an impe-
tus to the growth of universities and also a fundamental challenge to the ways in
which they operate. It might seem that in some respects academic activity already
typifies the expected changes in work that will arise in the future. Academics are
certainly knowledge workers, global in outlook, and they exemplify the looser
relationships emerging between firms and employees, where knowledge workers
are expected to become more independent and autonomous, and less bound to
one employer. However just as the national university system in Australia is
caught between market deregulation and government control, so too is the nature
of university work caught between the ideals of flexible knowledge-based
employment and the rigidities of longstanding industrial frameworks.

For many years in Australia, academics considered their relationship with
their university as a special case, one which placed minimal restrictions on their
activities and where management was a less intrusive activity undertaken on an
amateur basis by senior academics. In 1983 the High Court of Australia extended
the coverage of conciliation and arbitration arrangements to university staff, and
by 1987 university and college staff associations had registered with the Concilia-
tion and Arbitration Commission (now the Australian Industrial Relations Commis-
sion). By the mid 1990s the emphasis moved to enterprise bargaining, whereby
academic and general unions and universities must negotiate over salaries and
conditions to secure more appropriate and flexible conditions linked to produc-
tivity gains. The first round of enterprise bargaining secured a 2% salary rise
in 1995, which was supplemented by the Commonwealth Government. Since then,
however, additional funding for salary increases, other than a base “safety net”
increase, has not been provided by Government.

The enterprise bargaining agenda has not proven to be a circuit breaker, and
has in reality not been pursued at the individual enterprise (university) level, but
via national pattern bargaining on the part of both the unions and the universities.
© OECD 2000
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The absence of salary supplementation has also forced a trade-off between salary
increases and job losses and in such circumstances it has proven extremely diffi-
cult to make genuine progress on more fundamental issues to do with the changes
in academic and general staff work.

The purpose of this paper is to consider in more detail the implications of the
changing higher education landscape for policies and practices governing the work
of staff within universities. Until recently the effect of change in academic work has
been a “blindspot” in policy terms for many universities and in discussions of pol-
icy changes within the higher education sector (Coaldrake and Stedman, 1998,
p. 164), and it remains so for most. The issue has only been addressed superfi-
cially by major reviews of higher education in Australia and the United Kingdom,
which have recognised the need for change at an institutional or system-wide
level, but stopped short of drawing out the need for some reconceptualisation of
individual academic work.

“ACADEMIC” WORK IN NEW INSTITUTIONS OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Enthusiasts of the potential for information technology to transform higher
education point to its capacity to enhance communication, among students as well
as between students and teachers. Scenarios have been put forward where the
physical university might disappear altogether, replaced by a “virtual university”
constructed around the use of the Internet. Some have suggested that prominent
media organisations might ally themselves with one or more prestigious universi-
ties to beam higher education around the globe, thereby bringing overwhelming
competition to unprepared or complacent countries (Cunningham et al., 1998).

Certainly there is much evidence of the emergence of new players in higher
education, players who are not playing by the traditional rules of the game. In the
United States there has been a rapid increase in the number of corporate univer-
sities, organisations dedicated to serving the education and training needs of par-
ticular corporations and which for the most part restrict their student pool to the
employees of the corporation. There has also been a dramatic increase in private
for-profit universities in the United States, adding to the presence of more estab-
lished for-profit institutions such as the University of Phoenix. Some of these new
providers make extensive use of advanced technology, as in the case of Jones
International University, the first (and to date the only) online university to be
accredited by one of the six US regional accrediting agencies.

There is as yet little evidence that new providers emerging in the United
States pose significant threats to universities elsewhere, nor evidence that the
new providers have intentions of aggressively tackling overseas markets in the
near future (Cunningham et al., 2000). However, the corporate universities and
© OECD 2000
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private for-profit universities provide a dramatically different illustration of how
academic work might serve external demands. Fundamentally, the important dif-
ference between these new institutions and traditional universities is that the new
players view themselves as providers of a service, not as repositories of expertise
stored in the form of full-time employees. Where the new providers need specific
skills, they bring them in.

The approach and method of operation of the new higher education provid-
ers is notable in three major ways: the unbundling of labour, the professionalisa-
tion of teaching and client service, and the disregard of structural and systemic
barriers that operate in traditional higher education.

UNBUNDLING OF LABOUR

Moves towards greater use of technological and resource-based teaching and
learning involve reappraisal of the suite of tasks normally undertaken by individ-
ual academic staff. These can comprise (Coaldrake and Stedman, 1998, p. 92):

• Assessing students’ credentials and giving credit for entry.

• Designing and co-ordinating units and courses of study.

• Designing and developing resources used in learning. These might include
textbooks, videos, and computer packages.

• Assessing resources for quality.

• Navigating and advising students through choices of study options.

• Delivering instruction, for example, by lecturing or demonstrating practical
work in laboratories.

• Acting as guide and mentor to students either individually or in groups.

• Assessing, evaluating and providing feedback on student progress.

• Certifying completion of award programs.

Distance education programs already involve some separation of these tasks,
notably in the production and editing of materials and the interaction between
instructional designers and academic staff. As the impact of technology is felt
more widely throughout higher education, and as increasing numbers of part-time
and mature-age students attend university, the boundaries between distance
education and on-campus delivery are blurring, and the distinctions in staff work
underpinning the two modes will become harder to sustain.

New educational providers emerging in the United States in particular illus-
trate the potential for further “vertical disintegration”. Several of the for-profit uni-
versities in the United States contract separately with a group of academics to
develop a curriculum, sometimes in consultation with industry clients, and then
© OECD 2000
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with another group of people to teach the curriculum. The University of Phoenix
uses a centrally-developed curriculum across its wide network of classrooms,
while Jones International University uses what they call a “best of the best” model,
arguing that experts at the cutting edge of new knowledge are not necessarily the
best at teaching students, nor do they necessarily possess the requisite practical
experience in vocationally-relevant disciplines such as Business or Information
Technology.

The new providers see their mission as primarily concerning education, and
they do not subscribe to the view that high quality university education can only
be provided in conjunction with research. Their teaching staff are chosen primarily
for their pedagogic expertise and experience, and in many cases professional
experience is valued highly. It is more common, for example, for an academic
engaged by some of the private for-profit universities in the United States to have
a Masters degree and relevant practical experience than it is for them to be a tra-
ditional academic with a PhD.

PROFESSIONALISATION OF TEACHING AND SERVICE

Corporate universities and private for-profit providers of higher education
have no qualms about referring to students as customers, or to employers as cli-
ents. They are strategically very focused: for example, the corporate universities
know that their continued existence relies on their capacity to demonstrate links
between their education services and the future prosperity of the corporation
which they serve. For-profit providers are usually also very much aware of their
market niche. Many only provide a limited range of courses of study, typically in
professional and vocational fields such as Business, Information Technology, Law
or Engineering.

Considerable time, money and effort are invested into making as seamless a
transition as possible between the work environment and the classroom. Thus,
working adults studying at the University of Phoenix or Keller Graduate School of
Management will walk into surroundings similar to their workplace; classrooms are
located in office buildings, business parks, industrial estates and hotels. When
staff from Arthur Andersen or McDonald’s go to their corporations’ training centres
in St Charles and Oak Brook, Illinois, they are required to wear smart casual busi-
ness dress. At the University of Phoenix the customer focus is evident in new roles
such as Vice-President of University Services (which includes the Office of the Reg-
istrar, Admissions and the Prior Learning Assessment Center), whose responsibili-
ties range from the evaluation of corporate training programs for credit to the
university, to individual students transfer requests. This client focus aims to
enhance education and training by drawing on the work experience of students
who are employed in the relevant industries. Attention is also paid to a wide-
© OECD 2000
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range of auxiliary details – whether streamlined enrolment and admission proce-
dures, unlimited coffee, tea, coke and snacks at Arthur Andersen or McDonald’s, or
free lifetime access to the Internet, online library and online databases at the Uni-
versity of Phoenix.

The for-profits’ focus on “student-as-customer” underlines their selling points
of service provision, timeliness and convenience. Customer services consume a
large proportion of the staffing budgets of most of the United States for-profit edu-
cational organisations. Traditional universities in the United States designate
teaching staff as academic counsellors; at Keller Graduate School of Management
and DeVry Institutes, on the other hand, counselling is a specialised role, and staff
are available 8am-8pm for advice and assistance in everything from course choice,
financial advice, and housing to photocopying. Since almost all academic staff are
part-time, they are in any case unavailable for anything other than instruction.

The new providers also have very different approaches to quality. For these
organisations “quality” is not framed in terms of academic rigour but, rather, in
terms of:

• Mandated teacher training (often unpaid), from 12 hours to four weeks in
duration in the for-profits.

• Centrally developed and mandated curricula and teaching “scripts” that
teachers are required to use with limited degrees of interpretation allowed
to ensure consistency and standardisation of “product”.

• The constant monitoring of performance. Sometimes this is quite overt, as
at Keller Graduate School of Management, where Centre Directors sit in on
classes at least once each term; and at McDonald’s where one-way mirrors
are used in the face-to-face classrooms. At the University of Phoenix tran-
scripts of online classes can be reviewed if students complain that they
have not received “value for money”.

Corporate and for-profit universities undertake some form of evaluation of
their every process, from student admissions to teacher performance and adher-
ence to the curriculum and lesson plan. At the University of Phoenix, “if it moves,
it’s measured”. All for-profits require student evaluations for each subject taught.
There is a clear nexus between the provision of compulsory instructor training and
the acceptance by staff of evaluation as a function of performance and continued
employment. If training is provided for staff to fulfil the requirements of the job,
then measurement of performance in the job automatically accompanies.

DISREGARD OF BARRIERS

The education and training delivered by many of the new higher education
providers spans a range from non-credit short courses through to higher degrees.
© OECD 2000
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A considerable part of this range would be classified as falling outside the normal
scope of higher education institutions. In Australia much of the sub-Bachelor study
would be the responsibility of the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector.
It is worthwhile noting that many of the features of the new providers are reflected
in the operations of the technical and further education sector in Australia, which
for the past decade has been subject to considerable reform. During this period
the VET sector in Australia has been opened up to competition from numerous
small specialist providers, and the curriculum has been directed explicitly towards
meeting the needs of industry by structuring education and training around the
development of specified competencies. Australian VET institutions are thus com-
petency-oriented, and under pressure to modularise offerings and to use technol-
ogy to enhance convenience of delivery. More recently, the moves to “user choice”
in Australian VET have meant that on-the-job training also includes the use of
practitioner-teachers and practitioner-assessors.

The boundaries between education and training, and between competencies,
skills, attributes and habits are unclear in a competitive profit-oriented education
market. Many of the new providers in the United States hold differing views about
whether such boundaries can or should be drawn. Some argue that corporate cli-
ents generally see little merit in distinguishing rigidly between education and
training or between longer and shorter forms of education. It is often argued that
such clients want demonstrable improvement in skills from both universities and
colleges. The Western Governors’ University embraced the competency-based
approach, and in this aspect it is undoubtedly more innovative than in its much-
publicised use of technology.

If universities wish to respond successfully to external demands for lifelong
learning and corporate education, then they may need to work more effectively in
partnership with non-university providers. Such partnership would need to move
beyond co-operation in articulation and the design of courses by the respective
institutions: it would need a genuine capacity to design and deliver reliable and
high quality programs in partnership with corporate clients. Such a task is likely to
accentuate the many structural, financial, governance and pedagogical difficulties
experienced in current cross-sectoral relations.

THE EFFECT OF CHANGE ON ACADEMIC WORK 
IN TRADITIONAL UNIVERSITIES

The conventional ideals of academic work extol individual independence and
autonomy underpinned by secure full-time employment, authority derived from
academic standing, local control over all academic matters, linkage of research
and teaching at the individual level, high status for original research and wide-
spread disdain for what are seen as the lesser tasks of administration and
© OECD 2000
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management. Whether or not these ideals actually apply within the day-to-day
operations of universities is a source of much debate, but many academic staff
believe that they are appropriate objectives.

Inevitably, these academic values, and their accompanying work practices,
have come into conflict with the demands of an external world on which universi-
ties have become more reliant. Five aspects of change in academic work, reflect-
ing the external pressures already outlined, will be discussed here. These are:

• Pressures on time, workload and morale are growing.

• Staffing policies are shifting from local control and individual autonomy to a
more collective and institutional focus.

• Academic work is becoming more specialised and demanding.

• New tasks are blurring old distinctions between categories of staff.

In the main, academic work has stretched rather than adapted to meet the
challenges posed by transformations of the higher education sector. The prefer-
ence of many universities and individual academics is to allow accumulation and
accretion rather than to undertake the more difficult and threatening task of mak-
ing strategic choices and reconceptualising what it means to be an effective and
productive academic.

The effect of this accumulation has been revealed by surveys of academic
staff which, taken together, have shown a consistent picture. Academics remain
intrinsically motivated by their work, but many feel they are under growing pres-
sure and disconnection from their universities. Many academic staff feel burdened
by the increasing weight of expectations placed upon them, in contrast to their
ideal of determining the parameters of their own working lives.

An Australian study of academic self-reported workload compared changes
over the period from 1977 to 1993 (McInnis, 1996). In the 1993 survey, roughly half
the group of academics felt that their workload had not increased significantly
over the preceding five years, while a similar proportion reported that it had.
Empirical comparison with a 1977 survey showed that the increase in self-reported
workload was fairly modest, from around 45 hours per week at that time (for both
colleges of advanced education and universities) to around 48 hours in 1993. This
might be considered surprising, since over that period national student load
increased by 85% while full-time and fractional full-time staff numbers increased
by only 68%. Some of the apparent anomaly is likely to be due to the increasing
use of part-time and casual teaching staff to offset the burden on full-time aca-
demic staff. It is important to note that since 1993 further strain has been placed
on the higher education system. By 1998 student load had risen by a further 17%
while academic staff numbers (in full-time equivalent terms) remained almost
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static. Further workload pressures in coming years arising from unsupplemented
salary increases looms large over Australian universities.

McInnis also found that one significant difference between the 1977 and 1993
groups was that workload had become more sustained across the calendar year
than formerly was the case. This change is likely to be reinforced by the increasing
use of summer semesters and the ongoing pressures on academic staff to find
time to accommodate the multitude of expectations that are placed upon them.

Another significant change in pattern of workload to emerge from McInnis’
study was an increase in “non-core” work. The category of administrative work that
apparently caused the greatest dissatisfaction was that relating to external
demands for accountability and quality assurance.

Performance, professional standards and external accountability

If academic staff are stressed by the imposition of external demands for
accountability and performance, then in Paul Ramsden’s words “they had better
get used to it as quickly as possible” (Ramsden, 1998, p. 16).

Despite frequent use of the term “academic profession”, academic work is
organised and governed in ways that do not reflect what other groups might
understand by the term “profession”. Specialised initial and ongoing training and
external quality assurance of output (usually through peer review) by and large
only apply to the research activities of academics.

In most cases, external review does exist for the processes and structures
underlying university education, such as documentation for course development.
In recent years there has also been a trend towards the more systematic use of
Graduate Certificates in teaching and the use of various forms of quality improve-
ment, including student evaluation and feedback and peer review. However peer
review does not usually encompass the interaction between academics and stu-
dents, and participation in teaching development activities remains at the discre-
tion of individual academics. Those who provide funding for higher education,
whether they be fee-paying students, business or government, are unlikely in the
contemporary context to accept such a laissez-faire attitude as the basis for qual-
ity assurance.

In the United States, post-tenure review is now widespread. Student evalua-
tion of teaching is widely used in the United Kingdom, United States and Australia,
and is mandated in some institutions. National quality assurance mechanisms are
undergoing reappraisal and development in both the United Kingdom and
Australia, but they share with many US legislatures a desire to hold universities
more closely accountable for the outcomes of higher education.
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The shift from local control and individual autonomy

The institution, rather than local academic units, is the focus of attention for
much external accountability. In a number of countries, “league tables” have been
published either explicitly or implicitly ranking institutions rather than their com-
ponent parts. Calls for greater systemic diversity are usually phrased in terms of
institutions developing niches, using corporate strategies instead of allowing aca-
demic organisational units to evolve in their own direction. In a more competitive
environment, it is also the institution which often is the point of market differenti-
ation and student attention. The student-centred view of higher education is of
courses of study rather than academic departments, and corporate and other clients
will usually consider research and teaching from a multidisciplinary perspective.

This focus on broader organisational levels is reinforced by the impact of
technology, which requires attention to cross-institutional systems, standards and
cost-effectiveness. John Goddard, drawing on studies of information technology
projects in universities in the United Kingdom, has observed that moves to the
“virtual university” do not necessarily imply a shift to unconstrained distributed
operations. Many drivers of change in the sector “reinforce the need for a more
corporate approach in the adoption of information systems. Thus many bottom-
up attempts to realise the virtual university fade away because they are not
mainstreamed and systematised across the institution. In addition, public
demands for more responsive universities... further reinforce the need for more
integrated institutions with an enhanced capacity for internal knowledge man-
agement (Goddard, 1999).

Craig McInnis has studied institutional initiatives designed to respond to
growing diversity in the population, such as student support programs and
changes to the curriculum (McInnis, 1998b). He observed that as such initiatives
moved to the mainstream of university activity, there was the potential to shift the
locus of control for the management of the curriculum from locally-oriented aca-
demic staff to teams of academic and non-academic staff working within institu-
tional strategic parameters.

In tandem with these shifts towards greater institutional prominence, most
universities are increasing the level of organisational and management devolution
to faculties and schools. This devolution, while increasing intermediate manage-
ment authority, also requires increased accountability. Thus universities are cen-
trally adopting stances akin to that promoted by government management
reforms over the past decade, where government policy making and advice is sep-
arated from service delivery and an emphasis is placed centrally on broad policy
“steering”, accountability and performance.

A trend towards more entrepreneurial styles of university operation has major
implications for university culture and policy, and for academic staffing policy in
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particular. It places pressure on the ideal that all academics are equal members of
a scholarly community, or at least that differentiation and status should be deter-
mined primarily by academic authority. As some members of that community are
able to capitalise on various opportunities more successfully than others, rewards,
status and resources will flow unevenly throughout the institution. While control
over the conditions and direction of working life may shift away from individual
academics in some areas of the university, others will enjoy greater freedom and
authority if their work is demonstrably valuable to the organisation. Such value, in
an “entrepreneurial” university, is likely to be measured in more diverse ways
than by disciplinary research status. Successful response to particular opportuni-
ties may also depend increasingly on adoption of more distributed and externally
focussed types of operation, which depend upon the capacity to mobilise people
and facilities flexibly into impermanent project-based groupings across organisa-
tional boundaries. Gibbons (1999, p. 34) notes that “those who wish to contribute
to research in this mode must adopt a different set of research practices. But if
they do they will be ‘out of synch’ with the existing reward structure of universities
… Universities that wish to be active in Mode 2 research will have to become
much more entrepreneurial in the ways in which they utilise their intellectual’ cap-
ital, and this may mean experimenting with a much broader range of contractual
employment arrangements.”

Within university academic departments there are also moves which shift
authority and control away from the individual academic. Academics are increas-
ingly working in teams for both research and teaching. Most universities now have
detailed processes for the development of new courses and subjects, which
require academics to provide unprecedented justification in terms of market
demand and economic viability. Furthermore, the growing emphasis on establish-
ing and assessing the learning outcomes of courses requires a more comprehen-
sive view of course structures than might emerge solely from reflecting the
interests of departments or individual academic staff.

All of these developments seem to run counter to the “academy’s fixation on
the individual faculty member, rather than on the common purposes of the univer-
sity” (Lynton, 1998, p. 8). Linking the work of individuals with the goals of the
organisation is a major challenge for modern universities. Frequently it is attacked
as “managerialism” and opposed on the grounds that it represents an attempt by
“management” to control academics and remove their academic freedom. Cer-
tainly no university can expect to operate strategically by demanding greater out-
put and imposing unilateral inspection and control on its staff. On the other hand,
it is wishful thinking to expect that some invisible hand will guide the path of indi-
vidual academics into a strategic direction, or that effective change can only come
about by academic introspection and reflection.
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Academic freedom remains an important cornerstone of higher education, but
it has always been circumscribed, for example, by professional accreditation of
courses and by the requirement to observe the law. As one eminent US scholar
put it: “academic freedom means a great deal, but it should not mean freedom
from responsibility to students” (Kennedy, 1995, p. 12). Some of the new provid-
ers of higher education, such as the University of Phoenix, certainly pursue corpo-
rate objectives at the expense of academic freedom by contracting staff to
develop and deliver standardised curricula. For most traditionally-oriented uni-
versities, however, the task of melding individual work and organisational or team
direction will be managed differently. In particular, most universities need to
develop mechanisms for negotiating the match between organisational goals and
individual work, and allow substantial freedom for academic staff to contribute to
those goals.

Specialisation and complexity of university work

Academic work is usually described under the banner of the triumvirate of
teaching, research and service, all of which are expected to be part of the reper-
toire of each academic. Yet such headings do not do justice to the variety and
complexity of tasks that occupy most academics. Nor do they reflect either the
staffing policies of most universities or the reality of actual academic work.

For many, the core of academic work is teaching and research. Other tasks,
even those of course co-ordination or managing a department or school, are rele-
gated to the status of distractions. Until recently academic management and lead-
ership were usually decided on the basis of academic authority and, in some
cases, rotating appointment. These roles were considered a temporary period of
service away from the real business of the university. Vice-chancellors were once
looked upon primarily as revenue raisers, there to defend the university against
the depredations of the outside world. Revenue-raising remains vitally important,
but it is one among a wide range of functions given to vice-chancellors who are
now chief executive officers of large organisations.

Within the “core” of teaching and research, academic work has also become
more specialised and demanding. Deeper understandings of the nature of stu-
dent learning, and pressures to reposition the teaching and learning environment
around learning outcomes, demand a more professional approach to university
teaching. Academics are being asked to meet the needs of more diverse student
groups, to teach at more flexible times and locations, to master the use of informa-
tion technology in teaching, to design curricula around learning outcomes and
across disciplines, to teach in teams, to subject their teaching to evaluation and
develop and implement improvements, to monitor and respond to the evalua-
tions made by students and graduates, to improve assessment and feedback, to
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meet employer needs, and to understand and use new theories of student learn-
ing. At the very least, these demands require a greater call on the time of staff.
Similarly, research demands are increasing: to improve postgraduate supervision,
to publish or patent, to establish links with industry, and to prepare, submit or
review grant applications.

In the face of an ever increasing array of expectations and growing complexity
of work, it is inevitable that staff will have greater strengths in some areas than
others, and that their interests and productivity will change over time. McInnis’
survey of Australian academic staff demonstrated this clearly; he noted that the
observed patterns of change suggest “the possibility of internal restructuring of
academic roles on the basis of performance; the potential for increasing status dif-
ferentiation on the basis of teaching and research; and the already clear demand
for collective effort to improve productivity and efficiency in teaching and
research” (McInnis, 1998a).

In addition to the specialisation of traditional academic tasks, new categories
of academic work are called for as universities are expected to play effective roles
in “knowledge systems”. In such systems, knowledge is produced locally, nation-
ally or internationally, inside or outside university settings. In this context, one
role for universities might be to act as a broker, intermediary and focus, to bring
relevant knowledge to bear on particular problems in partnership with other
stakeholders. Of course most universities already undertake such a role to a lim-
ited extent, through various activities in technology transfer, community service
and continuing professional education. However the difference is that such activi-
ties are generally on the margin of university life.

Diffusion and blurring of roles

Full-time academic staff have usually been considered the essential core of
the university. So much so that a major Australian review of efficiency and effec-
tiveness of higher education, undertaken in 1985 by the Commonwealth Tertiary
Education Commission, devoted an entire chapter to academic staffing but made
no reference at all to non-academic staff and only passing reference to part-time
academics.

The Dearing Inquiry into Higher Education in the United Kingdom noted that
career opportunities for non-academic staff in higher education are widening in
areas such as libraries, computer support, technical support and administration.
To this list can be added a growing range of “para-academic” roles associated with
equity units, staff development, learning support, and instructional design. The
Dearing Committee agreed with several submissions which suggested that “dis-
tinctions between staff groups (are) becoming increasingly irrelevant as staff move
across functions.” (Dearing, 1997, para. 14.15).
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In 1998 the Commonwealth Department of Employment, Education, Training
and Youth Affairs published the results of an investigation into the possible con-
vergence of academic and non-academic work (Pickersgill et al., 1998). This study
concluded that there were several areas of overlap for the two areas of work, great-
est in specialist research institutes and laboratory and demonstration work, but
also to be found where:

• Some general staff undertook (limited) lecturing in business studies areas
on a “guest lecturer” basis in areas of special expertise.

• Many persons classified as academic staff found that the majority of their
time was increasingly involved with departmental/faculty administration.

• In support areas professionally qualified general staff and academic staff
were jointly involved in programs which concentrated on the “teaching”
function of universities – these include specialised language preparation
and curriculum design, development and delivery, particularly delivery
associated with distance learning or electronic delivery.

Pickersgill summarised the situation by arguing that “in general, it is more
useful to look at the core functions of universities as ‘teaching’, ‘research’ and
‘community service’ and define all work as university work, some of which is under-
taken by persons classified as ‘academics’ and some of which is undertaken by
persons classified as ‘general staff’ (p. 33).”

The claims of Pickersgill and the Dearing Committee have been challenged
on the grounds that they generalise from particular groups of general staff and do
not take into account the specialisation of administrative roles (Conway, 1998).
Nevertheless, it is clear that non-academic work is becoming increasingly special-
ised, complex and diverse. If universities are to prosper as professionally man-
aged organisations, then they must recognise that there is a growing range of
specialist tasks, which for too long were either undertaken in an amateur fashion
by academics or considered unimportant to the “real” work of the university.
Such tasks include human resource management, management of information
technology, marketing, strategic planning, and financial and investment plan-
ning. These are all areas undertaken in the outside world by highly paid and
skilled professionals.

Nevertheless, the actual and potential blurring of roles is important, and will
continue to grow in significance as universities move into more flexible modes of
delivery of teaching and learning and as they seek to support and reward staff for
their skills, performance and potential rather than on the basis of job classifica-
tions. The latter is a significant point, because academic and non-academic
employment and career development are quite different in nature.

Most importantly, non-academic work is linked to particular positions while
academic work and career advancement are determined by skills and past perfor-
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mance, often judged on a required range of activities encompassing teaching,
research and service. Furthermore, academics continue to derive much of their
peer support, satisfaction, direction, recognition and work focus from membership
of a discipline grouping which transcends institutional or even national bound-
aries. Many academics see their primary loyalty as being to their discipline, rather
than to the institution in which they work. General staff, on the other hand, by and
large have little doubt about the direction of their loyalties. Such differences can
work against easy transition to and from academic work and non-academic work,
either within the university or outside.

Part-time and adjunct academics form another group of university staff fre-
quently overlooked in discussions of policy and institutional strategy. Potentially,
the use of such staff can add enormous practical value to university teaching,
bringing in people who are practising professionals to add a further dimension to
the learning experience of students. Indeed if universities are to play the role of
brokers in distributed knowledge systems then much of the knowledge that will
be brought to bear will need to be “bought in” through contractual and part-time
arrangements, rather than being expected to be available through staff engaged
on the full-time payroll of the university. Yet in practice, many casual and part-
time staff complain of being isolated from the university, being unable to partici-
pate in decision making, having no access to support facilities or development
opportunities and being subject to arbitrary fluctuations in employment.

POSSIBLE INSTITUTIONAL POLICY RESPONSES

If universities are to become more selective at the institutional level, then
they must find ways to link the work of individual academics with the overall direc-
tion of the institution. This imperative is reinforced by the pressures being felt by
academics as their work becomes more complex and specialised and as fewer
public resources are available to support a range of activities. This will require not
only management initiative, but also a renegotiation of the balance between insti-
tutional objectives and individual academic freedom, and a reconceptualisation of
what comprises academic work.

There are several strands which need to be drawn together to achieve this:

• Processes and systems which provide the frameworks for linking individual
work to organisational strategic goals. The principal such systems are for
comprehensive performance management, the outlines of which are set out
in the Hoare Report (Hoare, 1995) and elsewhere (Ramsden, 1998), and
workforce planning. The latter involves a systematic forward-looking assess-
ment of organisational direction and workload, then a forecast of staffing
requirements to ensure that those workloads are met, and finally a linking
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of staffing policy from recruitment to retirement which is designed to
achieve the desired profile (Gibson et al., 1999).

• Staff management systems which recognise and co-ordinate the contribution
to university objectives of the work undertaken by all groups of staff, not only
full-time academics. Thus part-timers and general staff need to be integrally
involved in strategic developments and supported by the university.

• Greater flexibility in criteria used to assess the performance and prospec-
tive work of academic staff. These criteria are now applied at the times of
appointment and promotion, but should be part of a more seamless system
of performance management which defines expectations for staff and pro-
vides feedback and development opportunities. At present most tradi-
tional universities require most of their academics to be all-rounders,
specialising in teaching, original research, professional activity and commu-
nity service, or similar activities. Some allow various degrees of flexibility,
for example, by allocating percentage weighting to various components and
allowing these to change over time. These aside, and notwithstanding the
existence of small numbers of teaching-only and research-only academic
staff, uniform expectations of performance are the norm. Specialisation
might be achieved in two ways. First, institutions might develop further the
range of specialised staff positions, for example, by expanding teaching-
only positions or by formalising the separation of roles such as those out-
lined earlier in this paper. Alternatively, specialisation and streaming could
be allowed to emerge by freeing-up the expectations placed on staff, while
still requiring certain standards of scholarship, and by allowing staff to
develop their own strengths, which may change over time. While the former
“assembly line” approach has been adopted by some of the American for-
profit institutions which have emerged to service corporate and working-
adult education needs, it does not accord either with the aspirations of
most academic staff or, as we shall discuss below, with the models of work
emerging in related “knowledge-based” industries.

• In tandem with the flexibility outlined above, procedures for determining
workload need to be flexible and adapted to local conditions. New proce-
dures for determining workload other than face-to-face contact need to be
put in place, and staffing policies such as performance assessment and
workload allocation will increasingly need to encompass team activities in
teaching and research.

• Greater interaction and transfer of staff between universities and external
organisations and between academic and non-academic positions. Such
interaction has the potential to boost the professional currency of many
academic staff. It would be facilitated by enabling academics to contribute
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to portfolios that enhance their career while not being in formal academic
positions. Conversely, greater recognition will be needed in academic
appointments of work done outside the traditional academic framework. In
particular, institutions which claim to be “applied” in orientation will need
to ensure significant ongoing contact between academic staff and relevant
external organisations, and should have well developed adjunct appoint-
ment systems. The “streaming” of academic criteria mentioned above
would be intended to achieve such flexibility and could also assist other
groups of academic staff, in particular women, who may experience a hiatus
in their work to return and focus their energies productively.

• Improved capacity for collaboration among universities and between uni-
versities and external organisations. Such activities are well developed
within specific contexts at present. For example, academic researchers fre-
quently work with national and international academic collaborators within
their area of study. Collaborative work needs to be widened, drawing in par-
ticipants other than academic peers where appropriate, brought more into
the mainstream of university activity, and made responsive to collective as
well as individual goals.

• Capacity to recognise and reward performance in a more flexible and
diverse environment. This might involve, for example, linking remuneration
less tightly to academic rank and moderating it by market factors and per-
sonal performance. Already differential rates of pay are emerging both
within individual universities, and across universities, in a number of coun-
tries. Institutions which try to chase the highest rates and spread increases
uniformly across all staff will expose themselves to high financial risk and
may find it difficult to attract high-performing staff.

The above measures will grow in importance as universities seek to develop
stronger links among themselves and with external organisations and individuals.
In the longer term, the increasingly distributed nature of knowledge is likely to
have deep implications for the nature of universities as institutions. Michael
Gibbons, in following the implications of his Mode 2 model to their logical conclu-
sion, suggests that:

“in order to operate efficiently, universities will be much reduced in size, and
they will learn to make use of intellectual resources that they don’t own fully.
This is the only way that they will be able to interact effectively with the dis-
tributed knowledge production system. As a consequence members’ of the
university will comprise a small core of faculty and a much larger periphery of
experts of various kinds that are linked to the university in diverse ways. We
have suggested an image of the university as a sort of holding institution’ in
the field of knowledge production, perhaps limited to accrediting teaching
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done primarily by others while in research doing their part by forming prob-
lem-solving teams that work on fundamental issues.” (Gibbons, 1998, p. 61)

While less apocalyptic in its conclusions, the Dearing Committee in the
United Kingdom also concluded that changing demands would affect the compo-
sition of university staffing, concluding that “future career patterns might be
expected to show … a smaller proportion of an institution’s staff remaining as core
employees, but a need to ensure continuity in management, administration and
learning” (Dearing, 1997, para. 14.12). Such statements reflect broader trends in
work, particularly work in knowledge-based industries which are expected to be
the dominant players in the coming century.

Over the past decade a large body of literature has arisen concerning the shift
in management practices that characterise enterprises based on innovation and
knowledge. While much of this literature emphasises that there are no common or
exportable solutions, many commentators emphasise broad principles which
underlie recent developments. Such principles reveal trends that in many
respects illustrate a potential convergence of best practice with aspects of univer-
sity activity. For example:

• Workers will have weaker attachments to the company and stronger attach-
ments to their own profession and project team (Kanter, 1996, p. 141).

• There will be less attention paid to the category in which an individual
works than to the competencies he or she possesses (Ulrich, 1996, p. 193).

• Management activity will shift from “commanding and controlling” to focus-
ing and co-ordinating the activities of more autonomous groups of workers
(Savage, 1996).

• Workers will increasingly be viewed as assets and members of a community
rather than corporate resources (Handy, 1996a, p. 382).

• There will be a shift from the authority of position to the authority of knowl-
edge (Savage, 1996).

However the management literature also emphasises a number of features of
organisational change which do not sit comfortably with the current work practices
within universities. For example, some foresee trends away from permanent
employment and fixed job responsibilities towards more flexible work arrange-
ments, and from work organised within organisational boundaries towards “virtual
organisations” where people are brought together in cross-functional groups to
work on particular problems or projects. Thus in place of permanence of employ-
ment, job security will derive from being employable (Kanter, 1996; Handy, 1996b).
Staff management in organisations will consequently focus less on “stockpiling
employees” (Handy, 1996b) and more on linking the work of distributed groups in
a community of workers with the institutional mission.
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Already there are many examples of individuals pursuing formal or informal
academic work across institutional boundaries. In many countries academics hold
joint appointments in a university and one or more outside organisations, for
example in a teaching hospital or private company. A small but growing number of
people are involved in academic work on an ongoing contractual basis, indepen-
dent of institutional affiliation, recalling the medieval concept of the wandering
scholar, a tradition that persisted in German higher education but has largely
yielded to the norm of institutional-based tenure for academic work.

While the shift towards more nomadic and independent employment pat-
terns for academics may be gradual, another possibility might be to more closely
align the engagement of staff with the periods of academic work. Universities in
some countries are moving to academic calendars based on two publicly-funded
semesters plus a third semester over summer, the latter being predominantly
based on fee-paying arrangements. This trend suggests the possibility of universi-
ties, certainly those in Australia, to adapt the semester-based appointment model
from the United States, where academic staff are engaged on a nine month basis
which holds them to undertake scholarly work for the university only during the
two main semesters. Such staff would then be free to take on consultancies or be
paid by the university to undertake teaching or research over the summer semes-
ter. Such an arrangement might allow universities to retain staff by allowing them
to top-up their salaries in an environment where the public purse will not do so. It
might also promote better connections between academics and external agencies
by encouraging consultancy work over the non-semester period. Finally, it could
also allow universities to pay their best researchers over the summer period
instead of having them feel obliged to teach in that period because of personal
economic considerations.

While the details of new approaches concerning academic work in the future
are able to be challenged and debated, the premise that the standard model of
higher education is indefinitely scalable cannot be sustained. That being the case,
the question is not whether the nature and structure of academic work will change,
but what the timing and extent of change might be. The inertia of the existing
arrangements should not be underestimated, given the innately conservative
nature of the higher education industry internationally. It is also far easier to issue
clarion calls for other organisations to reform, and to argue for some other univer-
sities to be limited to particular theatres of activity, than it is to come to grips with
the need for fundamental change within one’s own walls. Academic work may or
may not be revolutionised within the next decade, but the number of examples of
new models and pathways will grow.

No one prescription will suit all institutions, but to the extent that the signs
point in a common direction they suggest we need policies which allow staff to
develop their strengths and which do not constrain them to meet narrow expecta-
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tions. We need to broaden our views of what constitutes scholarship and how uni-
versity work relates to the external world. We need to enable staff to work in
teams, to move across internal and external boundaries, to draw on the depth of
knowledge from various disciplines and apply it to creating new knowledge and
solving problems in the real world, and to receive recognition and reward for
doing so. Above all, we need to be able to harness the full potential of the knowl-
edge and expertise available to our universities.
© OECD 2000



Rethinking Academic and University Work

 29

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 29  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
References

COALDRAKE, P. and STEDMAN, L. (1998),
On the Brink: Australia’s Universities Confronting Their Future, University of Queensland Press.

CONWAY, M. (1998),
“Academics and administrators: competitive collaborators?”, Journal of Institutional Research
in Australasia, 7(2), pp. 26-35.

CUNNINGHAM, S., TAPSALL, S., RYAN, Y., STEDMAN, L., BAGDON, K. and FLEW, T. (1998),
New Media and Borderless Education, Department of Employment, Education, Training and
Youth Affairs, Evaluations and Investigations Program Report 97/22, Canberra.

CUNNINGHAM, S., RYAN, Y., STEDMAN, L., FLEW, T., TAPSALL, S., BAGDON, K. and
COALDRAKE, P. (2000),
The Business of Borderless Education, Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Evaluations
and Investigations Program, in press.

DEARING, Sir Ron (Chair) (1997),
Higher Education in the Learning Society Report of the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Edu-
cation, HMSO, London.

GIBBONS, M. (1998),
Higher Education Relevance in the 21st century, UNESCO World Conference on Higher Educa-
tion, Paris, October, pp. 5-9.

GIBBONS, M (1999),
Changing Research Practices, in What Kind of University? (Brennan et al., eds.),
Society for Research in Higher Education and Open University Press.

GIBSON, D., COALDRAKE, P., STEDMAN, L., COCHRANE, T., GARDNER, D. and BAUMBER, K.
(1999),
Performance and Client Service in a Competitive and Rapidly Changing Environment, Queensland
University of Technology, Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Occa-
sional Paper Series 99-C.

GODDARD, J. (1999),
“Signs point to the learning corporation”, Times Higher Education Supplement, July 30, p. 13.

HANDY, C. (1996a),
“Unimagined futures”, in The Organization of the Future, Drucker Foundation future series,
Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.

HANDY, C. (1996b),
Beyond Certainty: The Changing Worlds of Organisations, Arrow Books Ltd, London.

HOARE, D. (Chair) (1995),
Higher Education Management Review: Report of the Committee of Inquiry, AGPS, Canberra.
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 30

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 30  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
KANTER, R.M. (1996),
“Restoring people to the heart of the organisation of the future”, in The Organization of the
Future, Drucker Foundation future series, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.

KENNEDY, D. (1995),
“Another century’s end, another revolution for higher education”, Change, 27(3), pp. 8-15.

LYNTON, E.A. (1998),
“Reversing the telescope: Fitting individual tasks to common organisational ends”, AAHE
Bulletin, 50(7), pp. 8-10.

MARTIN, E. (1999),
Changing Academic Work: Developing the Learning University, The Society for Research into
Higher Education and Open University Press.

McINNIS, C. (1996),
“Change and diversity in the work patterns of Australian academics”, Higher Education Man-
agement 8(2), pp. 105-117.

McINNIS, C. (1998a),
Change and Continuity in Academic Work, Department of Employment, Education, Training
and Youth Affairs, Higher Education Series Report No. 30.

McINNIS, C. (1998b),
“Managing mainstream and marginal responses to diversity”, Higher Education Management,
10(1), pp. 29-42.

PICKERSGILL, R., VAN BARNEVELD, K. and BEARFIELD, S. (1998),
General and Academic Work, Are They Different?, Department of Employment, Education,
Training and Youth Affairs, Evaluations and Investigations Program 98/10.

RAMSDEN, P. (1998),
Learning to Lead in Higher Education, Routledge, London and NY.

SAVAGE, C.M. (1996),
Fifth Generation Management: Co-Creating Through Virtual Enterprising, Dynamic Teaming, and
Knowledge Networking, Revised edition, Butterworth-Heinemann, Boston.

ULRICH, D. (1996),
“Organizing around capabilities”, in The Organization of the Future, Drucker Foundation Future
Series, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.

WALSHOK, M. (1995),
Knowledge Without Boundaries: What America’s Research Universities Can Do for the Economy, the
Workplace and the Community, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.

WEST, R. (Chair) (1998),
Learning for life, Final report of the Review of Higher Education Financing and Policy,
Canberra, Department of Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs, April.
© OECD 2000



 31

Higher Education Management Vol. 12, No. 3

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 31  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
Changing Higher Education Policies 
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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to analyse current debates on the higher education system in
Japan. In September 1999, the Japanese Ministry of Education revealed its plan to
“corporatise” all national universities making them “independent administrative
corporations” which would serve as special public corporations in close connection
with the national government. In order to monitor the performance of these
institutions, the government has planned to make use of the external quality
assessment system established in April 2000. The Ministry of Education has also
changed the financial allocation system for national universities to a lump sum
style budget and is aiming to introduce performance-based contractual funding
according to future results from external quality assessment. 

This change of higher education policy in Japan seems to be part of a complex game
of struggle for control. The main actors of this game are the Parliament, the
Ministry of Education, the Prime Minister’s Office, and the Association of National
Universities. The focus of this paper will be to analyse the debate concerning
changes in the Japanese higher education system and to encourage a sociological
discussion on higher education policy for national universities, especially within
Asian regions, from a comparative and international point of view. 

BACKGROUND

“Corporatisation”, of public universities, or changing public higher education
institutions into incorporate bodies, is one of the main topics in higher education
research today. Barton Clark (1998) described this issue as the emergence of
“entrepreneurial universities”, mainly by referring to cases in Europe. In some
Asian countries, the corporatisation or privatisation of national universities is
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thought to be one of the compelling strategies that will lead to the entrepreneur-
ial management in their public higher education system. Japan is one of many typ-
ical Asian countries which have a small public sector and a large private sector
involved in higher education. In many East Asian and South East Asian countries,
the expansion of the higher education system has been a result of financial contri-
butions from both students and their parents in the form of tuition fees. In 1998,
public expenditure for Japanese higher education amounted to only less than 0.5%
of the GDP. However, this does not mean that the public sector is not important. In
fact, national universities (or public universities) have functioned as a core part of
higher education.

In Japan, it is true that there are many doctoral graduates who are recruited to
work in private companies. However, even in the fields of engineering, most of
these graduates spend their lives as researchers. More than 70% of doctor course
students study in the universities run by the public sector. This shows that
national universities still dominate in the role of producing researchers. In the
duration of their research, most researchers will have been used at one time or
another within the bureaucratic system of the public sector. Because of this, Japa-
nese researchers have been able to view their research activities as relatively a
long-term occupation.

The role of the public sector has always been important in the Japanese edu-
cational system. Out of 99 national universities, approximately ten universities,
including seven former imperial universities are regarded as research universities.
Although there are several prestigious private universities involved in research,
most of the accomplished works from research have been produced by national
universities. This can be attributed to the fact that they receive public funding for
facilities and needed resources being that they are core research organisations.

This article aims to analyse the current debates on the higher education sys-
tem in Japan. It would seem that the need for change of higher education policy in
Japan is a result of a complex struggle for control. Those involved in this power
struggle are primarily the Parliament, the Ministry of Education, the Prime Minis-
ter’s Office and the Association of National Universities.

An analysis of the debate on this issue follows herein and will eventually lead
to a sociological discussion on higher education policy for national universities,
especially within Asian regions, from a comparative and international point of view.

INTRODUCTION OF “INDEPENDENT ADMINISTRATIVE CORPORATION” SCHEME

On September 20, 1999, the Japanese Ministry of Education revealed its plan
to “corporatise” all national universities making them “independent administra-
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tive corporations” which would serve as special public corporations in close con-
nection with the national government.

Following the Continental European model, national universities in Japan had
always been regarded as part of the governmental system. Although universities
themselves have strong autonomy in the recruitment of faculty members and run-
ning of general academic activities, they do not have the same organisational
structure to manage themselves as corporate bodies as most universities with
American or British origin.

Dutch higher education is an interesting case to study where the introduction
of an entrepreneur-like management system into public universities took place
not too long ago. In the 1980’s, based on a huge dispute between universities and
the government regarding control over administrative matters, the Dutch govern-
ment relinquished some of its power over to the universities. The lump sum bud-
getary system enabled universities to manage themselves in an entrepreneurial
fashion. At the same time, the VSNU (The Association of Universities in the
Netherlands) started a nationwide quality assurance scheme. Using the results
from external quality assessment, universities could make their own decisions
regarding personnel and financial matters. At the same time, the government was
able to maintain its supervision of universities, indirectly, by monitoring the
results of external quality assessment via the “meta-evaluation” process per-
formed by the Inspectorate (van Vught, 1989; Scheele et. al., 1998).

The introduction of a corporate-style management system within national uni-
versities has frequently been discussed in the history of Japan’s higher education.
This can be seen in that fact that OECD reviewers encountered this same issue
when they visited Japan back in 1970. During the proceedings of the National
Council of Educational Reform in the 1980’s, the incorporation for national univer-
sities was one of the topics to be discussed. Following these discussions, the
National Institute for School Finance was established in the early 1990s in order to
manage the financial affairs of national universities. However, “corporatisation”
itself was not yet realised, as it appeared as unrealistic at this point.

The discussions concerning the independent administrative corporation plan
in the latter half of the 1990s gave way to a greater perspective on the importance
of this issue. The Prime Minister’s Office was seeking ways of radically reducing the
size of the national government. As in the case of the post offices, national univer-
sities became one of the main targets within this restructuring scheme because
they were one of the largest public service sectors, employing over 100 000 public
servants.

Another suggestion arising from discussions over this corporatisation was the
possible privatisation of national universities. As over 70% of university students
are studying in private universities at undergraduate level, the majority of
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Japanese voters and politicians with higher education have not benefited directly
from national university education.

This means that supporters of national universities outside of the academic
world are relatively few, although most of the executive administrators in govern-
ment ministries are the alumni of prestigious national universities. At the same
time, the idea of market competition among public organisations had already infil-
trated into society.

Economists argued the importance of fair competition between public and
private institutions. Their argument, although a theoretical one, has had a strong
influence on public opinion because of its simplicity (Yonezawa, 1998).

MONBUSHO’S PLAN – THE MODEST CHOICE

For a long-time running, Monbusho (the Japanese Ministry of Education) had
been reluctant to turn national universities into independent administrative cor-
porations. The report of the University Council (the official advisory committee to
Monbusho) in October 1998 didn’t even mention the possibility of this type of
incorporation. Under strong pressure from the Prime Minister’s Office, Monbusho
finally issued a plan to corporatise national universities in order to get the oppor-
tunity to implement this plan on its initiative.

Monbusho’s idea was relatively a modest one. It emphasised the difficulty of
applying a standard scheme of independent administrative corporation and
instead, it suggested a plan of establishing special regulations for current national
universities.

Mombusho argued that corporatisation had to comply with the special needs
of each university with regards to its educational and research activities. In such
cases, universities would be regarded as corporate bodies that maintain their
autonomous nature and self-responsibility. In order for universities to operate in
the global competitive market; 1) Their educational and research activities, deci-
sion-making and implementation process, and personnel and financial systems
should be autonomous and, at the same time, should become more autonomous;
2) There must be some assurance as to the long-term continuance of their educa-
tional and research activities; 3) Faculty members must take strong initiative in
educational and research activities; 4) Quality assessment should not be imple-
mented by the national government, but by academics with experience in the
field; 5) The academic environment for educational and research activities should
be maintained at global competitive standards.

Under its basic statement, Monbusho outlined the initial details of its plan for
a special arrangement with national universities. First, it stated that in order for
universities to maintain the characteristics of a “national” institution, they should
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be given the title of “National University Corporations”. In Japan, all private uni-
versities operate under the title of “School Corporations”. Therefore, adding the
word “national university” to “National University Corporations” would mean that
there would still be a means of distinguishing national universities from private
universities. Second, the legal status of faculty members and staff would remain as
“Public Servants”. Third, each National University Corporation would operate one
university. In the case of smaller national universities with weaker financial situa-
tions, a merger might arise; however, the universities in question would hold the
responsibility of such an initiative. Fourth, National University Corporations would
be endowed with the special properties they have now as national universities
under the national government.

THE IMPACT

Reaction of national universities

The first reaction of national universities towards Monbusho’s plan was of a
negative nature (mainly embarrassment). This was because initially, national uni-
versities and Monbusho had jointly fought against the idea of administrative cor-
poration, put forth by the Prime Minister’s Office. The Minister of Education at that
time, Akihito Arima (former president of the University of Tokyo), finally decided
to accept the corporate plan, as he was the only person who had the power to take
initiative in the matter for both parties concerned – Mombusho and the national
universities.

There are still strong objections towards the Monbusho corporate scheme
and the Association of National Universities in Japan has not changed its official
stand to oppose the acceptance of the plan. However, opinion leaders understand
that the plan is one of the more modest ways of corporatisation. Although many
meetings between national universities and the government have been held, at
least as a public notice, this issue is still under discussion.

Nonetheless, some national universities have already started to make plans
for their survival after corporatisation.

On January 7, 2000, the University of Tokyo issued a report concerning its
future with regards to management. In this document, the University of Tokyo
defined its attitude as not being in agreement with the Monbusho plan but stated
that it would “examine” it. On July 10, 2000, the University of Tokyo issued their
interim report on the corporate plan and acknowledged that the acquisition of cor-
porate status is the essential step for its further reform. The University Planning
Committee of Hiroshima University has discussed its strategy of management after
corporatsation and feels its means of survival will rely heavily on co-operation with
the local community. The biggest issue for smaller universities was merging. Five
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small but prestigious national universities around Tokyo issued statements that
they would form an alliance and four of them have started to prepare their joint
education programmes. Word also leaked of the internal report from Niigata
University. It confirmed that Niigata University was seeking a possible merger with
neighbouring national universities. However, such trials of merger are, in practice,
still limited within prefecture level. The merger plan between Yamanashi Univer-
sity and Yamanashi Medical University would be a good example.

The establishment of a new quality assessment system

More than one year proceeding the acceptance of its corporate scheme,
Monbusho had already laid out a plan to establish a new external quality assess-
ment agency (Yonezawa, 2000). In the report issued in October 1998, the Univer-
sity Council stated that Monbusho would make use of the results of assessment
for its decision making of financial allocation to national universities and that all
national universities would be required to participate in this external “Third Party
Evaluation” procedure. However, at that time, quality assessment and corporatisa-
tion were not necessarily linked as integral policy for national universities. So far,
it is unclear what kind of role this new agency will take with regards to administra-
tive corporation scheme. It could very well serve as a “firewall” which protects
national universities against direct assessment by the Prime Minister’s Office,
while giving Monbusho a discrete but wide view of what is happening with the
financial allocation to national universities.

In April 2000, the new quality assessment system realised as a new core direc-
torate of existing National Institute for Academic Degrees, whose main function
was to issue academic degrees to students of non-accredited higher education
institutions. The Association of National Universities officially criticised this as a
case of over-integration of different administrative duties concerning academic
matters.

Introduction of the new budgetary system

Just before its proposal for the administrative corporation scheme for national
universities, Monbusho stated the need for drastic reform concerning the alloca-
tion of basic funds to national universities, although there is no official direct link
with the corporatisation scheme. Up to that point, the basic funding had been
mainly based on the number of faculty members and students of each university.
The government allocated funds according to tables which fixed the amount
according to academic fields and their respective needs. In this system, each chair
was in principle assured the same basic funding each year. Therefore, a chair of
Natural Sciences with laboratory work would get basic funding amounting to
roughly six times the amount given to a chair of Social Sciences or Humanities
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without laboratory work. Under this system, in order for basic funding to be allo-
cated, each chair was responsible for claiming his/her basic amount. However, the-
oretically, it had been universities who had decided how to reallocate their
funding among their faculties. Monbusho abolished the system of allocating vary-
ing amounts of funds to chairs and, instead, assured an equal distribution of funds
to each university in the lump sum budget introduced in 2000/2001.

Despite the turbulent discussions in the past on the corporate scheme,
Monbusho met with little resistance with its decision to implement this new bud-
getary scheme. However, each university then had to decide how to reallocate
their funding among their faculties with little knowledge of what other universities
were doing. Hiroshima University decided to reallocate a part of its funding based
on the amount of external resources each chair in the form of public and private
research grants. This method of reallocation was officially stated as tentative and
the university has started to prepare more elaborate methods of performance-
based funding. However, the trial of Hiroshima Universities is regarded as an
exceptional example. Most universities are stick to the traditional way of financial
allocation.

Another important point is that this new system still prohibits savings for the
next year. Even after the corporatisation, it is still not clear whether the universi-
ties will be permitted to “own” and “manage” their assets or not.

The policy report from the Liberal Democratic Party

Following the discussion between the government and universities, the Lib-
eral Democratic Party, the biggest ruling party, also started a special working group
on the corporatisation of National Universities. LDP issued the final report in
May 2000, and recommended to make a conclusive plan until March 2002. They
argued that the corporatisation of national universities can be discussed under
the “independent administrative corporation” plan although the special treatment
for the “National University Corporation” should be enacted. They advocated the
further mergers among the national institutions, while most of the points dis-
cussed in detail are similar with Monbusho Plan.

Statement of the Minister of Education

On 26 May 2000, at the meeting of national university presidents, Minister of
Education made a statement that they start its investigation of practical legal and
operational arrangements for the corporatisation plan. This arrangements will be
made based on the basic plan that has already been indicated in September 1999
by Monbusho itself, and they will make use of the advisory committee called
“Conference on the ideal form of National Universities in future”. On 14 June, the
Association of National Universities published its statements that they do not
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change their attitude to oppose to the “direct application” of independent admin-
istrative corporation scheme to the national universities. At the same time, they
also decided to participate the conference set by Monbusho. This means that the
discussion on the corporatisation proceeded to the next stage, i.e. the negotiation
on the conditions of the corporate body. The first meeting of the Conference was
held in 31 July. The strategies taken here by the Monbusho and national universi-
ties are to take an initiative on this corporatisation scheme. However, it is still not
so clear whether they can really idealise their plan or not.

A NEW STAGE FOR MASS HIGHER EDUCATION IN JAPAN?

When Roger Geiger (1986) examined Japanese higher education in the begin-
ning of 1980s, he found some evidence of transition from private-based education
to public-based education. At that time, the government officially acknowledged
the importance of private higher education within “public education” and started
a form of financial aid to private institutions.

After 15 to 20 years, Japan is now entering a new phase of public and private
higher education which must be redefined. The orientation is still ambiguous,
however the management system of national universities will be much more
entrepreneurial than before.

One of the differences between Japan’s change in its higher education system
and similar changes in Europe is that Japan, unlike Europe, has a large private sec-
tor in its higher education system. Thus private universities are already accus-
tomed to the corporate management system which exists within the market.

National universities have to face with direct market competition from private
institutions. At this moment, however, it is still vague as to what kind of new com-
petitive order will emerge in the mass higher education system in Japan in the
21th century.
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of Managing Organisational Knowledge 
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ABSTRACT

This article examines an important new issue for university administration: the
complexity involved in managing corporate knowledge. With little doubt one of the
pressing challenges for the contemporary university is “learning how to learn”.
Within an intricate social and economic context, universities manage a larger and
more complex body of organisational knowledge than ever before. This article
illustrates this with a case study of the evaluation and quality assessment activities
of Australian universities, through which unprecedented databases, particularly on
teaching quality, have been collected. Whether this “corporate intelligence” is
adequately managed for the purposes of continuous improvement in quality is
questioned. The analysis examines the problems associated with organisational
learning in universities, using theoretical perspectives that stress the distributed
nature of organisational learning and knowledge storage. These theories of
knowledge acquisition are used to propose a set of principles for how universities can
enhance the management of knowledge. 

INTRODUCTION

In recent years a new book or two has been appearing each month on the
subject of knowledge management. These books have accompanied an escalation
in career opportunities styled as “knowledge manager”, “corporate intelligence
manager”, or similar. These high-level business positions usually have little to do
with protecting intellectual property or managing information technology systems.
Instead, they are focused on streamlining the acquisition, flow and storage of
organisationally-relevant information.
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The reasons behind the corporate imperative for enhancing knowledge man-
agement are now familiar ones: among them, the changes to work created by tech-
nology, the impact of a global economy and fiercer commercial competitiveness,
and the requirement for broader and deeper professional knowledge bases. Peter
Drucker and other noted management theorists have begun arguing that the
capacity to mobilise the invisible and intangible knowledge bound up in the way
an enterprise arranges and co-ordinates its activities is potentially the source of
considerable commercial advantage. Perhaps most significantly, companies in
which knowledge is the key resource are realising their competitive viability might
depend on what they already know but may not be utilising.

In comparison, knowledge management in higher education has received lit-
tle attention. Throughout the 1990s, quality assurance, Total Quality Management,
leadership, and management were discussed under various banners. But during
this time there was little explicit exploration of the concept of knowledge manage-
ment, and virtually no analysis of the structures and processes that might foster
effective organisational learning in large and complex universities. This is a curi-
ous situation. Clearly higher education is a knowledge intensive industry. In fact,
Burton Clark (1996) and others have stressed that the expansion and complexity in
the knowledge with which universities now deal is one of the salient forces for
change in higher education.

The purpose of this article is to encourage greater exploration of the concepts
of knowledge management and organisational learning in higher education. In it, it
is argued that these can teach us a good deal about how universities learn (or fail
to learn) from quality assurance activities. The article begins with an outline of
some significant theoretical considerations that shed light on the problems of
organisational learning in large, cognitively-dispersed settings. It concludes by
offering a set of propositions for how universities can maximise their “corporate
IQ” and by identifying the areas in which empirical research would assist this.

Universities are arguably the storehouses of two separate and distinct catego-
ries of corporate knowledge. First (and obviously) there is the disciplinary knowl-
edge at the heart of the teaching, research and consultancy enterprise. This
knowledge constitutes the main “product” of universities. It is generated through
research and scholarship, and transferred through teaching, consultancy and pub-
lication. Alongside this disciplinary knowledge there is another form of knowl-
edge, perhaps less explicit, that is associated with the way a university goes about
its business, the intricate operational knowledge that is held in a university’s val-
ues, policies and practices. This is the knowledge that guides the institutional
styles of teaching and learning, for instance. It is re-negotiated and reshaped dur-
ing everyday policy-making, decision-making and other activities. Ultimately, the
appropriate management of this knowledge is a significant determinant of
whether an institution achieves its objectives. While the challenge of successfully
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managing a growing body of knowledge is doubtless equally pertinent to each of
these knowledge forms, for the sake of simplicity this article concentrates on the
operational knowledge, in the main part because this is where such important
linkages with efficiency, effectiveness and quality assurance are to be found.

THE CHALLENGE OF CONVERTING INFORMATION INTO KNOWLEDGE

As higher education communities are well aware, universities are under pres-
sure. The social and economic forces forging a more complex operating environ-
ment hardly need reiterating. In Australia, there has been a steady decline in the
public revenue allocated to higher education for over a decade now, and a gradual
re-adjustment of the role of universities in the community. Universities have been
forced to be more adaptive and to diversify their funding bases. Their strategic
plans have become international in outlook and the effective integration of infor-
mation technology is a central objective. These trends have issued a challenge to
traditional thinking about the most suitable forms of organisation in higher educa-
tion. Universities have become compelled to look for structures and processes
better suited to frequent adaptation.

Teaching is the site of much of the change. Universities in Australia, as else-
where, are engaged with at least three elements of change that are confronting
long-held assumptions about teaching and learning in higher education. The first
is caused by the growth in higher education participation and the associated
diversity in student backgrounds, goals and expectations – what may have worked
well in the elite era no longer will do so, and more attention is being given to
understanding student learning and how it can be optimised. The second element
relates to three interwoven factors that have done much to alter student-teacher
relationships: the concern for accountability in public systems, the emphasis on
quality and quality assurance, and the general upsurge in consumer/market ideol-
ogy. The third element, of course, is the information technology revolution and its
potential, among other things, for allowing new forms of delivery and for reducing
barriers of time and space to participation in higher education.

Largely as a result of these change elements, a striking feature of the past
decade in Australian higher education is the extent to which teaching and learning
in universities has become more complicated and reliant on a more sophisticated
knowledge base. As the complexity of the teaching function has risen, so has the
number of personnel involved. Whereas university teaching was once a largely
autonomous, “one-to-many” activity, responsibility for the quality of teaching is
now often distributed and “many-to-many”. On-line delivery, flexible delivery and
educational multimedia require highly specialised staff and are placing a pre-
mium on team-based material preparation and implementation. And just as qual-
ity improvement may once have revolved around individual professional
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 44

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 44  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
development, which encouraged and assisted academics to enhance their skills,
quality assurance and continuous improvement now demand highly co-ordinated
activity.

These irreversible trends have created tension and imbalance in academic
work. A series of recent studies of Australian academics have highlighted the
problems: staff have identified substantial increases in workload, and have
expressed disquiet with perceptions of additional administrative tasks (McInnis,
1998). Coaldrake and Steadman (1998, 1999) argue that these trends are the result
of the failure of university personnel policies to keep pace with the differentiation
of staff work roles. And one of the root causes for this differentiation, it seems, is
the sheer volume and increasingly elaborate ebb and flow of “operational knowl-
edge” that is now part of the day-to-day business of the university.

Yet these stresses and strains do not imply that universities have failed to
respond to their new environments. In fact they have adapted in a number of
ways. Most notably, there has been a tendency to look for “stronger” leadership
and to strengthen centralised, top-down decision-making structures. There has
been a consolidation of the role of executive leadership and a rise in the signifi-
cance of the professional manager or administrator. This trend towards seeing uni-
versity effectiveness largely in terms of better leadership and management has
been regularly depicted in terms of a dichotomy between managerialism and col-
legiality, a simplification which has been unproductive in helping understand the
reality of the new interplay between hierarchy, or top-down decision-making, and
“bottom-up” collegial practices.

Another university response to a more complex operating environment has
been to introduce new levels of performance monitoring through quality assur-
ance and evaluation systems. In part these systems are a flow-on from external
requirements for public accountability, but they are also driven by an internal
commitment to understand institutional performance through gauging external
and internal environments. An ongoing puzzle for higher education administrators
throughout the 1990s was to identify suitable quantitative measures of institu-
tional performance, for both summative and formative purposes.

As a result of these monitoring systems, the information base on teaching
quality has expanded considerably in most universities. Most institutions have
amassed large data sets of quantitative information on teaching, usually through
surveys of current students and graduates. Virtually all Australian universities now
have policies and practices for collecting standardised data across the institutions
and most have built-up time series trend data. There is an enormous amount of
costly evaluative activity. Data are tabulated, circulated and widely scrutinised in
most universities.
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Paradoxically, however, we may have little to show for this effort, at least in
terms of evidence of continuous improvement. Tom Angelo (2000) has this to say
about the US experience:

“Since the beginnings of the current higher education reform movement in
the mid-1980s, thousands of American academic developers, administrators,
and academic staff leaders have promoted change under the banners of
assessment, continuous quality improvement, active learning, strategic plan-
ning, distance education, and other related movements. Much has changed as
a result of their efforts and much has improved, of course. Nonetheless, there
are still surprisingly few well-documented examples of significant, lasting
gains in student learning at the department or institutional level. More
broadly, nearly 30 years of organised academic development efforts in the US
have reaped rather modest rewards, if evidence of improved student learning
is the relevant indicator.”

While this may be a slightly unfair assessment, the general sentiments ring
true in the Australian context. Something puzzling is happening here. Never
before have universities had so much information on their performance available
to them, yet their capacity to utilise this information in order to enhance perfor-
mance is debatable. This is not a question of staff indifference or indolence. What
it highlights perhaps are the difficulties in converting highly codified information
into useful organisational knowledge. The article will return to this point.

THEORIES OF ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING 
AND ORGANISATIONAL KNOWLEDGE

The data sets from evaluation and quality assurance are merely one example
of the knowledge management challenge facing universities. Indeed, many of the
difficulties for the modern university can be traced to dramatically increased infor-
mation flow and the need to construct and manage an ever growing body of organ-
isational knowledge. The capacity to do this effectively is at the heart of the
potential of universities to function in new and improved ways.

From a theoretical stance, the problem facing contemporary universities is
essentially an epistemological one. The modern university is part of an intricate
distributed knowledge system that now extends well beyond its formal organisa-
tional boundaries. It is reasonable to assume the more successful universities of
the future will be those that can manage these distributed systems to acquire and
utilise organisationally relevant knowledge – that is, “learn”.

At this point some theoretical perspectives provide helpful insights. Since
the 1970s, organisational theorists have been concerned with the question of if,
and in what ways, organisations learn. Chris Argyris and Donald Schön (1974, 1978,
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1996) can be credited with many of the early empirical studies. In short, their
research program was concerned with understanding how organisations manage in
complex environments that boggle the individual mind. The findings of their early
organisational case studies led them to propose a non-classical view of organisa-
tions that challenged the existing orthodoxy of organisation theory. In essence,
they offered the provocative suggestion, at the time, that organisational effective-
ness was associated with dispersed organisational knowledge, a direct challenge
to the prevailing assumption that improved organisational effectiveness stems in
the main part from the top downwards.

Argyris and Schön defy the accepted view that hierarchy, rules and rational
work organisation were the tools for coping with complexity. Instead, they look to
the cognitive potential distributed throughout organisations and the way in which
organisations can learn above and beyond the learning of individuals. These ideas
are now commonplace but were once controversial. Argyris and Schön’s theoretical
work underpinned many later studies (see Hedberg, 1981, Huber, 1991 and Garavan,
1997) and provided much of the impetus for the proliferation throughout the 1990s
of management literature on the “learning organisation”. Essentially, the notion of
a “learning organisation” is of an adaptive, reflexive organisation that is well-
suited to turbulent environments (the literature is abundant – for example, Senge,
1990; Swieringa and Wierdsma, 1992; Watkins and Marsick, 1993; Dixon 1994;
Marquardt and Reynolds, 1994, Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1996). The now popularised
idea revolves around a set of broad, aspirational concepts related to bottom-up
employee participation in planning and decision-making, flexibility, teamwork
and, most of all, continuous collective learning.

Clearly organisations cannot learn in a literal sense, since they do not have
brains, but they do have a “memory”, of sorts, in the mechanisms they have for
storing and recalling information. They also have processes through which this
organisational memory is modified on the basis of the actions and decisions of
individuals. Human beings are skilled in “off-loading” personal knowledge in a
symbolic form – as a species we excel in “extending our minds”, as Evers and
Lakomski have put it (1991, 1996). There are two good reasons for pigeon-holing
knowledge. First, individuals have quite finite cognitive capacities for storing and
recalling the vast information sets needed in professional life. Second, organisa-
tions depend heavily on the capacity to share knowledge, so efforts are made
through language and other symbolic representation to make knowledge accessi-
ble to others – in organisational life we are each part of this “extended mind”.
Thus we make explicit efforts to disseminate and safely store knowledge in formal
documents and in policies and procedures. Equally importantly, organisational
knowledge is stored less formally but no less significantly in people’s mental
images of the organisation and in highly routine everyday practices that constitute
“the way we do things here”.
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Of critical theoretical and practical significance, Argyris and Schön demon-
strate how natural feedback loops provide the mechanism for modifying this dis-
tributed tacit organisational knowledge. On a day-to-day basis, adjustments to
beliefs and workplace activities take place in response to feedback on the results
or outcomes of earlier actions. A kind of incremental organisational learning occurs
whenever a) a gap is detected between the outcomes desired and the outcomes
achieved, and b) changes in actions and strategies are made accordingly. This is a
piece-meal process of “error” detection and problem-solving, of matching expec-
tations against outcomes.

ORGANISATIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND LEARNING IN UNIVERSITIES

The current development and implementation of electronic technologies for
teaching and learning in universities provides as excellent example of how this
problem-based organisational learning is taking place in higher education. Since
the technologies are so new, the knowledge of how they can be used effectively
for educational purposes in specific contexts is incomplete. Without reliable blue-
prints to follow, a massive, collective process of trial and error knowledge acquisi-
tion is underway in most universities as staff discover effective techniques, largely
through problem-solving processes. This is literally an experiential form of staff
development; the staff involved in this trail-blazing are heavily reliant on feed-
back about what works well and what does not, gathered through both formal data
collection and less formal, day-to-day observation.

Broadly speaking, the concept of learning organisations has had some influ-
ence on thinking about university administration (Duke, 1992; Meade, 1995). Clark
(1996, p. 429) has argued that to advance the provision of higher education in
the current context “ ... we need to know more about universities as learning organ-
isations in which self-assessment and self-regulation lead to cycles of self-
enhancement”. Similarly, Ramsden and Martin (1996: 313) propose there is a need
for

“… moving universities towards being ‘learning organisations’, in which peo-
ple at all levels are collectively, and continually, improving their ability to
produce valued outcomes and to adapt to new demands”…

But to develop universities into more effective learning organisations
requires deeper insights into their present systems and structures for organisa-
tional learning, and into the kinds of practical steps and arrangements that sup-
port the creation and application of new organisational knowledge.

It is helpful in this regard to think of a university as a hugely dispersed cogni-
tive network in which departments and centres are the principal locations for the
“bottom-up” learning of the extended minds of the university network. Given the
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complexity of university operating environments and their missions, the knowl-
edge guiding day-to-day practices is likely to be uncertain and “error” prone –
using “error” here in a technical sense to refer to mismatches between expecta-
tions and outcomes. Under these circumstances, error prevention through rule-
based management is unlikely and learning from error becomes the principal
means for advancement; that is, the safest strategy for improvement is to nurture
systems for learning from experimentation and feedback. Localised problem-
solving will be optimised by conditions that foster and maintain experimentation,
that are forgiving of risk-taking, and that maximise feedback.

These ideas about “bottom-up” organisational learning contrast with the
notion that leaders or managers are the principal learners in organisations. How-
ever, an organisational learning perspective suggests that complex organisations
such as universities not only make advances in organisational effectiveness
through rational decision-making processes and management intervention – not-
withstanding certain efficiencies that are attributable to hierarchical decision-
making – but also learn through increments won from trial and error learning as
these gradually permeate the institution. Lindblom (1990, p. 242) has described
this as a process of “mutual adjustment”, which takes place among people
throughout the hierarchy during day-to-day interactions.

An intriguing question is how this organisational learning can be optimised. In
other words, what deliberate steps can be taken to enhance organisational knowl-
edge acquisition? Some insights can be drawn from the naturalistic account of
organisational learning sketched in the previous section. In particular, this theory
of learning through feedback sheds light on some of the peculiar difficulties in
organisational learning facing universities. There are six discussed below, many of
which are highly interrelated.

SIX LEARNING INHIBITORS

The feedback is often ambiguous

To begin with, the feedback on organisational performance in higher educa-
tion is seldom straightforward. Beyond some simple indicators – such as “input”
and “output” variables on student numbers, for instance – much of what we value
in higher education is difficult to measure (see, for instance, Cuenin, 1988; Kells,
1993; Cave et al., 1997) and important information is lost when it is quantified and
codified for the purposes of evaluation and quality assurance schemes. This is
especially true of teaching and learning, where learning outcomes and graduate
qualities are highly abstract. As a consequence, the present performance indica-
tors for teaching quality frequently have a highly subjective element to them, and
have alternative conceptual bases (Cave et al., 1997, p. 225). Indeed, even the
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underpinning educational objectives, which are usually multifaceted, can be
unclear and not widely agreed to. Progress has been made in quantifying perfor-
mance in some areas, but the measures remain highly contestable and contested.

It seems then, that the consequences of university action in some key areas
cannot be represented in simple symbolic ways. One implication from the per-
spective of knowledge construction, is that feedback on performance is often
incomplete, uncertain and open to various interpretations. This unavoidable situ-
ation imposes natural limits on the capacity of universities to detect and measure
performance “errors” unambiguously.

There are lengthy delays in the feedback loops

A related complication is that feedback is often delayed. That is, there are
often long periods between university actions and the opportunity to monitor out-
comes. Reasonably tight feedback loops for quality assurance are conceivable
within a subject or unit, where student assessment data or evaluation data can be
used to modify practices for the following time the subject or unit is taught. But
beyond this, many of the important goals of a university can only be measured in
a time scale of years. A liberal undergraduate education, for instance, is antici-
pated to have subtle personal and career effects, not to mention community
effects, that show up many years on. This is in significant contrast with enterprises
were hourly, daily and weekly monitoring is possible and has become the norm.

The delays in feedback in higher education process cause adjustments to be
made well before solid evidence is available on the outcomes of previous actions.
This creates a learning loop with the potential for wildly erratic fluctuations, and
intelligent anticipation takes over. However, awareness of the delay dilemma may
also create subtle climates of complacency or fatalism, for it is easy to be dismiss-
ive of lagged measurement data that is perceived to be of questionable relevance
in an altered context.

Causal links between actions and outcomes are unclear

There is still relatively incomplete understanding of the causal links between
actions and outcomes in higher education. Precisely what it is that universities do
to and for graduates, and how they do it – the value-adding effect of higher educa-
tion – is simply not yet fully understood (see Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). Fur-
thermore, it may never be fully understood, for higher education is a highly
complex process and the number of variables defies human cognitive power.

That particular outcomes can be traced to specific institutional policies and
practices hinges on the dubious assumption that, from among numerous interact-
ing variables, those which have causal relationships with outcomes can be iso-
lated. However, the co-existence of certain outcomes and certain institutional
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policies and procedures is insufficient reason to establish with confidence a causal
link between the two. Since higher education is subject to many factors that do
not function in isolation, cause-effect associations are seldom straightforward and
there is always the possibility that outcomes are due to unrecognised variables.

Universities have individualistic cultures

The organisational structures and cultures of universities traditionally give
prominence to the role and significance of the individual academic staff member.
This is as true of the teaching function as it is of research. Academic staff usually
take individual responsibility for teaching particular subjects, often those closely
linked to personal research interests. In many ways teaching is, or was once, a pri-
vate professional domain. This historical feature of higher education “delivery”
has many advantages that are at the heart of the idea of the university, especially
the opportunity for people to teach in highly specialised areas with passion and
enthusiasm. Unfortunately however, individualistic approaches to teaching also
creates segregated pockets of knowledge that limit learning from the experiences
of others about the effects of teaching.

Highly individualistic university cultures are showing signs of breaking down,
largely because of technology and the imperative for flexible delivery mentioned
earlier, but their effects are still strong. They are still evident when inexperienced
new appointees commence their teaching with little departmental support, in pro-
motion schemes that only reward individual achievement, and in evaluation pro-
cesses that do not adequately discriminate between the performance of
individual teachers and the quality of the overall context of teaching and courses.

Quality assurance has often been a top-down activity

The history of quality assurance in Australian universities is largely one of a
management requirement, usually for the purposes of external accountability.
Often the procedures in place are highly centralised. This has created two infor-
mation streams flowing in opposite directions. Flowing “downstream”, so to speak,
are centrally collected evaluation data, collected by and for university-wide
administration purposes, fed downwards with the expectation of academic staff
taking appropriate local action if necessary. Flowing (or perhaps trickling) in the
counter direction – “upstream” in the hierarchy – is the knowledge academic staff
have of their own contexts and locally collected evaluation data.

Tensions seem inevitable with this two-way flow of top-down and bottom-up
feedback. Decision-making often flows downstream, but genuine error detection
is probably more likely to occur at lower levels in the hierarchy. However, not all
local knowledge finds its way upstream. This is for a number of reasons, including
the social barriers to passing information upwards in a hierarchy-links to personal
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accountability, for instance, create a climate of defensiveness that will inevitably
lead to a protective “filtering” of communication. The situation, then, is one in
which teaching staff may find little personal meaning in data collected centrally,
while at the same time may see little benefit in being candid about the possibly
richer data set drawn from their own experience and professional “error” detection.

A semi-permeable knowledge membrane exists between academic and 
administrative staff

An unusual organisational characteristic of universities is the deeply entrenched
division in roles and status between academic and administrative staff. This too is
showing signs of weakening under the pressure for team-based activity, but there
remain fundamental differences in the values and objectives of these two groups
of people. Put crudely, academic and administrative staff draw on fundamentally
dissimilar professional knowledge bases: without stereotyping or exaggerating dif-
ferences, academic staff are typically sustained by and are drawn to their research,
whereas administrative staff find professional reference points in administrative
efficiency and effectiveness. The strongest allegiance of many academics is to the
dispersed “organisation” of their international disciplinary community, whereas
administrative staff might have primary loyalty to their host institution.

These differences in values are large and significant, yet both underpin pro-
fessional qualities necessary for the successful modern university. Unfortunately,
such fundamentally divergent ways of seeing the work of universities also creates
knowledge transfer problems. Metaphorically, there is an invisible membrane
through which only certain knowledge can pass. Because staff differ so much in
their values, understandings and priorities, the knowledge that manages to per-
meate this barrier is filtered and subject to alternative interpretations. This of
course limits organisational learning. For teaching and learning quality assurance
this is a particularly critical issue, since this is an area where academic and admin-
istrative responsibilities for the standard of university performance are coming
into close alignment and co-operative action is often required.

RAISING A UNIVERSITY’S IQ

Some of these learning limitations are natural and inevitable, but they do not
mean that universities should surrender in the quest for unearthing improved
organisational forms. If it is possible to think of a university as having an IQ, then it
is the characteristics of its organisational structure, culture and processes that
allow learning from feedback. In other words, a university’s IQ might be how
responsive and “plastic” the university is in its capacity to renew organisational
knowledge and to learn from individual and collective experience. There appears
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no reason on the face of it why intelligent organisational design might not enhance
this plasticity. Five tentative principles for strengthening this adaptive capacity of
universities are suggested below.

Recognise that the department/centre is the key learning unit

Clark (1996, p. 428) has made the point that the new demands on higher edu-
cation require concerted action at the level of faculty or academic department:

“Beyond strengthened administration, more discretionary funding, and a use-
ful development periphery, the whole entrepreneurial effort must sink into
and come to characterise the traditional departments and faculties. They too
must become more willing to get up and go’, to seek new sources of support,
to actively expand old ones, and to make hard decisions locally on what new
and old features to invest in and what ones to diminish or avoid.”

It is likely that the department or centre is the organisational unit within
which most of the organisational learning occurs in universities. It follows that the
kind of day-to-day error detection and correction that is necessary for continuous
improvement in teaching and learning is best handled at this level, by the people
most closely involved in designing curricula, development materials, and face-to-
face teaching.

This is not to argue that these activities should be conducted in isolation from
institution-wide strategies, reference points or external benchmarks (James, 1997).
Indeed, an overarching institutional framework is necessary, but ideally this frame-
work should recognise and reward performance at the level of department while
giving appropriate latitude for departments to approach their missions in their
own particular ways. Possibly the role of management may simply be to assist in
establishing the conditions for learning at department level and then to step back
and let staff “get on with it”. One welcome breakthrough would be the discovery of
appropriate ways of recognising collective performance in individual career devel-
opment and promotion opportunities. At present, Australian universities are con-
strained in their efforts to build team-based academic environments by promotion
policies that largely reward individualistic work habits.

Consciously build feedback loops

As discussed earlier, university activities, due to their complexity, are prone
to “error”. That is, most of the time we can expect extensive gaps between expec-
tations and outcomes. This places a premium on distributed learning from feed-
back and on making incremental advances in practice. In times of rapid change,
this kind of grass-roots level responsiveness is all the more necessary, for it is
unwise to centralise learning or adaptive responsibilities given the daunting cog-
nitive complexity of the task.
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All this points to the importance of deliberately installing or strengthening
the feedback systems that create adaptive capacity. Any processes that increase
performance feedback and facilitate the spread of information will be valuable.
The best processes will be those that provide short turn-around time on evalua-
tion, such as student focus groups perhaps. Little can be done about the problem
of feedback delay, other than to look for measurement opportunities with short-
loop feedback properties that can serve as adequate proxies for longer term out-
comes. There has been some success in this regard with the Course Experience
Questionnaire (Ramsden, 1991), which in essence uses student reports of teaching
characteristics as a proxy for student learning outcomes.

Establish clear, agreed and measurable objectives

There is a compelling argument that organisational learning needs to take place
within a strategic framework that establishes with clarity what is valued and identi-
fies realistic, quantitative performance targets. One of the shortcomings of many
university quality assurance activities – at least the systematic data collection side
of these activities – is that too often they are conducted without agreed objectives
and without staff sharing a clear sense of desirable or reasonable performance levels.

An important step in enhancing the use of quality assurance data for the pur-
poses of continuous important is to establish quantitative targets that are ade-
quately representative of what the university wishes to achieve. As pointed out
earlier, not all that is valued in higher education can be easily measured. However,
simple targets are necessary as a focus for feedback on performance and assess-
ment of progress. This kind of systematic monitoring of performance against
objectives is widespread in other industries, but is yet to become fully embedded
in university cultures. The desirable characteristics of quantitative performance
targets are that the wisdom of the objective is widely agreed to, the data collec-
tion is viewed as robust, and the measurement is difficult to manipulate – the last
to avoid superficial responses aimed merely at influencing the data rather than
addressing underlying performance issues.

Encourage experimentation, tolerate error

One of the key insights from research into organisational learning is that lim-
ited advances are made unless there is a willingness to experiment beyond the
bounds of prevailing organisational norms. An important characteristic of organisa-
tional knowledge is that it is sometimes resilient in the face of change. Often people
search for stability in their working lives and continue to replicate effective practices
of the past. This kind of enduring operational knowledge is helpful to the extent that
it provides a buffer against loss of knowledge as individuals come and go. On the
other hand, this stability may limit responsiveness to environmental change.
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Universities are in many ways stable organisations, perhaps conservative
organisations. But effective trial and error learning at departmental level requires
a culture that is tolerant of new ways of doing things. Since we can never be sure
about what will work well, some commitment to risk is needed. Yet there is over-
whelming evidence that most organisations show low tolerance of risk-taking and
mistakes (often despite rhetoric to the contrary), and that people learn to behave
defensively in these organisations. These personal defensive mechanisms lead to
the non-disclosure of knowledge and the covering up of errors, which, ultimately,
impedes learning. Academic cultures that encourage transparency and candor will
be valuable, while recognising that a utopian university is unlikely.

Experimentation inevitably produces failure as well as success. A good exam-
ple of this is the introduction of new approaches to teaching and learning, where it
is well known that apparent downturns in student satisfaction or little immediate
improvement in academic performance can be the outcome in the short term.
However, departments probably need to persevere with a moderate level of risk-
taking, not for its own sake but because this is the surest way to uncover serendip-
itous outcomes in the long haul.

Create nodes for knowledge diffusion

Arguably, the major learning challenge for the modern university is associated
with encouraging the internal lateral flow of knowledge. While the department is
the key learning unit, there are also benefits to be gained from a wider diffusion of
knowledge across the university. To return to the example of the development of
information technology techniques and resources, there is presently considerable
team-based learning underway. However, unless this organisational learning is fed
back into the university as a whole, then valuable localised knowledge will not be
utilised. In this regard the rigid faculty and department structure of the university
serves to fragment the organisational knowledge base. What will help are activi-
ties and processes that create cross-disciplinary linkages – many universities have
these of course, in the form of Special Interest Groups, Information Technology
developer forums, and so on. These opportunities establish important nodes for
knowledge diffusion, but much more can be done to improve the rate at which
knowledge permeates institutions.

SOME RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In the main part, the administrative challenges facing universities are not
unlike those facing organisations of all kinds. They derive from the problem of
understanding and initiating organisational adaptation in times of rapid social
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change and uncertainty. Burton Clark (1997, p. 97) has urged that the solution lies
in “management [keeping] open the door to organisational learning, learning that
must largely take place in the efforts of production units”. At its most informal, this
organisational learning is an activity in which universities and their staff engage in
the everyday course of events. It is a normal facet of organisational life. This does
not mean, however, that these tacit learning systems are all equally effective; one
of the principal research and development challenge for universities is to discover
how to build planned structures and processes that will best provide for systematic
and sustained learning.

Improving learning systems in universities poses some elaborate problems.
The feedback on organisational performance is naturally vague, delayed and diffi-
cult to codify and communicate. Nevertheless, within these constraints there is
further scope to study the characteristics of universities and departments that
appear to have developed effective systems. There are a number of interesting
and important questions: What departmental size is optimal? What kind of organi-
sational designs at a department/centre level are best suited to learning? How can
abstract performance objectives be codified and quantified? How can shorter-
term feedback be generated? How can knowledge be effectively diffused
between departments? What kind of lateral connections can be established cen-
trally to foster knowledge transfer?

This article is little more than a preliminary overview of a complex area.
Clearly more conceptual analysis is still required. The theoretical perspectives
presented here raise at least two practical issues. First, more sophisticated think-
ing is needed about aligning the policies and organisational structures of universi-
ties with the changes taking place in academic/university work. Second, each new
management buzz-word that offers a formula for success in universities, such as
the “entrepreneurial university” or the “adaptive university”, should be treated
with caution. Change processes in higher education and the structural and cultural
modifications under way require analysis in broader terms and discussion needs
to move beyond prototypical arrangements that are unlikely to be transferable
across contexts (James, 1998).

The argument presented here is that the transformation in universities is one
from relatively stable organisational forms with individualistic cultures to rapidly
changing organisations in which a premium is placed on collective action. Individ-
ual learning was once the cornerstone of the university. This remains true, but
there is also an imperative now for collective organisational learning. How univer-
sities manage their knowledge and how they construct new organisational knowl-
edge from the information at their disposal will be one indicator of their capacity
to thrive in an uncertain future.
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 56

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 56  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am indebted to Colin Evers and Gabriele Lakomski for their work on the epistemo-
logical advantages for organisational administration of adaptive learning systems which
facilitate feedback and learning from error (see Evers and Lakomski, 1991, 1996).
© OECD 2000



Quality Assurance and the Growing Puzzle of Managing Organisational Knowledge in Universities

 57

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 57  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
References

ANGELO, T. (2000),
“Doing academic development as though we value learning most: Transformative
guidelines from research and practice”, in R. James, J. Milton and R. Gabb (eds.), Corner-
stones of Higher Education: Research and Development in Higher Education, Vol. 22, HERDSA Inc.,
Australia.

ARGYRIS, C. and SCHÖN, D. (1974),
Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional Effectiveness, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.

ARGYRIS, C. and SCHÖN, D. (1978), Organisational Learning: A Theory of Action Perspective, Addi-
son-Wesley, Reading, Mass.

ARGYRIS, C. and SCHÖN, D. (1996),
Organisational Learning II: Theory, Method, and Practice, Addison-Wesley, Reading, Mass.

CAVE, M., HANNEY, S., HENKEL, M. and KOGAN, M. (1997),
The Use of Performance Indicators in Higher Education: The Challenge of the Quality Movement
(3rd ed.), Jessica Kingsley, London.

CLARK, B. (1996),
“Substantive growth and innovative organisation: New categories for higher education
research”, Higher Education, 32, pp. 417-430.

CLARK, B. (1997),
“Higher education as a self-guiding society”, Tertiary Education and Management, 3, 2,
pp. 91-100.

COALDRAKE, P. and STEADMAN, L. (1998),
On the Brink: Australia’s Universities Confronting their Future, University of Queensland Press,
Brisbane.

COALDRAKE, P. and STEADMAN, L. (1999),
Academic Work in the Twenty-First Century: Changing Roles and Policies, Canberra, Australian
Government Publishing Service.

CUENIN, S. (1988),
Performance Indicators in Higher Education: A Study of their Development and Use in
15 OECD Countries, OECD, Paris.

DIXON, N. (1994),
The Organisational Learning Cycle: How We Can Learn Collectively, McGraw-Hill, London.

DUKE, C. (1992),
The Learning University: Towards a New Paradigm? Buckingham, Society for Research into
Higher Education and Open University Press.
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 58

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 58  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
EVERS, C.W. and LAKOMSKI, G. (1991),
Knowing Educational Administration: Contemporary Methodological Controversies in Educational
Administration Research, Pergamon Press, Oxford.

EVERS, C.W. and LAKOMSKI, G. (1996),
Exploring Educational Administration: Coherentist Applications and Critical Debates, Pergamon
Press, Oxford.

GARAVAN, T. (1997),
“The Learning Organisation: A Review and Evaluation”, Learning Organisation, 4, 1, pp. 18-29.

HEDBERG, B. (1981),
“How Organisations Learn and Unlearn”, in P. Nystrom and W. Starbuck (eds.), Handbook
of Organisational Design, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

HUBER, G. (1991),
“Organisational learning: The contributing processes and the literatures”, Organisation
Science, 2, 1, pp. 88-115.

JAMES, R. (1997),
“An organisational learning perspective on academic development: A strategy for an
uncertain future”, International Journal for Academic Development, 2, 2, pp. 35-41.

JAMES, R. (1998),
“Benchmarking in Australian higher education: The claims and prospects”, Curriculum
Perspectives, 18, 3, pp. 62-70.

KELLS, H. (ed.) (1993),
The Development of Performance Indicators in Higher Education: A Compendium of Twelve Countries,
OECD, Paris.

LINDBLOM, C. (1990),
Inquiry and Change: The Troubled Attempt to Understand and Shape Society, Yale University
Press, New Haven.

MARQUARDT, M. and REYNOLDS, A. (1994),
The Global Learning Organisation: Gaining Competitive Advantage Through Continuous
Learning, Irwin, Burr Ridge, Ill.

MEADE, P. (1995),
“Utilising the university as a learning organisation to facilitate quality improvement”,
Quality in Higher Education, 1, 2, pp. 111-122

NONAKA, I. and TAKEUCHI, H. (1996),
The Knowledge-Creating Company, Oxford University Press, New York.

PASCARELLA, E. and TERENZINI, P. (1991),
How College Affects Students, Jossey Bass, San Francisco.

RAMSDEN, P. (1991),
“A performance indicator of teaching quality in higher education: The course experi-
ence questionnaire”, Studies in Higher Education, 16, 2, pp. 129-150.

RAMSDEN, P. and MARTIN, E. (1996),
“Recognition of good university teaching: Policies from an Australian study”, Studies in
Higher Education, 21, 3, pp. 299-315.

SENGE, P. (1990),
The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organisation, Random Century Group,
London.
© OECD 2000



Quality Assurance and the Growing Puzzle of Managing Organisational Knowledge in Universities

 59

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 59  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
SWIERINGA, J. and WIERDSMA, A. (1992),
Becoming a Learning Organisation: Beyond the Learning Curve, Addison-Wesley, Cambridge.

WATKINS, K. and MARSICK, V. (1993),
Sculpting the Learning Organisation, Josses-Bass, San Francisco.
© OECD 2000



 61

Higher Education Management Vol. 12, No. 3

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 61  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
University Financial Management under 
a Contraction of Government Funding: 

the Case of Hong Kong

Alex P.C. Shuen

Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong, China

ABSTRACT

Shortly after the sovereignty hand-over, the tertiary education sector in Hong Kong had
experienced a contraction in government funding unprecedented in past 20 years. There was
an increasing demand from legislators for accountability and transparency in university
management. Would latest western management techniques such as BPR, RCM, outsourc-
ing and cross-charging help university management to tide over to the next millennium. In
this article, the author examines the changes in funding methodology and problems in finan-
cial management faced by university management in Hong Kong and actions taken by them
to address these issues. 

INTRODUCTION

There should be little difficulties in endorsing the University Grants Commit-
tee of Hong Kong (UGC)’s assertion that “all education in all countries is expensive
(…) but higher education is particularly costly” (UGC, 1996, par. 34.2). UGC is a
non-statutory advisory committee, responsible for advising the Government of
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the People’s Republic of China
on the development and funding needs of higher education institutions (HEIs) in
the SAR. In practical terms, UGC is the funding body of the HEIs. In UGC’s mission
statement, it has pledged to … “assure the quality and cost effectiveness of their
[the HEIs’] education provision, and being publicly accountable for the large sums
of public money devoted to higher education”. It is therefore natural to find that in
recent years UGC has embarked on various assessment exercises, initially on
research, then on teaching and learning, and most recently management, to
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increase accountability and at the same time push for lower unit costs through
reduction in direct recurrent funding.

Though the amount of money put into higher education by the Government of
Hong Kong SAR may not be as significant as in other places like Korea and
Singapore, it did not delay Hong Kong in joining the “accountability movement of
the 1990s” (Gaither, 1995). In this study we shall examine the changes on the fund-
ing scene in the tertiary education sector in Hong Kong and how the HEIs have
responded to these changes.

HIGHER EDUCATION FUNDING IN HONG KONG

In terms of recurrent funding, HEIs in Hong Kong can roughly be divided into
two categories: publicly funded and non-publicly funded. While one or two institu-
tions may also receive financial assistance from the Government, the funding they
receive is mostly in the form of a one-off earmarked project based grant,
e.g. capital project grant. Such institutions are not regarded as publicly funded for
the purpose of this study.

In Hong Kong the majority of higher education institutions are publicly
funded. They all bear the designation of “University” and receive funding on a tri-
ennium basis from the Government through UGC in the form of a Block Grant, with
the exception of the Hong Kong Institution of Education, which was established
in 1996. The latter received funding on an annual grant basis with earmarked line-
items to align with the policy of tighter control from the government in its early
years of development.

The UGC was established in 1965, with principles and practices modelling on
the British University Grants Committee. Members of the UGC are appointed by
the Chief Executive of the Government of Hong Kong SAR. Though UGC has nei-
ther statutory nor executive powers, it “determines” the amount of funding to each
institution under its auspices, according to rules and regulations set up by itself.

Recurrent grants are provided to support institutions’ on-going academic and
related activities based on approved public policy objectives. The academic
development proposals submitted by institutions will be vetted by the UGC prior
to the determination of regular funding so as to ensure the alignment of academic
programmes with public policies. While the institutions enjoy a high degree of auton-
omy, academic programmes not approved by UGC will not receive any funding.

The recurrent grants are provided as net subventions after deducting
assumed income from the institutions’ assessed recurrent expenditure. The
assumed income include interest earnings, which account for on average about 2%
of total income, and tuition fee income, which account for approximately 16% of
total income. The assumed tuition fee income is based on an approved student
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FTE and tuition fee level announced by the Government (one for degree and one
for sub-degree).

While institutions have the authority to vary tuition fee, they rarely do so on
undergraduate programmes because of competition. In view of the low cost recov-
ery rate and the cross-subsidy among subjects, the UGC in fact strongly urges the
HEIs to consider schemes for differential fees (Mok, 1997). Post-graduate pro-
grammes, which account for less than 10% of total FTE might command a higher
tuition fee depending on market situation. Any enrolment over and above the
approved FTE will not attract additional funding. On the contrary, substantial
under-enrolment may result in a reduction in grant.

Back in 1985, the Government of Hong Kong spent 35% of its total education
budget on higher education. With the expansion at other lower levels of educa-
tion, this relative weighting peaked at 36.9% in 1992-93 and then steadily declined
to 27.5% in 1998-99 (University Grants Committee Secretariat, 1999). These
changes were heavily charted by a number of key decisions of the Government. In
October 1989, the Government decided to double the enrolment to HEIs by 1994
at 18% of the college-age group. This percentage, relatively low when compared to
Taiwan and Singapore (60%), and Shanghai (36%) (The International Chinese News-
weekly, 2000), already represented a 100% jump.

We have therefore seen a substantial injection of resources into the expan-
sion of higher education in Hong Kong in most part of the 1990s. Such expansion
came to a halt when the Government decided in 1997 that the first-year first-
degree places should be frozen at 14 500 per annum for the triennium 1998-2001.
It is now confirmed that this level will be kept unchanged until 2004.

The Asian financial turmoil incidentally coincided with the time that the Gov-
ernment recognised the need to freeze the growth in the number of undergradu-
ate enrolments. In echoing the implementation of an Enhancement of Productivity
Programme (EPP) within Government departments as a way to reduce costs, the
UGC has taken the initiative to offer to the Government that all the HEIs will need
to achieve a 10% point-to-point gain in productivity from 1998 to 2001. Given that
the first-year first-degree places will be held constant up to 2001, the call for pro-
ductivity enhancement eventually translated into a 10% point-to-point reduction
in unit cost on regular programmes from 1998 to 2001.

CHANGES IN FUNDING METHODOLOGY OF UGC

In early 1980s, higher education in Hong Kong followed a two-tiered model
of universities and polytechnics/colleges, which all came under the funding
ambit of the Universities and Polytechnics Grants Committee (UPGC). By 1994, two
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polytechnics and a college became universities as well and the UPGC was
renamed the UGC.

Like the pre-1994 practice in the United Kingdom, the funding methodology
to individual institutions in the tertiary education sector in the 1980s was rather
discreet, leaving ample room to leverage political and strategic emphasis on indi-
vidual institutions’ development. The new comers to the scene, the Hong Kong
Baptist University (formerly Hong Kong Baptist College), the City University of
Hong Kong (formerly City Polytechnic of Hong Kong), the Hong Kong Polytechnic
University (formerly Hong Kong Polytechnic) and the Hong Kong University of Sci-
ence and Technology who were unfamiliar with the rules of the game, were, of
course, not in a position to challenge the practice.

The methodology adopted at that time was never revealed outside the
bureaucracy. Nevertheless, the returns called for in the submission of triennium
cost estimates from individual institutions give some indication of the algorithm
used. All approved programmes were divided into two broad categories: existing
and development. Cost estimates were provided along a list of traditional
accounting line-items, which gave little, if any, information on the total nor the
marginal cost of running the approved academic programmes.

Towards the end of 1980s and the beginning of 1990s, more information on
the parameters, e.g. relative weighting between research funding and teaching
funding, library expenditure, staff training and development used in determining
the funding level of individual institutions were released for the first time. They
were mostly done on a less than systematic, segmented and piecemeal basis,
often as part of the grant allocation letter. This probably was a reflection of
increasing awareness for public accountability induced by the introduction of
elected members into the Legislature. In 1995, we saw the first appointment in
history of a professional accountant at the assistant secretary level in the UGC
Secretariat to handle financial and funding matters with the HEIs.

By mid-1990, the UGC introduced a funding model using a unit cost approach
for different academic programmes, with explicit provision for the cost of research
infrastructure in the funding formula. While the unit costs parameters were never
made known to the institutions, the relativities of unit cost among different broad
academic programme categories were revealed. Most of them are in broad ranges,
which in some extremes can exhibit a variation by three-folds.

Without the detailed unit cost figures, individual institutions were in no posi-
tion to “verify” the correctness of the grant they received nor were they able to
judge if equity had been maintained throughout the process of fund allocation.
Nevertheless this represents a major step towards accountability and reduces the
extent of bias towards individual institutions due to political and historical reasons.
The unit cost approach has also made the funding assessment of new programme
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more objective and equitable. The ability of leveraging the funding among insti-
tutions was retained by UGC through the discreetness of unit costs parameters
and the use of additional funding in the form of earmarked grants. The latter was
now made more transparent through scheduled allocation exercise on Central
Allocation Vote.

It was argued by some that the intention of the UGC in keeping the unit costs
confidential was to avoid the explicit ranking of institutions, which in a small popu-
lation of nine can create considerable embarrassment. Instead UGC prescribes to
each institution with its agreement, a statement of role and mission which draws
the boundary of an institution’s area of development, e.g. western medical studies
to the two oldest universities, law to University of Hong Kong and City University
of Hong Kong.

The funding model based on a unit cost approach was continuously refined
with the increasing volume of data input from institutions under the Common Data
Collection Exercise. This was made possible by the significant advancement in
information technology in the last few years.

With the growing emphasis on research in 1990s, a Research Grants Council
was formed under the UGC to be responsible to allocate research funding. Major-
ity of the funding is allocated through competitive bidding and the rest propor-
tional to the number of approved research students to each HEI. The UGC
exercises close control over the number of research students an institution may
enrol. Such practice, to a large extent, enables the UGC to label certain institu-
tions as “research” universities, which will automatically receive better funding in
the current funding methodology.

FUNDING CUTS AND EDUCATION REFORM

The Government in 1995 adopted a policy of gradually raising tuition fees to a
level of recovering 18% of cost. Due to the economic recession following the Asian
financial turmoil, the tuition fee level was frozen for two consecutive years
for 1998/99 and 1999/2000. At present, the 18% target is still not yet achieved. It is
unknown if there will be another year of tuition fee freeze but definitely any
increase will still leave the tuition fee level short of target. This will add increased
pressure to the Government to see further productivity gains among the HEIs,
i.e. further grant reduction.

Mr. Anthony Leung, the de facto education commissioner in Hong Kong, was
quoted (The International Chinese Newsweekly, 2000) saying that the sharing of educa-
tion costs between the society and the Government should be reviewed when
he was making reference to Singapore which is in the process to increase the
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cost recovery rate from 22% to 25%, and South Korea which has a target of
50:50 cost recovery.

The mid-range plan of the Government had confirmed that the desired num-
ber of first-year-first-intake would still be kept at 14 500 FTE up to 2004. Despite
an indication of some small increase in postgraduate numbers, given the cumula-
tive low inflation in the past three years, if the drive for enhanced productivity is
prolonged into the next triennium, HEIs are likely to see an absolute reduction in
the recurrent grant for the same period.

As part of the reform in education, the Government reconfirmed in the 1999
Policy Address its aim, inter alia, to develop Hong Kong into a regional centre of
excellence for higher education. Among the many initiatives are the development
of emerging centres of excellence, providing more student hostel places in HEIs
and completing a management review of HEIs on resource allocation, planning
and financial processes (Government of Hong Kong SAR, 1999).

The Education Commission reckoned that the top priority items in the reform
would include, inter alia, adopting a genuine system for fully transferable credit
units and giving students more discretion and flexibility over choice of programme
(Education Commission, 1999). Class size will become less predictable, thus ren-
dering resources planning more difficult. Advocacy of maximising opportunities for
learning across disciplines in bachelor degree programmes will also mean increas-
ing the proportion of service teaching in curriculum design. The traditional model
of allocating resources on a departmental basis according to pre-determined stu-
dent load may no longer be appropriate.

The importance accorded to continuing education by the Education Commis-
sion (Education Commission, 1999) may mean a totally different funding arrange-
ment for continuing education in future. At present, student numbers receiving
continuing education are completely outside the approved student quota, attract-
ing zero funding. Indirect subsidy from the Block Grant is allowed but limited. It is
likely that there would be formal funding on continuing education or the line
between funded programmes and non-funded programmes would become
increasingly blurred in future.

On the overall education system, the Government had made recent
announcement of converting the existing “6 + 5 + 2” schooling to a “6 + 6” system,
hopefully with a matching 4 years in tertiary education. Extra funding is unlikely to
be granted to support the additional year of undergraduate studies. In contrast,
self-financing 2-years Associate Degree programmes run under the mode of com-
munity colleges are expected to bridge the funding gap, given that the overall first
degree graduates numbers remaining unchanged. Some institutions had already
embarked on such programmes.
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RESOURCES MANAGEMENT BY HEIs IN HONG KONG

The initial response to funding cuts in most HEIs was an across-the-board
reduction in appropriation to departments and offices. The departments and
offices were quick to resort to a standard list of strategies for dealing with budget
shortfalls: delaying maintenance, putting off equipment purchases, down-sizing
and relying on part-time faculty members. Selective changes to academic pro-
grams, e.g. increasing class size, offering fewer options or eliminating selected pro-
grams were more often found in large institutions than small ones. Without the
burden of a long history, a strong staff association or a big labour force, smaller or
younger institutions are more able to use out-sourcing to reduce their staff cost
commitments. Induced resignation under the banner of early retirement or
encouraged departure scheme were the result of such efforts.

Cost containment measures however only address part of the picture. Efforts
are also directed towards increasing other sources of revenue. Partly because of
the economic recession, an unprecedented vigour was found in recent years on
fund-raising though the outcome was less than desirable. The heavy dependence
of recurrent funding on government subvention, to a certain extent, has largely
discounted the impact of this source of funding. Considerable growth was seen in
auxiliary enterprises on the perimeter of the academic mission such as summer
programs, continuing education and research institutes (Lissner and Taylor, 1996).
Growth in collaborative programmes with overseas institutions, which are mainly
targeted at mature students, was partly assisted by the economic downturn and
partly by the tighter regulation from the Government. While the former created
more demand from the workforce to gain better qualifications, the latter elimi-
nated programmes of an interior quality. Almost all HEIs have seen double-digit
growth in revenue from their continuing education programmes in the last three
years.

A further response of the HEIs to the funding cut is redefining and reorganis-
ing the way of doing business. There appears to be three major strategies: decen-
tralisation, privatisation of service operations, and the use of private business
practices (Phillips et al., 1996). The reduction in government funding is generally
viewed as more than just a cyclical reflection of the economy but a societal shift in
funding values, rendering short-term incremental adjustments in planning and
operations inadequate. This has forced institutions to seek other evolutionary, if
not revolutionary, changes (Lissner and Taylor, 1996). Use of private business prac-
tices at one time sounds like a panacea to address the “inefficiency” widely con-
ceived by a lot of legislators and the public. Among all tools, Business-Process
Reengineering (BPR) has found much favour by the management of many HEIs.
BPR has become slogan of the day irrespective of whether the established prac-
tice had undergone any fundamental rethinking or not. Large institutions like the
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 68

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 68  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong Polytechnic University and the Univer-
sity of Hong Kong were among those conducting such exercise in a conspicuous
manner. Positive results were seen but not without resentment from staff. Much of
the “reforms” was politicised with the change of headship of the institutions and
staff force retrenchment than enhancement of productivity.

Different degrees of re-engineering activities were also found in other HEIs,
but more on a localised scale. As a consequence, the results were not as pre-emi-
nent as one might wish to see. At the Hong Kong Baptist University (HKBU), the
work procedure of a number of administrative or supporting office were re-engi-
neered and performance pledges were introduced at some offices to enhance effi-
ciency and service provision. Limited scale of benchmarking comparison, both
with sister institutions or with other public sector enterprises, e.g. public utility
companies, was carried out. Almost all HEIs reported the use of some form of
quality enhancement programme in their annual financial reports.

The heavy reliance on government funding for their recurrent teaching and
research expenditure had made most HEIs reactive rather than proactive in
resources management. Relatively speaking, institutions in Hong Kong are small
in size, ranging from 13 961 FTE (including some sub-degree students) to
2 135 FTE (Source: UGC Home Page). Their relatively small size favours a centra-
lised budgeting system, which was commonly found among all institutions
before 1994. By that time, despite the full autonomy an HEI has within the trien-
nium to divide the resources in the way they want, most institutions exercised
rigid line-item budgeting with minimal allowance for budget controllers to carry
funds across financial years. This was the result of a number of factors:

• The traditionally non-transparent funding methodology used by UGC which
fosters the impression that only those at the top management of the institu-
tions are in a position to make good resources allocation decisions and able
to take due consideration of the policies and wishes of the funding body.

• The affluent level of funding in the expansion phase of the tertiary educa-
tion sector in early 1990s basically met the demands of most department
heads. The demand for devolved authority was not loud.

• The relative heavy weighting (70%) of staff cost in total expenditure leaves
little room for flexibility among the expenditure vote heads, if correspond-
ing flexibility in personnel policies is not introduced.

Line-item budgeting quickly became unwieldy (Massy and Hulfactor, 1993) as
the HEIs grew. The fast pace of technology development, the increase in size and
complexity of the institutions both in government funded enrolment and continu-
ing professional education, the democracy development in Hong Kong and reduc-
tion in funding have forced institutions to move to a more devolved budgeting
system. At HKBU, budgetary control was used to be centralised and line-by-line
© OECD 2000



University Financial Management under a Contraction of Government Funding: the Case of Hong Kong

 69

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 69  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
until 1997. Its relative small and simple in size and complexity have rendered such
a system effective and efficient.

In addition to line-item budgetary control, control of staff costs was by estab-
lishment posts. Additional post or changes to establishment list would require
central approval. Such tight control ensures a higher degree of quality assurance
through a right mix of faculty in teaching delivery. The increasing close relation-
ship between Hong Kong and Mainland China in the approaching of sovereignty
hand-over enables more exchange of quality academics from Mainland China. The
need for a more flexible way to spend on staff costs has become obvious. A mech-
anism was introduced to enable budget controllers to “encash” establishment
posts for recruiting post and grades not on the approved establishment lists with-
out requiring to central approval in each and every case. A limit in terms of per-
centage of posts was imposed on such practice to maintain quality. The
percentage limit was increased gradually, and eventually in 1999/2000 a system of
control by monetary amount replaced the control by establishment posts. Other
universities went through similar stages of evolution at varying speed.

At HKBU, ad hoc initiatives were used to be funded centrally. This practice
posed little difficulties in an expansionary phase, but not in a contracting phase.
To maintain a similar central pool of resources as in the past, allocations to indi-
vidual cost centres would have to be cut deeper than that for the total pie. Instead
of doing so, the system was revised to decentralise the funding for new initiatives
to schools/faculties and offices. To match such a tactical move, flexibility was intro-
duced into the system to allow budget controllers to carry part of the under-
spending or savings from one financial year to the next. In the past, carry-forwards
from one financial period to another were allowed only on a minimal scale. Most
budget controller would rush to have all the budget balance spent towards the
end of the financial year, creating undesirable patterns of spending and undue
demand for procurement support towards year-end. The contraction in govern-
ment funding quickly led the budget controllers to recognise the need to save up
for rainy days. The percentage allowed was gradually raised to 90% in 1998/99, in
which year budget controllers have managed to save up almost 6% of their total
budgets and requests for additional funding during the year have dropped to
minimal in number.

While most faculties welcome the increase in authority and flexibility over the
control of budgets, there is resentment over the additional administrative work
that goes together with the delegation especially in a period of contracting
resources. To allow adequate time for budget controllers to acquire the necessary
skill in managing their budgets in a more devolved system, at HKBU, “one-line”
budget would only be a event for the next triennium. In the current triennium,
increased flexibility was introduced into the system to enable budget controllers
to “vire” funds among line-items within limits.
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All HEIs are at different stages of development on the road to a “one-line”
budgeting system at the turn of the millennium. Considerable flexibility was intro-
duced into their systems to enable budget controllers to freely plan and use their
allocations, including carrying budget balance across financial years partly as an
incentive to encourage savings and partly as a means to pacify the budget control-
lers when their allocations were cut in real terms.

One-line budget allocation, however, does not delegate revenue responsibil-
ity to operating units, so demand and market forces are not likely to be very
important in unit level planning (Massy and Hulfactor, 1993). Responsibility Centre
Management (RCM), which aims to address the deficiency of one-line budgeting,
has become a subject of intensive study in 1998 under a joint UGC-funded project
by all chief financial officers of the HEIs.

The result of the study highlighted the incompatibility of the Hong Kong situation
with the RCM tool. They include (Buhler et al., 1998):

• Limitation on the ability to carry-forward budget balances.

• Most salaries tied explicitly to civil service scales.

• Enrolments of full-time students tightly allocated.

• Tuition fixed for all HEIs.

• Tuition the same for all students.

• Most research grants do not earn additional indirect costs.

• Limited ability to generate income from full-time degree seeking students
and externally funded research.

• Short terms of dean-ship handicap long-term academic planning.

• Flat enrolment in next five years.

• A 10% target unit costs reduction from 1998 to 2001.

As a result of the study, none of the HEIs has adopted RCM en bloc. A few ele-
ments of RCM, e.g. cross-charging, were considered useful and become subjects of
further study for implementation. Like many institutions, at HKBU, some of the
support services, e.g. telecommunication, maintenance, audio/video and procure-
ment services are provided centrally by support services centres. Such arrange-
ment ensures quality consistence and facilitates utilisation of resources, through
specialisation and sharing of resources. The lack of a cross-charging system could
easily lead to abuse of such services. Yet the determination of an appropriate
charge must be made to maintain a balance among the associated administration
costs, the ability to deter abuse and the possibility of creating substantial labour
force redundancy.

Privatisation, as Lissner and Taylor called it, entails shifting the responsibility
for providing goods and services from within the institution to outsiders (Lissner
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and Taylor, 1996). They take the form of outsourcing or contracting, typically cover-
ing catering service, security, cleaning and computer system development. The
scope is likely to be enlarged in future, largely depending on the extent of cost
saving and the resentment from retrenchment appropriately addressed.

In the context of shrinking resources, the importance of proper prioritisation
has become more evident. Complex and divergent strategies to reduce expendi-
tures, increase revenues and strengthening competitive positions may at times be
working against one another instead of targeting and strengthening programs that
are central to their core objectives (Lissner and Taylor, 1996). All HEIs jumped
onto the bandwagon of defining long-term strategies and clear missions to pro-
vide the right context for making-decisions and enhance communications among
individual units. It was however found in the UGC Management Review that the
integration between the institution’s mission and objectives and the resource allo-
cation process was not evident and well understood by the stakeholders.

EXPECTATIONS FROM THE FUNDING BODY

In addition to carrying out assessments on research and teach quality assur-
ance process, UGC embarked on a review in 1998 and 1999 on the how HEIs man-
aged their operations in general. In the assessment, UGC made particular
reference to a set of Principles of Good Management Practice (UGC, 1999). Among
the principles, resources allocation calls for a clear mechanism linking strategy to
planning process, transparent and well understood resources allocation formulae
and mechanisms, agreed ways of allocating resources on an ad hoc basis and incen-
tive driven for value for money. The result of the assessment will inform funding
but is not expected to have a significant direct impact.

THE ROAD AHEAD

In the new millennium, we would see the continuous breakdown of trade bar-
riers and formation of new economic alliances. The demand for graduates with an
international perspective would be on the rise. Pedagogical design is likely to go
along this world trend and there will be an increasing number of international
exchange programmes. The SOCRATES program of the European Union which
aims for a 10% of its higher education students studying in another country and the
UMAP (University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific of Australia and ASEAN coun-
tries) are good examples. Such programmes will inevitably increase the average
unit costs and putting more pressure on the financial front. The need for a founda-
tion year extending undergraduate study to four years would also mean more
demand for funding.
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The development in the local political scene is likely to increase calls for
institutional autonomy, financial diversification and quality control in higher edu-
cation. The merging of small institutions in Mainland China will give an inspiration
to Hong Kong to review the cost-effectiveness of maintaining the HEIs in their
existing relatively smaller sizes.

Within the institutions, we are likely to see an increased demand on univer-
sity administrators to operate more transparently. The implementation of a fully
transferable credit unit system among the HEIs will require the support of a
resources allocation system flexible enough to match the student load distribu-
tion among the cost centres. Budget controllers, experiencing the benefits of a
devolved system, will demand for more transparency and authority. The complexity
of the financial issues facing the chief financial officers of the HEIs will foster more
collaboration among them. They will in turn exert pressure on the funding body to
relax the funding regulations, e.g. carry forward between triennium, creation of
reserves. Eventually we shall see a trade-off between funding regulations with
reporting in order to maintain the same, if not increasing, level of accountability.

To conclude, the statement made by Gaither still holds true to-day: “the
enlightened administration knows that the only way to gain more public support –
financial or otherwise – in the long run is to make their institution a truly respon-
sive, service oriented public agency and demonstrate its value and performance
to a public who remains a faithful suitor despite some lapses” (Gaither, 1995).
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Equity and Diversity: the Newcastle Approach

Gem Cheong 

University of Newcastle, Australia

ABSTRACT

The University of Newcastle is a highly comprehensive university in regional
Australia. The Hunter and Central Coast regions served by the University are
amongst the most socio-economically disadvantaged in the country. There are very
low retention rates to the final year of secondary school; and poor rates of
progression from school to tertiary and higher education. The city of Newcastle
itself has been seriously affected by the closure in September 1999 of the steel-
making giant BHP Pty Ltd which once employed over 5 000 people. 

The paper explores the wide range of initiatives which have been put in place to
facilitate the participation and success of people from disadvantaged backgrounds
including: those from low socio-economic families; Indigenous Australians; people
with disabilities; people from rural and isolated communities; women in non-
traditional fields of study; and young and mature-age people who were unable to
complete secondary school for a range of reasons. 

The paper also highlights the BHP Retrenched Employees Initiative – which won
the Australian Business and Higher Education Round Table Award for
Outstanding Achievement in Collaboration in Education/Training in 1999. 

THE LOCAL COMMUNITIES SERVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF NEWCASTLE

The University of Newcastle prides itself on being an international university:
it aims to combine strong research work with teaching and learning appropriate to
a wide range of students (students from over 50 nationalities attend its two Cam-
puses). However, the University has always seen itself as having a particular
responsibility for the regions within which its Campuses are located.
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The city of Newcastle, in which the University of Newcastle has its principal
Callaghan Campus, is situated 160 kilometres north of Sydney. It is the sixth larg-
est city in Australia, with a population of about 250 000 in the city proper and its
surrounding areas. Newcastle lies within the Hunter region. The University’s sec-
ond campus is at Ourimbah, on the Central Coast of the state of New South Wales.
Ourimbah is located about mid-way between Newcastle and Sydney.

The 1996 Australian Bureau of Statistics Census reported a total population of
the Hunter Region and the Central Coast of 801 333 of whom 624 024 were aged 15
or over. About three per cent of the population identified as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islanders – double the average for the state of New South Wales. In 1996, the
state school district with the highest number of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
people was Newcastle (7 346). The largest increase since 1998 in people identify-
ing as being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent was in the Gosford-
Wyong area of the Central Coast, with a 92.2% increase. The median household
income in the Hunter and Central Coast regions was AUD562 and AUD536 per
week respectively (compared with the national median of AUD577.50 per week).

As Table 1 shows, school retention rates were also lower for the two regions
than for the state overall:

There are similarly poor rates of transition from secondary school to tertiary
study.

The city of Newcastle itself developed as a steel-making town, with the giant
steel manufacturer Broken Hill Proprietary Ltd. (BHP), the largest employer until
recent years. Over a period of 25 years, research has consistently shown Newcastle
to be a locality of social deprivation. A 1975 study by Vinson and Home identified
a high correlation between unemployment and problems such as infant mortality,
dependence on relief, notifiable diseases, mental illness and truancy in seven
Newcastle suburbs. A 1999 survey by Vinson reported that the “cumulative disad-
vantage” suffered by parts of Newcastle in 1975 is still prevalent. Using the follow-

Table 1. School retention rates

1. Region defined as the Central Coast, Lake Macquarie, Maitland and Newcastle School District. Total Enrolment in
Region Government schools 97 418.

2. Total enrolments in NSW Government schools (FTE) at 2 August 1996 – 761 037.3 (non-government schools – 305 383).
Source: NSW Department of Education and Training Statistics.

Category
% enrolment 

region1
% enrolment

state
Total number 

region2
Total number 

state
Figures correct at

Retention to year 12 54.50 63.30 3 742.7 34 713.5 1996

Retention to year 11 68.15 74.91 4 680.3 41 713.5 1996
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ing eight indicators of social disadvantage, Vinson found that of the 31 postcode
areas in the state of New South Wales which ranked highest on the indicators, five
are in Newcastle:

• Unemployment.

• Long term unemployment.

• Unskilled workers.

• Left school before 15.

• Low income.

• Child abuse.

• Court convictions.

• Reliance on emergency assistance.

The most disadvantaged postcode area in New South Wales is Windale, in
southern Newcastle, which ranked first in unemployment; second in long term unem-
ployment; and third in left school before aged 15 years. The other suburbs – Islington,
Carrington, Wickham and Tighes Hill – are all within a five-kilometre radius of the
University.

These findings are corroborated by Australian Bureau of Statistics data.

ACCESS INITIATIVES

The University’s reputation in many of its teaching and research areas means
that applications for admission come from across the country and overseas
(e.g. each year the University receives over 2 600 applications from across Australia
for the 60 places in its Bachelor of Medicine course). Notwithstanding this, the
University is very mindful of its responsibilities towards the communities which
form its principal catchments – over 80% of the University’s Australian domiciled
students come from the Hunter and Central Coast regions. The University’s Institu-
tional Strategic Plan 1999-2003 includes amongst its statement of values, the following:

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples’ cultures and aspirations.

• Ethnic and cultural diversity.

• Equal opportunity, access and affirmative action.

These values are well reflected in the range of initiatives for access and sup-
port of people from the University’s immediate communities.

Given the low socio-economic demographic features which characterise these
catchments, the University of Newcastle has introduced a number of initiatives
which are designed to encourage participation in higher education, and to support
those who do choose to come to the University.
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The Open Foundation Programme

Newcastle’s history has been inextricably bound for many decades, with the for-
tunes of the large steel making giant Broken Hill Proprietary Ltd. (BHP). Until five
years ago, BHP was the largest employer in Newcastle, with over 5 000 employees.
The dominant social and cultural paradigms in the Newcastle area have therefore
been “blue-collar”.

The growth of the Central Coast region – originally a destination for retirees –
is now that of the growth corridor for Sydney. Each day, tens of thousands of peo-
ple (estimated to be between 30 000 and 40 000 people) leave the Central Coast
area by train to work in Sydney. The area itself has high unemployment, a dispro-
portionately large number of single-parent households, and the dubious distinc-
tion of having the highest rate of suicide in Australia, for males aged between 17
and 35.

A large number of adults in the Hunter and Central Coast regions have left
school very young – perhaps before they reached 16, or upon completing the
tenth year of school – with the acquisition of the School Certificate. Although the
numbers completing the Higher School Certificate (HSC) – after the twelfth year of
school, and the standard prerequisite qualification for admission to university-
level study – are increasing, there is a very large body of people who have not got
the HSC. Many of these people now recognise that their long-term employability
and career advancement are dependent upon tertiary and higher education
qualifications.

In 1975, the University introduced the Open Foundation Programme for people
aged at least 21, who had not completed the HSC, and who were now wishing to do
university study. Eighty people formed the first intake. Since then, the demand for
the Open Foundation Programme has grown steadily, with 830 students enrolled
in 1999, and 1 188 in 2000.

The Programme which may be undertaken over one year, or intensively over
half a year, provides participants with the necessary academic literacy and numer-
acy skills to equip them for university study. Other subjects in the physical and
social sciences are also offered.

At the time of its introduction, the Programme was unique. Although other
Australian universities have now emulated the Newcastle example, the University
remains the principal provider in this area – over one-third of the total national
enrolments in such programmes – are enrolled in the Newcastle Open Foundation
Programme. The reputation of the Programme and the University have grown in
tandem with enrolments – a 1998 survey indicated that 60% of Open Foundation
students heard about the Programme through a friend or relative.
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The success of the Open Foundation Programme as a means of overcoming
initial disadvantage amongst adults is clear: completion of the Programme is
accepted not only by Newcastle, but other universities in the state of New South
Wales as a qualification for admission to undergraduate study. In Newcastle, Open
Foundation “graduates” may apply for any course other than the Bachelor of Medi-
cine. Sixty per cent of Open Foundation Programme students complete the Pro-
gramme, and of those 90% are eligible to enrol in award courses. The Programme’s
success is also evidenced by the fact that monitoring of performance indicates
that these students generally perform at a much higher standard than those
admitted through other avenues. In 1998, three of the nine University Medallists –
the highest academic accolade the University can bestow on its graduates – were
won by graduates who had entered the University via the Open Foundation route.
A number of Open Foundation students have since proceeded to research higher
degree study, and graduated with research master’s and Doctor of Philosophy
degrees.

The Open Foundation Programme is Newcastle’s flagship in terms of its con-
tributions to the enhancement of the well-being of the local communities it
serves.

The Newstep Programme

The Newstep Programme, first offered in 1990 was also a Newcastle initiative
which has since been emulated by other institutions. The establishment of this
Programme was funded in the first three years, by contributions from the Com-
monwealth Government of Australia’s Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP).
The University provided seed funding of AUD50 000. Since 1993, the programme
has been totally University funded. In 1993, the Newstep Programme was offered
at the Central Coast Campus for the first time. The first intake into Newstep was
70; in 1999, it was 272 and in 2000, it is 297. This Programme is the partner to the
Open Foundation Programme, specifically designed for people aged between 17
and 21 years, who either left school before completing the HSC, and who have
been away from the school system for at least 12 months; or have completed the
HSC, but who can identify reasons for not meeting the minimum cut-off academic
scores for admission to university study.

All Newstep participants are able to demonstrate or document disadvantag-
ing factors which have prevented them from being academically successful. These
factors reflect the social disadvantage indicators described in Tony Vinson’s
Unequal in Life (1999), including broken homes, child abuse, family poverty and
consequent low esteem. Like the Open Foundation Programme, Newstep aims to
equip its participants with the necessary skills to be successful in tertiary and
higher education. Whilst a smaller percentage of Newstep participants proceed to
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university study than do Open Foundation participants, it is nonetheless another
significant contribution by the University, to its community. In 2000, there are
205 former Newstep students enrolled in the University’s award courses. The fact
that some Newstep “graduates” proceed to study in the Tertiary and Further Edu-
cation (TAFE) sector is an indicator of its success. Some of these eventually make
their way to University via this route (see section below on “TAFE Articulation and
Credit Transfer”).

The Unilink Programme

Apart from access programmes for people who have already left the school
system, the University specifically targets disadvantaged schools, that is, schools
where retention to the twelfth year of school is poor. Students who attend such
schools generally come from blue-collar families where particular trades or occu-
pations have been followed by successive generations. There is generally little
encouragement from such families, for the children to progress academically, and
quite often those who are interested in further study are actively discouraged, or
have to face familial criticism. These domestic pressures are often compounded
by teacher attitudes in such schools: teacher perceptions of limited career hori-
zons for their students are insidious and impact adversely upon student ambition
to do well and progress further academically.

In 1991, the University introduced the Unilink Programme. This Programme is
offered at regional schools participating in the “Disadvantaged Schools Pro-
gramme” as defined by the New South Wales Department of School Education,
and at schools with a low rate of transition from secondary to tertiary education.
Six schools in the Hunter Region, and nine in the Central Coast Region are cur-
rently the focus within the Unilink Programme, which works through a number of
strategies:

• Visits by Year 10 students to one or other of the two Campuses of the
University, and involvement in a range of interactive activities.

• Visits by university students employed and trained as role models, to the
targeted schools. These students, who either attended a school being
visited, or have a similar background to the students in the school, talk
to students in Years 10, 11 or 12 in small groups.

• The Student Shadowing Activity, where Year 12 students spend the day on
Campus, attending classes with a university student who is studying a
course of interest to the visiting school student.

• Liaison with parents, through attendance by Unilink staff at Year 10 Parent
Information evenings.
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The extensive use of university students as role models is a distinctive fea-
ture of Unilink. These role models ensure the Programme is relevant to the school
students, encourages the consideration of university study as an option beyond
school and contribute to the development of the Unilink Programme through eval-
uation sessions.

As the culture in the families and schools which constitute the Unilink Pro-
gramme means that many students drop out before they even reach the tenth
year of school, early intervention is recognised as critical. The Programme there-
fore also engages students in Years 7, 8 and 9 in the feeder schools for the Unilink
Schools. These younger students are being introduced to the concept of working
consistently to achieve goals, and are encouraged through the visitation pro-
gramme to strive to reach their potential. The workshops for these students also
provides information on how tertiary and higher education can help them achieve
their goals.

In 1997, retention to Year 12 in Hunter and Central Coast schools was 54.5%,
compared with the state of New South Wales’ level of 62.9%. Through the Unilink
Programme, the university aims to achieve state retention average in the partici-
pating schools. This is not an unrealistic target: in one school – Waratah Technol-
ogy High School – which joined the Unilink Programme in 1998, the percentage of
Year 12 students proceeding to university rose from 12.1% to 33.2%. All the stu-
dents chose the University of Newcastle. With one exception, students who are
from Unilink schools achieved 100% retention rates from 1999 into 2000. Students
from the one school which did not achieve 100% retention nonetheless achieved
an excellent result, with 94% retention.

The increase in University enrolments from Unilink schools for 1998 and 1999
is shown in Figure 1. The University aims to achieve an access rate for students
from these schools of 36% over the next triennium.

Rural and regional preference scheme

A substantial number of the University’s undergraduates come from regions
to the west and north of the Hunter region, from Australia’s rural and isolated com-
munities. It is generally acknowledged that students from such communities are at
some disadvantage relative to students in more urbanised environments in terms
of library and other resources, internet connectivity, range of subjects available,
and opportunities for relevant extra-mural activities which may enhance HSC
performance.

In 1995, in recognition of these potentially disadvantaging factors, the Univer-
sity introduced its Regional Preference Scheme, which assigns extra points to the
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numerical score which students receive to describe their ranking relative to all
other students who undertake the HSC in any year. In 1997, the Scheme was
extended to include schools to the northern and western borders of New South
Wales in recognition of the socio-economic disadvantage of students from the Uni-
versity’s secondary catchment area. It was re-named “Rural and Regional Prefer-
ence Scheme”.

Currently, students who attended schools in the predetermined postcode
areas receive four “bonus” points towards the Universities Admissions Index. This
can be applied in support of an application to any of the University’s undergradu-
ate programmes other than the Bachelor of Medicine and the Bachelor of Laws.
The Scheme has successfully enabled many applicants from rural and isolated
communities to enrol in their first or second preference courses at the University.
Without the Scheme, such students would either have had to accept an offer into a
lower preference course, or seek admission to a less preferred university.

Bachelor of medicine course – Rural/remote entry scheme

Although the number of general practitioners of medicine is increasing in pro-
portion to the general population growth, the distribution of doctors is principally
concentrated in Australia’s cities and larger towns. It is generally acknowledged

Figure 1. Increase in University Enrolments from Unilink High Schools 1998-1999
Does not include enrolments into Enabling Programs
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that rural medicine is in crisis, and the more equitable distribution of doctors is a
matter which has engaged Commonwealth Governments over several decades.

Research has shown that students who come from rural backgrounds are
more likely to return to such areas following graduation. In recognition of the fac-
tors referred to in the previous section, and in an attempt to help redress the
shortage of medical practitioners in rural and isolated Australia, the Faculty of
Medicine and Health Sciences has a special programme of admission for stu-
dents from these areas. Normally, in order to be considered for admission into
the highly competitive Bachelor of Medicine course, an applicant must have a
Universities Admissions Index (UAI) score which places them within the top 10%
of the entire HSC cohort for a year. This requirement is relaxed for applicants
from rural and isolated parts of Australia who need to be within the top 15% of
the cohort.

First year students in courses offered by the Faculty of Medicine and Health
Sciences with rural or remote residential addresses are linked with a Rural
Health Club member during their first year of enrolment, as part of a mentoring
scheme.

In order to encourage students from these regions to consider health pro-
fessions as careers, Bachelor of Medicine students who are undertaking their
rural practicums (a compulsory part of the course), are involved in speaking with
local high school students and providing a package of information on the Fac-
ulty’s various offerings. Each year, the Faculty co-ordinates a week-long visit
from a group of Year 10 students from rural and remote high schools to Medical
Schools in New South Wales. As part of this visit, the students speak to staff of
the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, and are taken on a tour of one of
the major training hospitals – the John Hunter Hospital. The visit is aimed not
only to raise the students’ understanding of career options in rural health provi-
sion, but to make them aware of the supports which would be provided by the
Faculty if they selected a health-related course.

Table 2. Outcomes for students from rural and isolated areas

Source: University of Newcastle Statistics.

Access % Participation % Retention Success

Rural 1997 1 714 0.73 1.08 1.04
1998 17.68 17.73 1.05
1999 16.53 17.31 1.07 1.03

Isolated 1997 0.42 0.19 1.03 0.92
1998 0.38 0.31 0.96
1999 0.30 0.28 0.93 0.99
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The effectiveness of the various strategies to encourage and support appli-
cants from rural and remote communities is demonstrated by Table 2. The perfor-
mance of students from these backgrounds at the University are consistent with
state and national averages. The University anticipates further improvement
through the strategies outlined in the next section.

Initiatives in support of access and participation by Australian indigenous people

As indicated in the introductory paragraphs, the Hunter and Central Coast
regions have double the state average of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people – 3% of the total population of those areas. The area of fastest growth in
Indigenous settlement is in the Central Coast area.

Like other Australian universities, Newcastle receives funding from the
Commonwealth Government under the Aboriginal Tutorial Assistance Programme.
These funds are earmarked for the provision of targeted, and personalised tutorial
support for Indigenous students who are identified by their lecturers as at risk of
failing without the special support.

However, as with other groups in the community, there are many Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander people who have never completed the HSC, and who
are therefore, ineligible to be admitted to university-level study. Aboriginal
health and general well-being is a major challenge for Governments at all levels
(local, state and Commonwealth), and to Indigenous people themselves. It is
acknowledged that Indigenous people may respond better to Indigenous health
professionals. In 1998, the University launched a new enabling programme
Yapug – for Indigenous people who do not have HSC qualifications, but are
interested in pursuing health-related study at university. Yapug is a one-year
programme which is designed, like the other enabling programmes – Open
Foundation and Newstep – to equip participants with the necessary skills to
cope successfully with university study. Additionally, it provides participants
with exposure to a range of health professions, via clinical placements, enabling
them to make an informed decision about which health-related course they wish
to undertake. The programme is designed for those seeking admission to bache-
lor’s level courses in Nursing and Medicine, but may also be used for admission
to other health-related courses. The programme is endorsed by the Australian
Medical Association, the New South Wales Aboriginal Health Resource Centre
and the Hunter Area Health Service.

The Yapug programme was given a funding boost in 1999, when a AUD200 000
trust fund named after the late Koiki (Eddie) Mabo was established to support
Indigenous students in the Yapug Programme. The donor – Mr Roger Riordan,
Director of a computer virus detection company in the State of Victoria – was
prompted to act after hearing of the health problems experienced by Indigenous
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Australians. He sought advice from his friend, the noted author Roberta Sykes, on
the most appropriate way in which a donation could help. She recommended the
University of Newcastle as beneficiary on the basis of its well-known initiatives in
Indigenous health education.

As the Programme is only one year old, it is too early to evaluate its effective-
ness as an access mechanism.

The outcome of the various initiatives to support Indigenous Australian
access and participation is shown in the following Table 3.

Diversity in engineering project

The University is also committed to ensuring that there is gender equity in
its admission processes. There is a significant gender imbalance in the Faculty
of Engineering, where less than 5% of the students are female. In 1996, the Uni-
versity and the Faculty of Engineering shared the costs of establishing the
“Women in Engineering Academic Project Officer” position within the Faculty.
Since 1998, the funding of the position has been borne by the Faculty on its own.
This Officer has taken steps to accelerate the integration of women within the
Faculty through raising awareness of gender issues. She contributes actively to
the Faculty’s decision-making bodies, and is the support officer for female Engi-
neering students. A campaign to encourage more female high school students to
consider Engineering as a career is also part of the officer’s brief. The importance
of having positive role models in the community is recognised, and the Officer
maintains close links with the Newcastle Chamber of Commerce Women’s
Forum.

The success of the student recruitment aspects of the position is reflected
in an increase in the number of women admitted to the Faculty. Access for
female Engineering students has increased from 9.5% in 1998 to 10.25% in 1999.
The success of those who do enrol provides an excellent role model for girls
contemplating Engineering as a career. In 1997, while 9% of the graduates were
female, they made up 56.5% of those who graduated with honours. In 1999, the
top three undergraduate Engineering students were all female; and the student
with the highest Weighted Average Mark for each of the years 1997-1999 has
been female.

In 1999, the Faculty of Engineering broadened the brief of the Officer, to
include other targeted equity groups in the Faculty, and re-named the project the
Diversity in Engineering project. The name change commits the Faculty to a three
year programme of effecting changes to achieve the goal of building a more
diverse culture within the Faculty.
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Table 3.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait islanders enrolments – 

Notes: Comm. = commencing; Cont. = continuing
ATSI: in 2000, Australian Torres Strait Islander Enrolments were categorised as Aboriginal origin, Torres Strait I
These three elements have been aggregated to produce the 2000 statistics above.
Prior to 2000, Australian Torres Strait Islander enrolments were Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander.

Source: University of Newcastle statistics.

Campus and course level
1996 1997 1998

Comm. Cont. Total Comm. Cont. Total Comm. Cont. Total Co

Central coast
Higher Degree research
Coursework Postgrad.
Other Postgrad.
Bachelor 4 1 5 5 2 7 5 3 8
Other Undergrad.
Cross-Institution
Enabling 1 1 1 1 5 5
Non-Award

Campus total 5 1 6 6 2 8 10 3 13

Callaghan
Higher Degree research 2 2 2 3 5 2 3 5
Coursework Postgrad. 4 1 5 6 3 9 3 5 8
Other Postgrad. 1 2 3 9 9 3 3
Bachelor 41 67 108 56 83 139 45 92 137
Other Undergrad. 22 16 38 16 20 36 10 16 26
Cross-Institution 1 1
Enabling 16 1 17 14 14 18 18
Non-Award 2 2 1 1

Campus total 88 87 175 103 110 213 82 116 198

Total ATSI enrolments 93 88 181 109 112 221 92 119 211 1
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People with disabilities

A three year study by the University’s Special Education Centre on Factors
affecting University Experiences of Students with a Disability has been of assistance to
those sections of the University responsible for supporting such students. Given
the demographics of the Hunter and Central Coast regions, students with disabili-
ties generally also belong to low socio-economic status groups, and therefore ben-
efit from the other initiatives described in this section. In 1999, the University
introduced a joint awareness strategy, to assist students with disabilities from
Unilink schools to access higher education. This has been supplemented with
delivery of seminars such as “Education to Employment” and the development of
supporting kits to provide information on careers, specialised employment offic-
ers and services, disability discrimination, workplace modifications, and govern-
ment services and resources. The effectiveness of these educational campaigns is
reflected in the growing number of students with declared disabilities who are
supported by the Disability Support services of the University (see below).

TAFE articulation and credit transfer

Many people who have completed their HSC, or are employed in skilled
trades e.g. electricians and plumbers undertake certificate and diploma courses to
equip them better for their chosen profession. The Hunter Institute of Technology
(HIT), headquartered in Newcastle and with 16 campuses throughout the Hunter
and Central Coast regions is the provider of state-sponsored tertiary courses in
these areas. The growing need for people to undertake life-long learning in order
to cope with rapid change in all areas of employment prompted the University
and the HIT to begin negotiations in 1996 for the establishment of agreed articula-
tion and credit transfer arrangements. The benefits for the people of the Hunter
and Central Coast regions in this exercise are that holders of awards from the HIT
in a large range of areas are able to accelerate completion of an associated univer-
sity degree course through guaranteed credit for part of the course. Such credit
transfer not only speeds up the acquisition of the university award, but in doing
so, saves the student money, since students in Australian universities now have to
contribute to the cost of their education through the Higher Education Contribu-
tion Scheme. In terms of the community, these negotiated arrangements have
enabled the up-skilling of a large number of people in what has traditionally been
poorly educated blue-collar communities.

Since 1996, agreement on articulation and credit transfer arrangements with
the HIT have resulted in guaranteed credit towards almost one third of the Univer-
sity’s 80-odd bachelor’s level courses. The arrangements, and the publication –
“Moving On” – which details the credit available for particular HIT-university com-
binations of courses has been commended nationally as a best practice exemplar.
© OECD 2000
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Table 4 tracks the growth of numbers of students admitted since 1996, on the
basis of a TAFE qualification:

A TAILORED INITIATIVE TO SUPPORT THE COMMUNITY

As mentioned earlier, the steel-making giant BHP has had a major impact on
Newcastle’s development, and its particular demographics. For over a decade
prior to September 1999, the company had signalled that it intended to close its
steel-making operations in Newcastle, reducing its workforce from over 5 000 at its
peak, to a few hundred staff. Nonetheless, as the closure became imminent, there
was growing concern about the impact of the withdrawal, upon the local economy.
BHP gave an undertaking that it would assist in the re-training and education of
those workers who would become redundant. The University took the initiative to
seek ways of contributing to this exercise. With BHP funding and support from the
New South Wales Department of Education and Training, retrenched staff were
retrained by the Faculty of Education as teachers in the area of Technology and
Applied Studies. The success of the BHP Newcastle programme resulted in the
University being approached by BHP Port Kembla to undertake a similar pro-
gramme with their staff. The innovative nature of the collaboration between the
University, the business community and the State Government has been publicly
acknowledged by two awards: In 1998, the Business and Higher Education Round
Table (an influential community group comprising the Chief Executive Officers of
Australia’s most successful business organisations and the vice-chancellors [Presi-
dents] of Australian universities) awarded the University an award for Outstanding
Achievement in Collaboration in Education/Training. In 1999, the University won
an institutional award under the Commonwealth Government’s prestigious Awards
for University Teaching Scheme, for the project.

On a more general community level, the success of the BHP initiative led to a
large number of enquiries from other unemployed people in the Hunter region
seeking entry into the Bachelor of Education (Design and Technology) course. The

Table 4.  Recency of prior TAFE studies of enrolled students 1996-2000

Source: University of Newcastle Statistics.

Prior TAFE Year 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

Previous year 59 67 67 98 106
Other years 40 52 59 161 161
Unknown 7 3 6 23 20

Total enrolled 106 122 132 282 287
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enrolment of these other people through the “Recognition of Prior Learning” ave-
nue has opened access to other retrenched or soon to be retrenched workers in
the community.

SUPPORT INITIATIVES

To be fully effective, widened access to university study needs to be bal-
anced with a range of support mechanisms to facilitate success by those who, by
background, may otherwise experience greater risk of “dropping out” or failing.

Effective orientation

The University’s own experience corroborated by other research indicates
that students are most vulnerable to a sense of failure in the first semester of their
first year of study. The fear of failure is particularly strong amongst those groups
who are not direct school leavers or who have not had the benefit of participation
in one of the University’s enabling programmes.

The Orientation of mature-age and other groups of at-risk students (those from
schools in the Unilink programme, and rural and isolated areas) is a particular focus
of the various Student Support groups including the University Counselling Service,
the University Health Service, the Chaplaincy Service and the Learning Skills Unit.
All these groups contribute to workshops such as the “Connecting at Uni” workshop
(aimed to assist students from outside the local area to meeting other commencing
students, on the premise that students adjust more successfully to their first year of
study if they establish social connections in their learning environment); and the
Unilink and Rural Student Orientation Workshop (which includes small group activi-
ties with current university students to provide information about the University and
Newcastle, and physical orientation to the Callaghan Campus).

A mature-age “Back to Study” workshop which is run annually to help new stu-
dents who have been out of a learning environment for some time to adjust to univer-
sity is always very well attended, and positively commented upon by participants.

Support for new students from rural/isolated communities

The University has had a Student Care programme for its international stu-
dents for many years. It has become increasingly clear however, that it is not just
international students who experience dislocation on first commencing university
study. Students who have come from outside Newcastle, and particularly those
from rural and isolated communities are likely to experience the same difficulties
if they know nobody in the city. In mid-1999, a new programme – UniConnections –
was introduced, to support students from these communities who need assis-
tance, and are without immediate supportive networks of family or friends.
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Students are linked with trained volunteers from the community, who offer sup-
port and friendship. It is hoped that students involved in this programme will
have improved prospects of maximising their educational opportunities. The first
group of volunteers to be trained in Semester 2 1999 included several members of
staff, and members of the University’s graduate body, the Convocation.

For 2000, it is planned to combine UniConnections with a Careers Mentoring
Programme, thus adding a further dimension of support and diversity to the project.

The ultimate objective is to link every student with some support person in the
community. This is an ambitious ideal, but not unachievable. The inspiration for this
comes from Kings College, London, where every single one of its 19 000 students
has a mentor who is not directly associated with the student’s area of study. The
University believes that such links will do much to reduce the attrition caused by
loss of confidence or inability to settle down into a different way of learning.

Disability support

The University’s growing reputation as a supportive institution for students
with disabilities has led to a substantial increase in the number of students with
declared disabilities, seeking the assistance of the Disability Support Service.
In 1998, the Callaghan Campus Service supported 48 students with disabilities of
various kinds. For 2000, the number of students with disabilities using the Service
has grown to 420. This is a small proportion of the 1 000-odd students who have
declared in their enrolment form that they have a disability.

An important part of the Service is the Adaptive Technology Centre which
supports blind and vision-impaired students. The genesis of the Centre was an
informal arrangement begun in 1988, using equipment acquired by an academic
staff member researching in the area of developing tactile maps for the visually
impaired. In that year, three blind students were supported. Today, over
40 students are registered as users of the Centre’s services. The Centre provides
print alternative materials, including braille, large print, disk, audio and tactile
graphics. The major strength of the Centre is the two staff members who work full-
time to support academic staff who have blind or visually impaired students in
their classes; and to help the students themselves. The Centre provides advice
and information on the purchase and use of adaptive technologies as well as
assistance in accessing library resources and the production of electronic texts.

The training provided to students in the use of the technologies is a critically
important part of the service: for example, the use of voice recognition software
requires at least eight hours training for people who may have difficulty operating
a mouse or keyboard. The Centre is playing a key role in raising awareness across
the University about the appropriate design parameters for flexible delivery of
subjects to ensure their appropriateness for the blind or visually impaired.
© OECD 2000



Equity and Diversity: the Newcastle Approach

 91

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 91  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
The Adaptive Technology Centre’s work has been commended nationally as a
best practice exemplar.

Disability support – the MobilitiBus

The MobilitiBus was acquired in 1993, to help students with mobility impair-
ments to move around the Callaghan Campus. The bus has been modified to allow
for wheelchair access, and easy entrance and exit for students with other mobility
impairments. In 2000, some ten students are using the MobilitiBus regularly. The
bus operates during lecture hours during semester and the examination period,
and is on call at other times.

The Central Coast Campus also has an electric cart to help transport students
with physical disabilities around the Campus.

Both of these services are unique to the University.

Support for indigenous students

The Wollotuka Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Education Centre estab-
lished in 1985 plays a key role in providing academic and pastoral support for
Indigenous students. Apart from being responsible for administering the Aborigi-
nal Tutorial Assistance Scheme grants on the University’s behalf, Wollotuka is a
physical location where Indigenous students can meet and provide mutual sup-
port and friendship.

In 1997, the University built on the success of its undergraduate support pro-
grammes for Indigenous students by winning a grant to establish one of five spe-
cialist national higher education Centres of Excellence in Indigenous research. The
Centre – Umulliko – is the only one of the five Centres located on the eastern sea-
board of Australia – the most populous part of the country. Umulliko’s objective is
to increase Indigenous peoples’ control over research practice and outcomes
through the development of high quality Indigenous student research education
and practice across a broad range of disciplines.

Support for indigenous medical students

The University is internationally recognised for its outstanding success in the
education of Indigenous people to become doctors. A comprehensive selection
and support process for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander applicants/students
of the Bachelor of Medicine course was begun in 1985. The programme today
encompasses the specifically designed admissions procedure, provides cultural
support, engages the Aboriginal communities in the Hunter region, and includes a
segment in the Bachelor of Medicine course on Aboriginal health issues. More
© OECD 2000
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than half of the Aboriginal doctors in Australia (18 of the 30 plus graduates) are
from the University of Newcastle.

Interest free loans

A significant proportion of the University’s student population experiences
difficulty in meeting the costs associated with university study. This ranges from
the General Service Charge (which goes to fund the activities of student associa-
tions), the cost of textbooks and associated ancillary items like laboratory coats, to
the cost of accommodation to attend off-campus clinical placements. Worry about
money is a serious issue for many students, and in the absence of support, leads
to the students withdrawing from their courses.

The University administers a substantial interest-free loan fund, which helps
students to manage their finances without terminating their enrolment. Each year, a
number of debts are converted into grants, when it is clear that the recipients will be
unable to meet the repayment schedules whilst studying, despite their best efforts.

Child care

In 2000, 52% of the University’s student population is aged over 21; and 56% of
the students are female. These two characteristics are strong indicators that many
students are parents of young children, whose success at university is dependent
upon adequate, inexpensive child care. The Callaghan Campus is served by three
child care centres, which together can accommodate a total of 120 children a day.
The establishment of a child care facility at the Central Coast Campus is planned.

Whilst child care centres meet the needs of those with babies and very young
children, this does not meet the needs of parents of school-age children. In 1998,
the University introduced a Vacation Care Programme which is run over every school
holiday period which does not coincide with University breaks. The programme has
been well patronised by staff and students, and is expected to continue.

The University is also acting proactively in terms of structuring its teaching
periods to coincide as much as possible with school holiday periods in New South
Wales. Thus its 2001 academic calendar has been devised to allow for this, as well
as for the agreed common breaks for the country, recommended by the Australian
Vice-Chancellors’ Committee.

Learning skills unit

Although the University endeavours to select students whose backgrounds
and qualifications indicate that with application they can succeed in university
study, many students find the adjustment from school education to university
daunting and very difficult.
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In 1992, the University established the Learning Skills Unit as an equity
project, to help those who need extra guidance and individual academic assis-
tance. The Unit has now been mainstreamed and is a unit funded from the Univer-
sity’s operating funds. It provides both personal assistance to empower students
through provision of skills to become independent learners; and works with aca-
demic Departments to provide a wide range of subject-specific support.

Amongst the specific projects which the Learning Skills Unit has developed is
a tutoring programme for students with dyslexia. Students are tested using a
series of standardised tests and methodology. Only those diagnosed as dyslexic
either by external assessors or qualified University staff are enrolled in the pro-
gramme. The tutors are final year Linguistics students, who have had experience
with language disordered clients. The tutoring provides participants with a range
of skills transferable across disciplines rather than being discipline specific.

Another, critically important and well subscribed course is the academic writ-
ing skills course. This was originally designed for students from a non-English
speaking background, but has been broadened to accommodate any student
wishing to improve their skills in this area. The five week course works through the
stages of academic writing, and provides practice in a range of writing skills. Indi-
vidual assistance is also available, along with user-friendly manuals devised by
the Learning Skills Group.

OUTCOMES

This paper has explored the principal strategies the University of Newcastle
has in place to achieve a truly inclusive and supportive environment where all stu-
dents irrespective of socio-economic background, gender, physical attributes, race
and ethnicity, can be successful.

Apart from these major programmes, the University is endeavouring to build
a culturally sensitive community through a variety of means including – the publi-
cation of all the significant holy days and celebrations of the ethnic and religious
groups represented in the student population, and their acknowledgement in the
timing of major examinations; the conduct of Cultural Awareness workshops for all
staff; and the work of significant committees like the Disability Committee whose
role is to educate the University community as well as to problem-solve.

Table 5 analyses the outcomes of the University’s various initiatives, bench-
marked against State (New South Wales) and national indicators. These figures
confirm the University’s success in the recruitment, retention and graduation of
the major group from its immediate communities i.e. those from low socio-
economic backgrounds; and people with disabilities. Further initiatives at the
institutional and Faculty level have been introduced in 2000, to encourage better
© OECD 2000
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Table 5. Equity statistics 1998-2000

Equity Statistics 1998-2000

Equity Group Year Access % Participation Retention Success

Low SES
(Aged under 25)
(Participation rate is a ratio of low: high SES)

Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

16.5
16.8
35.2
35.8

0.42
0.44
2.92
3.11

0.98
0.99
1.01
1.00

0.96
0.95

–
1.00

First semester 2000 35.6 3.27 0.97 0.99

Low SES
(aged 25 and over)
(Participation rate is a ratio of low: high SES)

Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

14.0
14.4
33.9
33.2

0.36
0.37
2.50
2.48

0.98
1.00
0.99
0.97

0.97
0.95

–
0.97

First semester 2000 33.8 2.57 0.96 0.98

People from a Non-English Speaking 
Background

Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

4.3
5.8
1.2
1.3

0.90  or 6.0%
–

0.8%
1.1%

1.06
1.07
1.05
0.99

0.96
0.96

–
0.94

First semester 2000 0.9 1.0% 0.95 0.89

People with a Disability Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

2.6
2.7
3.7
4.1

0.72 or 2.8%
–

3.8%
4.0%

0.97
0.96
0.95
0.92

0.95
0.94

–
0.92

First semester 2000 4.3 4.3% 0.96 0.95

People from rural areas Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

18.4
16.7
17.7
16.5

0.72  or 17.3%
–

17.7%
17.3%

0.99
0.99
1.05
1.07

1.00
1.00

–
1.03

First semester 2000 16.6 17.5% 1.06 1.02

People from isolated areas Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

2.1
1.0
0.4
0.3

0.40  or 0.6%
–

0.3%
0.3%

0.90
0.91
0.97
0.97

0.94
0.95

–
0.99

First semester 2000 0.3 0.3% 0.88 0.95

Women in Engineering/Surveying Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

–
15.7

9.5
10.3

14.6%
–

9.7%
9.2%

–
–
–
–

–
–
–

1.05
First semester 2000 12.0 9.6% – 1.04

Women in Architecture/building Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

–
37.3
22.6
28.2

36.2%
–

16.7%
20.8%

–
–
–
–

–
–
–

1.09
First semester 2000 20.8 20.3% – 1.16

Women in Higher Degrees by C/W Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

–
–
–
–

0.93
0.90
1.03
1.04

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–

First semester 2000 – 1.01 – –
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access for people from isolated areas – where the percentage for access and par-
ticipation is lower than either the state or national averages. The figures for peo-
ple from a non-English speaking background reflect the very small number of such
people in the University’s catchments: the Hunter region in particular has a sub-
stantially Anglo-Celt population.

Access and participation rates for Indigenous people are still below average,
and continue to be the subject of attention.

Providing higher education opportunities for the many disadvantaged groups
in its communities and effectively supporting those admitted to award courses
remains a continuing challenge for the University.

Table 5. Equity statistics 1998-2000 (cont.)

Notes: – University data obtained through Commonwealth Government software, success data was not available in 1998.
– Data other than percentage (%) symbols measure the ratio of equity group performance to total student

enrolment.
– State and National indicators are not available for all categories at the time of writing.
– Access is the number of commencing students in each equity group as a percentage of total commencing students.
– Participation has been interpreted as the share that members of each equity group have of total student

enrolments.
– Participation of students from low SES backgrounds is shown as a ratio of the number of students from low

SES backgrounds to the number of students from high SES backgrounds.
– Participation for women in non-traditional areas of study is shown as a percentage of total enrolments.
– Participation of women in higher degree research and coursework programmes is shown as the ratio of the

percentage of women in higher degree research and coursework programmes to the percentage of women in
undergraduate programmes.

– Retention is the ratio of each equity group’s apparent retention rate to the apparent retention rate of all other
students.

– Success is the ratio of the student progress rate for the previous year for each equity target group to the
progress rate for all other students.

Source: University of Newcastle statistics.

Equity Statistics 1998-2000

Equity Group Year Access % Participation Retention Success

Women in Higher Degrees by Research Nat. Ind.
State Ind.

1998
1999

–
–
–
–

0.86
0.85
0.81
0.85

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–

First semester 2000 – 0.86 – –
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ABSTRACT

This article proposes a methodology for analysing the management duties of
teachers in medium-sized university units (institutes, schools). It has a significant
theoretical basis, taken mainly from English-speaking countries. The paper uses
data gathered from the Venezuelan University, its main purpose being to identify
the differences in the approach to their work of directors of research, as opposed to
educational, units. 

All academics know that the types of work their colleagues do and the extent
to which they are involved in their host organisation vary widely. The list of the
potential activities of such teachers is a long one: initial training, supervising prac-
tical study, personal research work, assisting research students, administrative
work, continuing education, outside consultations, professional up-skilling. Teach-
ers do not carry out all these activities with the same degree of intensity through-
out their working lives. Their actual occupations vary widely: principal teacher,
research-teaching fellow, administrator-teaching fellow, administrator, consultant-
teaching fellow, etc. (Bertrand, 1994).

The functioning of university establishments relies on this often temporary
but basically unrecognised specialisation of their staff, while careers remain
largely dependent on research performance (Friedberg and Musselin, 1991). Uni-
versities do little to identify, enhance or make the best use of the skills and moti-
vation of their personnel. Preparation for the different facets of the actual job of an
academic is largely empirical and understanding of its components fragmentary
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(Bauer and Bertin-Mourot, 1995; Engwall et al., 1999, Leroy, 1991; Neave, 1988; Smith
et al., 1999).

The central theme of this article is to try to reach a better understanding of
administrative activity or, more generally, of management, as exercised by certain
academics formally in charge of in-house medium-sized organisational units.

There is therefore a methodological purpose to this article. It is largely based
on a theory, originating essentially in English-speaking countries, as regards the
description of the work of a manager. After a brief description of this theory, the
various topics addressed will be listed and the main characteristics of the sample
used will be described.

APPROACHES USED AND TOPICS ADDRESSED

Methods of describing the work of a manager

The ways of describing the work of a manager in organisations may be classi-
fied under a few main headings (Lemaître, 1994):

1. It is possible to describe management activities in terms of the resources
used (telephoning, writing, receiving people, reading documents, dictat-
ing letters, using computers, chairing official meetings) or according to the
work situations involved (working alone in your office, participating in a
formal  meeting , working  outside your  es tablishment,  corr ido r
discussions, etc.). These elements may be observed directly and mea-
sured in terms of the time the manager spends on them.

This may be supplemented by studying the content of these activities; what the
manager is trying to accomplish by developing a given type of activity. A
telephone call, for instance, may have many purposes: to obtain informa-
tion about a problem, to convince someone of the relevance of a decision
taken, to give instructions for a decision to be implemented.

This approach is particularly relevant when analysing what information
systems are necessary for the proper functioning of the organisation.

2. Another approach is to examine the position of a manager within the struc-
ture of the organisation, i.e. to describe the relations the manager has with
all the staff of the organisation and with persons external to it. This gives
an idea of the “real” hierarchical level of the manager and makes it possi-
ble to identify the way in which he delegates or co-ordinates.

3. A Kotter-type approach (1982 in particular) to studying the work of man-
agement is to examine the power structure within an organisation in terms
of the influence exercised by managers over the decision-making bodies
© OECD 2000
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(administrative board, steering committee) and processes (choice of an
executive, for example), thus identifying the manager’s scope of action.

4. Emphasis may be given to the purpose the work serves from the point of view
of the organisation: this may be expressed in traditional functional terms
(finances, sales, research, public relations, etc.) but also by means of the roles
or behavioural models adopted by the manager. Mintzberg (1983), for exam-
ple, distinguishes ten behavioural models on the basis of groups of activities.

5. Some analyses focus on the orientation of the manager’s work in terms of
collective and/or personal objectives (Schmidt and Kipnis, 1984). These
choices, exercised more or less consciously, affect the manager’s scope of
action and guide his work.

6. Managers are often perceived, especially by their subordinates, in the
light of the way in which they act or their management styles. The latter
are closely linked to the perceptions managers may have of the function-
ing of their organisation. They affect the way in which the director manages
“human resources” and largely determine the effectiveness of manage-
ment work (Rojot and Bergmann, 1989).

7. Lastly, and more pragmatically, another possibility is to consider the skills
required to carry out the work of a manager (Yau and Sculli, 1990). This is
the approach used in jobs and skills analyses and management training.

From the standpoint of university management, each of these methods of
approaching the work of administration is of particular interest: setting up an infor-
mation and decision-making system, consideration of the hierarchical organisation
chart, strategical analysis, everyday management of staff. These different ele-
ments are briefly described in Table 1.

Table 1.  Factors in analysing the work of administration in universities

Source: Authors.

Methods of approach Fields of application in university management

1. Nature and content Information systems

2. Work relations Establishment of the organisation chart; delegation and co-ordination

3. Power structure Dispute management

4. Functions and job purpose Functional analysis

5. Collective objectives Strategic analysis

6. Management styles Everyday management of “human resources”

7. Skills Strategic management of “human resources”: job and training analyses
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The topics addressed

This article will endeavour to give a practical overview, in the university con-
text, of the different notions expressed above. The analysis of the work of manage-
ment is based on the first five approaches described above (work situations, work
relations, level of influence, roles and work objectives). The two other approaches involving
management styles and skills have been developed in another context (Alvarez
and Echevin, 1999).

After setting out the average trends recorded in the selected sample, the arti-
cle goes on to reply, as a subsidiary matter, to the question whether the behaviour
of managers varies depending on the field of intervention of the units for which
they are responsible: essentially research or essentially education.

The modalities of the survey carried out

The information used in this article is taken from a survey carried out in sev-
eral Venezuelan public universities, particularly the Central University of Caracas.
The survey enjoyed the specific support of the French National Scientific Research
Centre (CNRS) and CONICIT (Venezuela). Information was gathered mainly
through a questionnaire using for the most part groups of closed questions. Sixty-
five directors of university units replied to the questionnaire.

TRENDS RECORDED IN THE SAMPLE

The nature of management work as perceived through the work situations 
encountered

The way in which a manager works in practice (nature of his activities, contact
procedures, means of communication used) has been much studied since Mintzberg
(1983) who highlighted the transient, varied and discontinuous nature of the work
of a manager. According to this author, managers of enterprises do things some-
what superficially and often use the oral medium (informal meetings, telephone
calls – now e-mails, comments on summary reports) rather than formal information
systems (elaborate reports for example).

In the present case, the work situations of managers were studied on the basis
of 13 distinct types of situation characteristic of work in universities (Table 2).

Directors spend much of their time working in or near their offices, alone or in
impromptu discussions with one or more persons. They often chair formal internal
or external meetings.
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They do not spend much time in laboratories on “research” or in travelling or
participating in formal or informal external events.

The time spent on teaching or on working at home is not insignificant. They
also like to “take the temperature” of their establishments by making informal
“rounds” of the premises. Directors of university units rarely have an additional
activity outside the university.

On the whole, directors of units seem to be relatively sedentary, spending
most of their time working in their establishments.

The director within the structure of the organisation, or an analysis of work 
relations

This refers to the relations which a director has with all the staff of the unit
and with external persons (Tables 3 and 4).

Table 2.  The work situations of directors of university units

1. Example of “frequency”, line 1: 65% of those sampled list working alone in the office amongst their five most
frequent activities.

2. Frequencies of items in classes 3, 2 and 1 are significantly different with an error threshold of 5% (more or less
frequent). Certain items are in an intermediate situation, e.g. 2/3.

Source: Authors.

Frequency1

(%)
Confidence 

interval
Groupe2

1. I work alone in my director’s office (reading, writing, thinking, 
telephoning) 65 53/76 3

2. I take part in a formal meeting in my unit 65 53/76 3

3. I exchange ideas with one or more persons, informally, in or near 
my office 63 51/75 3

4. I have an appointment or a meeting outside my unit 63 51/75 3

5. I receive someone who came to my office without an appointment 61 49/73 3

6. I prepare or give a lecture or seminar 49 36/61 2/3

7. I walk about in the corridors, library or cafeteria to talk 
in an impromptu fashion with persons encountered 34 23/46 2

8. I receive someone who has an appointment with me in my office 34 23/46 2

9. I work at home (usually, to catch up on work) 23 13/34 1/2

10. I travel, taking part in conferences or seminars or in various events 
directly or indirectly concerning the unit 12 4/20 1

11. I carry out investigations or laboratory experiments, 
act as a member of Ph.D. examining boards 11 3/18 1

12. I have an appointment or a meeting outside my unit 9 2/16 1

13. I work in a body or enterprise outside the university 1 0/4 1
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In general, such relations are an expression of the hierarchical level of the
unit’s director: relations of delegation (downwards), co-ordination (horizontally),
requests or applications for authorisation (upwards). All these relations are indica-
tive of the work context inasmuch as they involve both relations with the outside
and internal relations. 

Table 3.  Relations of directors with unit staff
 (summary presentation)

1. Example of “frequency”, line 2: 77% of individuals sampled listed relations with professors without chairs among
their five most frequent types of internal relations.

2. Frequencies of items in classes 3, 2 and 1 are significantly different with an error threshold of 5% (more or less frequent).
Source: Authors.

Fréquency1

(%)

Confidence 
interval

(5%)
Group2

1. Heads of research teams, holders of chairs and heads of department 86 85/98 3

2. Professors without chairs 77 68/90 3

3. Administrative co-ordinators and directors of studies 75 67/88 3

4. Heads of administrative and technical services 46 38/60 2

5. Employees, technical staff, students 35 27/43 2

6. Staff and student representatives 17 8/26 1

Table 4.  Unit directors’ relations with categories of staff not belonging to the unit
(summary presentation)

1. Example of “frequency”, line 1: 88% of individuals sampled listed relations with “faculty and university authorities”
among their five most frequent types of external relations.

2. Frequencies of items in classes 3, 2 and 1 are significantly different with an error threshold of 5% (more or less frequent).
Certain items are in an intermediate situation.

Source: Authors.

Fréquency1

(%)

Confidence 
interval

(5%)
Group2

1. Faculty and university authorities 88 89/100 3

2. Heads of administrative and technical services of the faculty 
and the university 65 55/75 2

3. Teachers from other universities 47 35/60 2

4. Representatives of institutions allocating funds 41 29/53 2/1

5. Directors of other university units 34 23/46 2/1

6. Various persons not belonging to the university 
(politicians, journalists, entrepreneurs 22 11/32 1

7. Representatives of unions and professional associations 20 10/30 1
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Directors see themselves above all as representing the teachers of their units
whether or not they have unit responsibilities.

Their relations with technical and administrative staff, students and heads of
administrative and technical services are more irregular. Relations with represen-
tatives of students or of the teaching staff are altogether flexible.

Directors are essentially involved with the academic world, be it faculty and
university authorities, scientific bodies or teachers from other units or universities.

The unit director of the Venezuelian University, on the other hand, has few
relations with the world outside the university: persons involved in university
boards, union, political or economic representatives.

The hierarchy, or an analysis of influence

One way of studying the work of management is to examine the influence
exercised by a manager on decision-making bodies (teachers’ assembly) and on
decision-making processes (appointment of a teacher, for example) (Table 5).
We shall deal here with the former only [see Alvarez and Echevin (1999) for the
latter].

Unit directors feel they have particular influence over the Unit Council, the
unit’s Interdepartmental Committee, directors’ meetings and the Faculty Council.
This focusing of interest on the nearest institutional bodies does not of course
exclude continuation of their teaching function, notably through Ph.D. examining
boards.

Table 5.  The influence of directors on university decision-making bodies
(summary presentation)

1. Example of “frequency”, line 1: 85% of individuals sampled listed relations with the Unit Council, etc., among
the five types of relations over which they feel they have most influence.

2. Frequencies of items in classes 2 and 1 are significantly different with an error threshold of 5% (more or less frequent).
Source: Authors.

Frequency1

(%)

Confidence 
interval

(5%)
Group2

1. Unit Council, Interdepartmental Commission and teachers’ assembly 85 76/93 2

2. Directors’ meetings, Faculty Council or equivalent, various 
committees 71 60/82 2

3. Scientific Development Council, Ph.D. examining boards 69 56/81 2

4. Various associations and assemblies 29 18/40 1
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The purposes of the work of management from the viewpoint of the 
organisation – management roles

Management activities have been classified in terms of roles in line with the
work of Mintzberg (1983) who identifies ten characteristic roles of management
action divided into three categories: 1) interpersonal roles, linked to the status
and authority of the manager and combining representation and leadership activi-
ties; 2) information roles involving the gathering and dissemination of information
arising from the director’s privileged position inside and outside the organisation;
3) the decision-making roles of allocating and administering resources arising from
the director’s central position in the decision-making process (Table 6).

A significant proportion of a unit director’s work is bureaucratic in nature or
involves representing the unit in the outside world; he feels it essential to listen
to his staff and to provide them with information useful for their work.

Table 6. The roles of unit directors

1. Example of “frequency”, line 1: 63% of those sampled listed representative functions among their five most frequent
tasks.

2. Frequencies of items in classes 2 and 1 are significantly different with an error threshold of 5% (more or less frequent).
Certain items are in an intermediate situation.

Source: Authors.

Fréquency1

(%)

Confidence 
interval

(5%)

Group2

1. I represent the unit and check that everything is in order from 
a legal and social point of view 63 49/74 2

2. I forward information in my possession to the other members 
of the unit 63 51/75 2

3. I am responsible for motivating, guiding and assisting all 51 40/64 2

4. I actively seek out and collect all information which might help me 
better understand the unit and its environment 51 38/63 2

5. I prepare and send information for bodies outside the unit 36 23/43 2/1

6. I initiate new projects, support initiatives, promote change 34 21/44 2/1

7. When the unit is going through a crisis, be it small or big, 
I think about what measures could help improve the situation. 
I feel responsible for resolving the crisis. 34 21/44 2/1

8. I establish contacts with my peers in the University 
and with outside individuals who could be useful for the unit 22 13/32 2/1

9. I allocate the unit’s resources among departments and teams 
(dividing out work time, allocating human, financial 
and material resources: work on the budget, for example) 8 1/14 1

10. I seek out or commit unit resources in the course of outside 
negotiations 2 0/4 1
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This activity does not often lead to decisions about resource allocation or cre-
ation indicative of change. Directors nevertheless spend time preparing decisions
which are often taken by someone else.

Directors feel responsible for motivating and leading their staff (in particular
during internal unit meetings and when welcoming professors without chairs as
indicated in the above study on internal relations).

The orientations of a manager’s work

We shall content ourselves here with an analysis, in terms of strategic and
organisational objectives, of managerial work without seeking, as recommended
by Schmidt and Kipnis (1984), to complete this study by identifying the personal
objectives of managers (Table 7).

Table 7. Strategic and organisational objectives of managerial work

1. Example of “frequency”, line 1: 57% of individuals sampled listed research development among their five priority
objectives.

2. Frequencies of items in classes 3, 2 and 1 are significantly different with an error threshold of 5% (more or less frequent).
Certain items are in an intermediate situation.

Source: Authors.

Fréquency1

(%)

Confidence 
interval

(5%)
Group2

1. Develop research (publications, seminars and congresses, thesis) 57 45/69 3

2. Improve teaching quality (update programmes, improve teaching 
relations, use new media) 55 43/68 3

3. Improve services to teachers (quality of premises 
and documentation, reprographics, data processing, quality 
of programme secretariats) 39 27/50 3/2

4. Respond as quickly and efficiently as possible to the multitude 
of everyday problems raised by the persons concerned 
by the unit 38 26/48 3/2

5. Harmonise and support individual initiatives by unit staff, develop 
a good working climate, cultivate the unit’s institutional identity 32 21/44 3/2

6. Incite change and promote the dynamism of all staff, implement 
a project to transform the unit 29 18/40 2

7. Enhance the services provided to students (methods of work, 
professional openings, programme quality, “relevance” 
of the training for students, level of integration within 
the institution) 22 12/32 2

8. Improve the direct services provided by the unit to the outside 
(continuing education, advisory activities, research contracts) 14 7/22 2

9. Implement the guidelines for action laid down by the faculty 
authorities 4 0/6 1
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Unit directors have a very academic idea of their work. They endeavour to
develop research and teaching without periodically analysing the needs of the
student “customer” or really taking into account the objectives of their superiors.
Community services (continuing education, expertise) do not attract them (con-
tinuing education is for the most part given, in Venezuela, in specialised estab-
lishments).

Directors do not usually take a position on a predominant task with regard to
the organisation for which they are responsible: ensure coherence, find resources
for the unit, promote change, improve structures, they do not give priority to any
particular type of action.

A PRACTICAL EXAMPLE: DIFFERENTIATING THE WORK 
OF INSTITUTE AND SCHOOL DIRECTORS

The foregoing analysis naturally leads to an attempt to analyse selected types
of relations. In the Venezuelian sample, a study of correlation does not unfortu-
nately give any tangible results. It is always possible, on the other hand, to assess
in a less systematic manner the differences of attitude of directors either with ref-
erence to the structure of the university (type of production, discipline, size of
establishment) or with reference to their individual characteristics (male/female,
psychological characteristics, professional experience) (Alvarez and Echevin, 2000).

To illustrate these approaches, Summary Table 8 sets out the differences in
approach of directors of institutes – units essentially geared to research, and of
schools – units whose main activity is education. 

In summary:

Institute directors do not often take part in formal meetings and fairly often
have occasion to work outside their universities. They spend a lot of time working
alone in their offices.

Their most frequent contacts are with those directly and indirectly in charge
of research activities: team heads or teachers, those responsible for technical ser-
vices and technicians.

Their external relations are essentially with the faculty authorities and ser-
vices; notwithstanding their feeling for university hierarchy, they spend time main-
taining relations with heads of scientific establishments which could be a source of
extra resources.

Institute directors are little concerned by issues of change within their units
and are not really focused on resolving everyday problems. They see themselves
rather as experts preparing decisions for the outside and as liaison agents. Stu-
dent problems do not really concern them.
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Table 8. Directors of institutes and of schools: quite distinct work approaches

Standpoint1 Institute School

Work situations Solitary and sociable
Very often, directors work in their offices 
either alone or when discussing, 
generally informally, with colleagues. 
Teaching and research activities 
are frequent. They are away from the unit 
fairly often, in particular to take part 
in outside seminars.

Sociable and formalistic
Directors spend most of their time 
developing relations, both formal 
(various councils and committees) 
and informal. They spend little time 
on research.

Internal relations*** For the most part with scientific 
and technical managers
Institute directors spend a lot of time 
with research team heads and with 
teachers. They are frequently in contact 
with heads of service and administrative 
and technical staff. 

For the most part with those in charge 
of education
School directors are in close contact 
with heads of department and holders 
of chairs. They meet frequently 
with the administrative and educational 
co-ordinators of their establishments. 
This does not exclude significant 
individual contacts with teachers 
and also, though more rarely, 
with students.

External relations Relations mainly of a hierarchical 
nature
Institute directors deal above all with 
those in charge of faculties and scientific 
establishments connected 
to the university. Their external relations 
are of a distinctly hierarchical nature. 
Institute directors do not much 
collaborate with the directors of other 
institutes of the university.

Hierarchical relations but also 
horizontal collaboration
School directors are above all in contact 
with faculty managers. They nevertheless 
develop significant relations with other 
school directors and with teachers 
in other Venezuelan university units.

Relations of influence*** Institutional by nature but 
with a certain “political” aspect
Institute directors have influence 
over the university bodies to which 
they institutionally have access: 
the establishment’s internal council, 
directors’ meetings, the Faculty 
Council. Moreover, they play 
a “political” role by taking an active 
part in various committees (notably 
organising research), Ph.D. examining 
boards and scientific associations.

Of an institutional nature for the most 
part
School directors limit their action 
to a few unit and faculty councils. 
Given that schools are often divided 
into departments, school directors 
also intervene in inter-departmental 
committees. Their influence stops 
there. They are not “politicians” 
seeking various types of support 
within the university or its 
environment.

Roles observed Liaison agent and expert
Institute directors are taken 
up essentially by their representation 
and leadership roles (interpersonal 
roles) as well as research, preparation 
and dissemination of information 
(informational roles).They are both 
liaison agents and experts as defined 
by Mintzberg.

Superintendent and entrepreneur
A major task of school directors 
is to resolve everyday short-term 
problems. Directors act essentially 
as superintendents. This 
does not exclude a desire to change 
things and a certain entrepreneurial 
vision.
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 108

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 108  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
School directors spend a lot of time on informal relations but also on various
formal meetings (Unit Council, Faculty Council, Interdepartmental Committee, etc.).
From this viewpoint, their work is significantly different from institute directors, who
spend more time alone in their offices.

Taken up to such an extent with these activities, school directors have little
time for personal or team research.

They have almost no relations with heads of laboratories: their main focus is
on communicating with those responsible for the smooth day-to-day functioning
of the unit, in particular administrative and educational co-ordinators.

School directors consider themselves responsible for solving the everyday or
medium-term problems of their units, and feel able to do so with the help of the
managers in their immediate environment (in particular, their faculty authorities).
Their approach is pragmatic.

GENERAL CONCLUSION

This study presents a practical overview of the concept of managerial work in
universities based on several operational approaches. The average trends identi-
fied in the sample studied in the specific context of the Venezuelan University
give a practical illustration of how this methodology is implemented. A more
detailed analysis makes it possible to identify the differences in approach of
directors of research units and those of educational units.

This research is based on information collected by means of questionnaires
from university unit directors. The approach used has the advantage of simplicity.
It does, on the other hand, have the disadvantage of imposing a work analysis

Table 8. Directors of institutes and of schools: quite distinct work approaches (cont.)

1. Significance level of the chi2 test:
* From 70 to 85%,
** From 85 to 95%,
*** Over 95%.

Source: Authors.

Standpoint1 Institute School

Orientations* Traditionalist
Institute directors work mainly 
to develop academic research 
and increase their unit’s resources. 
Their approach is somewhat traditional.

Pragmatic
School directors work towards strategic 
educational and research objectives 
as well as the whole set of organisational 
objectives, including everyday ones. 
They attach importance to student 
needs.
© OECD 2000



Describing the Work of University Managers: the Case of the Venezuelan University

 109

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 109  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
structure on individuals who themselves may perceive their work in a very differ-
ent way. This constitutes a significant limitation on the methodology proposed.

Marshall and Stewart (1981) demonstrated clearly that much of the spontane-
ous discussion about managerial work does not take an analytical form. Many
managers perceive their work rather as a list of urgent problems to be resolved
and therefore do not seek to give an overall vision of their job. Still other manag-
ers feel they spend most of their time reacting to ever-changing circumstances;
such managers do not identify priorities since these are shifting all the time. When
they try to describe their work, their description tends to be very brief and con-
cise. They feel that they have to deal with an ever-changing situation.
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 110

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 110  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
References

ALVAREZ, R. and ECHEVIN, C. (1999),
“Autonomie universitaire: le point de vue de responsables – Un cas vénézuélien”, Poli-
tiques et management public, Vol. 17, No. 1, March, pp. 117-143.

BAUER, M. and BERTIN-MOUROT, B. (1995),
“Les directeurs de laboratoire du CNRS dans l’exercise de leur fonction”, Final Report,
Observatoire des dirigeants, Cahiers de la Délégation aux études et aux audits, CNRS, Paris.

BERTRAND, D. (1994),
“Pour des politiques de gestion des professeurs qui tiennent compte de la diversité
de leurs tâches”, Politiques et management public, Vol. 12, No. 4, pp. 71-90.

BLANCERO, D., BOROSKI, J. and DYER, L. (1996),
“Key competencies for a transformed human resource organisation: Results of a field
study”, Human Resource Management, Vol. 35, No. 3, pp. 383-403.

ENGWALL, L., LEVAY, C. and LIDMAN, R. (1999),
“The roles of university and college rectors”, Higher Education Management, Vol. 11, No. 2,
pp. 75-94.

FRIEDBERG, E. and MUSSELIN, C. (1991),
“Carrières académiques et gestion des systèmes universitaires”, in E. Friedberg and
C. Musselin (eds.), Le gouvernement des universités. Perspectives comparatives, éditions
Logiques Politiques, ed. Harmattan, pp. 201-223.

KOTTER, J.P. (1982),
“What effective general managers really do”, Harvard Business Review, November-December,
pp. 56-72.

LEMAITRE, P. (1994),
“A propos des recherches de Mintzberg sur le travail du manager”, Revue française de ges-
tion, January-February, pp. 67-74.

LEROY, P. (1991),
“Contribution à une réflexion sur le pouvoir dans les universités françaises à partir de
la réalité grenobloise”, in E. Friedberg, C. Musselin (eds.), Le gouvernement des universités.
Perspectives comparatives, éditions Logiques Politiques, ed. Harmattan, pp. 91-128.

MARSHALL, J. and STEWART, R. (1981),
“Managers job perceptions – Part 1: Their overall framework and working strategies”.
Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 18(2), pp. 162-182.

MINTZBERG, H. (1984),
Le manager au quotidien – Les dix rôles du cadre, Éditions d’organisation, Paris.
© OECD 2000



Describing the Work of University Managers: the Case of the Venezuelan University

 111

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 111  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
NEAVE, G. (1988),
“The Making of the Executive Head. The Process of Defining Institutional Leaders in
Certain European Countries”, Higher Education Management, Vol. 12, No. 1, pp. 104-114.

ROJOT, J. and BERGMANN, A. (1989),
Comportement et organisation, Vuibert-gestion, Paris.

SCHMIDT, S.M. and KIPNIS, D. (1984),
“Manager’s pursuit of individual and organisational goals”, Human Relations, Vol. 37(10),
pp. 45-64.

SMITH, D., BARGH, C., BOCOCK, J. and SCOTT, P. (1999),
“New Leaders at the Top” The Educational and Career Paths of UK University Vice-
Chancellors (1960-96), Higher Education Management, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp. 113-135.

YAU, W.S. and SCULLI, D. (1990),
“Managerial traits and skills”, Journal of Management Development, Vol. 9, No. 6, pp. 32-40.
© OECD 2000



 113

Higher Education Management Vol. 12, No. 3

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 113  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
The Changing Patterns of University Studies: 
Towards Lifelong Learning in Finnish Universities
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University of Joensuu, Finland

ABSTRACT

The age structure of university students has changed in many countries. Studying
at adult age has become one feature of today’s university, and the previous picture
of a (young) university student studying full-time for her/his first degree is
changing. This article is based on a study conducted in Finland where one third of
all university students are aged 30 years or over. Sstatistical data provided by
Statistics Finland were used to explore the “adultification” of higher education. 

Changing study patterns – prolonged studies, returning to studies or starting
studies at adult age, studying for a second degree – reflect the ideas of lifelong
learning. Today, university students do not form a uniform category; instead, there
are multiple patterns available for studying in the university. Especially students
who start their studies at adult age can be seen to have broken out of their expected
“low” educational career. The changes in the age structure and study patterns of
university students set many questions for the university – among these are
questions of equal opportunities for students of different ages. 

INTRODUCTION

In many countries the age structure of university students has changed to
such an extent that the discourse on “the adultification of higher education”
(Abrahamsson, 1984) is changing to a discourse on “the adult university” (Bourgeois
et al., 1998). There are substantial differences between countries in how adult
students are included in higher education. The education of adults can be embed-
ded in the system of higher education in such a way that adults’ access and partici-
pation are supported as national policy. Accessing adults can also take place on the
institutional level as a university policy aimed at integrating all students, or adults
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can be separated from “ordinary” students in the way that certain programmes are
designed to serve only adult students. (Kasworm, 1993, p. 416.)

The role of higher education in lifelong learning has been widely discussed.
According to Teichler (1999, p. 37), this discussion has referred mainly to the role
of higher education in continuing professional education (Brandt, 1999). Teichler
(1999, p. 37) points to the fact that “the question is hardly addressed how the
sequence and character of initial and continuing education changes in societies
that deserve the name lifelong learning society”. This article is based on a study in
which the focus lies on one special feature of today’s HE: the changing age of stu-
dents in university degree studies. The focus is limited to initial education,
i.e. degree studies, and continuing education will not be discussed. In Finland no
special position exists for mature students: adult students study in the same
degree programs as the “regular” or “ordinary” younger students. The data used
were provided by Statistics Finland. The data are firstly tables of the ages of uni-
versity students in 1996 by university, study field and sex, and secondly, an 80%
sample of university students in 1996 aged 30 or over (n=32 574) with 15 different
variables on each student. The variables include, in addition to present studies
(level, faculty) and demographic factors (marital status, number of children), also
previous education and childhood background. The socio-demographic factors
from the time when these students were 9-13 years old include geographical area
of living, size of the place of residence, and father’s occupation and educational
level. The data offer a possibility to compare the widely studied background of
younger students with that of adult students and to consider the possibilities that
ideas of lifelong learning create for educationally marginalised groups.

HIGHER EDUCATION AND LIFELONG LEARNING IN FINLAND

In Finland there is a binary system of higher education where universities are
separate from the non-university sector. The university sector consists of public
universities, altogether 20 academic and art institutions, and the non-university
AMK-institutions (Polytechnic-type of institutions*). All 20 universities have the
same legal status and are entitled to confer doctoral degrees. The Finnish system
of higher education reflects the features of Finnish society: Finland is a geographi-
cally large but sparsely populated country with a Nordic tradition of equality policy
(Antikainen, 1981).

Higher education started to expand in the 1950s when new universities
were founded in sparsely populated areas of northern and eastern Finland. Thus,

* The newly formed non-university sector of higher education has been developed on the
previously existing sector of higher vocational colleges. In 1999, there were 24 perma-
nent and 7 temporary AMK-institutions serving 78 000 students (AMKOTA, 2000).
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universities have had an important function in regional policy. Following the wel-
fare state model of the Nordic countries, education is free for everyone: students
do not pay tuition fees, and full-time studies are supported financially by the
state. The new policy of higher education since the late 1980s started transforming
universities into results-oriented organisations. The output and efficiency of the
universities are increasingly visible features of the policy and steering system of
higher education (Hölttä, 1998).

The concept and ideology of lifelong education first appeared in Finnish edu-
cational policies in 1969, when a central national committee defined lifelong edu-
cation in a memorandum on educational structures (Komiteanmietintö, 1969). In
the 1970s and 1980s there was a lively debate on the concepts of lifelong educa-
tion, recurrent education and continuing education conducted within UNESCO,
OECD and Council of Europe (Alanen, 1981; Ministry of Education, 1983). Lifelong
education emerged again in the 1990s in the context of revolution in information
technology, rapid social and economic changes and Finland’s membership in EU.
The committee report on lifelong learning, titled Joy of Learning, was published
in 1997 (Ministry of Education, 1997b and 1997c). The arguments for introducing
lifelong learning for all citizens are based on the changes brought about by eco-
nomic globalisation and developments in the field of technology, which demand
new learning and renewal of competence. Structural changes like the increasing
average age of the population and the high level of unemployment are also used
as arguments for the necessity of lifelong learning (Ministry of Education, 1997b).
Higher education has, however, not been central either in educational policies or
in the public discussion about lifelong learning.

CONFLICTING DISCOURSES

In the 1980s there arose new demands for the possibility to enter university
at a non-traditional age. To meet this demand the open university was created as
a route for adults to enter university studies. The Adult and Continuing Education
Centres, under the supervision of universities, are responsible for arranging open
university studies. A study in the 1990s (Ministry of Education, 1996a) showed,
however, that this “adult route” to entering university did not function as planned.
Some universities limited the study places available for students from the open
university route; some universities forced adults to take the same entrance exami-
nations as the young applicants and refused to take into account studies already
completed in the open university.

In spite of the promotion of lifelong learning, planning of higher education
has emphasised offering younger students opportunities to enter higher educa-
tion. With the expansion of secondary education, larger proportions of younger
age groups have completed the upper secondary level with the matriculation
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examination without the university sector being able to offer student places for all
applicants. As the universities are now partly funded on the basis of their produc-
tivity, it would be more beneficial for them to choose students who study full-time
and who can be expected to graduate quickly – the young ones.

In the 1990s the Ministry of Education (1997a) stressed that 75% of the new
starting places in universities should be reserved for the relevant age group,
i.e. young students coming from upper secondary school with a matriculation
examination who are applying for their first student place. The concept of relevant
age group – also used in the Memorandum of Higher Education in Europe (European Com-
mission, 1991) – expresses a traditional view towards higher education, defining
young people as the mainstream (NIACE, 1993) and leaving adults in a marginal
position in higher education policies (McNair, 1998). On the other hand, the idea
of including adults in higher education policy was supported by assuring the
importance of the adult-oriented route to universities and by arguing for open possi-
bilities to study at any educational level. The adult-oriented route was meant to
serve several types of students: those who aim for a second university degree,
those who have studied in the open university, those with a lower university
(bachelor’s) degree, those who have studied abroad, and those who previously
studied in a polytechnic college. The rhetorics of relevant age group and adult-
oriented studies has disappeared from the recently published new development
plan [Koulutus ja tutkimus vuosina 1999-2004 (Education and Research 1999-2004)
(Ministry of Education, 2000)]. In this latest educational policy paper, lifelong
learning is embedded in the development of the national system of education. In
general, it is recommended that 15-20% of degree studies (at any educational
level) are aimed at adult students. However, in spite of the recommendations,
universities choose their students independently.

THE AGE STRUCTURE OF THE FINNISH UNIVERSITY STUDENT BODY

At present, one third of all university students in Finland are aged 30 years or
over, and the median age of Finnish university students is 26 years (Statistics
Finland, 1999). These figures include both undergraduate and postgraduate stu-
dents, and the figures are based on the number of students who have registered
in the studies at the beginning of the term. The changes in the age structure dur-
ing the last 30 years are shown in Table 1.

The number of students in universities has tripled in 30 years; and at the
same time, the age structure of students has changed dramatically. The proportion
of students aged under 25 has fallen from 71% to 42%; the proportion of students
aged 30+ has sextupled.
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A wide discussion took place in the 1990s about the too high age of Finnish
university students compared with students in other European countries. Concern
has been expressed about the inefficiency of undergraduate education (Hölttä,
1998). The median time spent studying for a master’s degree is 6.5 years, and
degrees are taken, on average, at the age of 27.6 years. In comparison with other
European countries, doctoral degrees are also taken at an older age, the median
age for gaining a doctoral degree being 36.2 years (Statistics Finland, 1997).

However, there are distinct features in the Finnish educational system which
can be seen as contributing to the age structure. Firstly, children start their educa-
tional path in the comprehensive school as late as at the age of seven and a full
12 years in school have passed until they are qualified for university entrance by
finishing upper secondary school and passing the matriculation examination.
Hence, the university entrance age is high compared with many other European
countries. Secondly, extended study times are a traditional feature of Finnish uni-
versities. This may be due to the study practice that once the student place has
been acquired, “academic freedom” is part of studies: to a great extent, students
make individual decisions on how to proceed in their studies. Thirdly, 96% of
undergraduate students study for a master’s degree; a bachelor degree is the goal
for only a minority of students.

ADULT STUDENTS IN UNIVERSITIES

In the context of higher education, conceptions about adult students can be
found, for example, in the ways students are divided into different positions in

Table 1. The age structure of Finnish university students (%) in 1967-98

Note: This table is a combination of different kinds of data:
1. The first year statistics were produced, in the 1967 spring term.
2. Based on year of birth.
3. Classified tables.
4. Table data, age of student at the end of the year.

Source: SVT XXXVII:1, 124-125; SVT XXXVII:5, 56-57; Statistics Finland, 1976; SVT XXXVII:10, 48 – Statistics Finland, 1999.

Age < 19 Age 20-24 Age 25-29 Age > 30 Total % Number

19671, 2 8.7 62.1 24.0 5.1 100 45 324
19702 6.2 58.9 28.5 6.4 100 57 180
19753 5.8 49.7 32.3 12.2 100 75 765
19803 5.4 45.4 30.7 18.5 100 84 176
19854 4.5 44.8 29.2 21.5 100 92 230
19904 4.0 41.0 28.5 26.4 100 112 921
19954 4.1 37.0 28.6 30.4 100 133 359
19983 4.2 37.6 25.6 32.5 100 147 278
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related research. In Finnish studies the mainstream students seem to be those
under 25 (Kivinen and Rinne, 1995; Liljander, 1996). This is higher than, for exam-
ple, the age in Britain where a dichotomy between ordinary and mature students
(21+ for undergraduates and 25+ for post-graduates) is used. The age structure of
students has changed in Britain as well; and mature students, who were originally
in a marginal position, now form the majority in higher education (Thompson,
1997; McNair, 1998). In the same way, in the USA there has been a radical change in
the age structure of university students, and traditional students remain a minor-
ity: only 20% of all university students are full-time students under 22 years of age
(Longworth and Davies, 1997, p. 117).

Yesterday’s typical students – those coming from well-off families studying
full-time for their first degree – are today defined as traditional students. How-
ever, the definition of a non-traditional student has been so incoherent that the
misuse of the concept has been brought up (Donnelly, 1998, p. 242). The concept
of non-traditional student can refer to adult students (age criteria), to students
coming from the working class (social class criteria) who traditionally have not
applied to universities, and to students who do not have the formal entrance qual-
ifications (Thompson, 1997). The concept of “second chance” is also widely used
when the focus is on adult students (Teichler, 1999). Among university students
the second chancers may be those who did acquire the formal entrance qualifica-
tions in their youth, but at that time their studies in the university were prevented
due to economic or cultural reasons. On the other hand, students using their sec-
ond chance may be those who do not have the formal qualifications for entrance
(Davies, 1995, p. 287).

Thompson (1997) has clarified the problems involved in the classifications of
adult university students. Higher education is increasingly presented as being
part of a flexible continuum of education for lifelong learning; a continuum into
which people can move at will and within which they can move horizontally as well
as vertically. However, mature students have not been normalised in universities.
Still today, an adult student is defined as the Other – as Thompson says: “Mature
is not a positive contrast to immature, or even young. Rather it is a synonym for
non-standard”. Adult students can be seen as “untypical”, “difficult cases” or
“odd”, and being a mature student can even involve a “shaming” label (ibid., p. 119).

FINNISH 30+ UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS

In Finland there is no special definition for an adult or a mature student in
universities, nor is there a division between part-time and full-time students.
When the data used here were formed only the age criterion of 30 years was used
to separate “adults” from “ordinary” students and to focus on features related to
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the “adultification” of university students. In 1996 this age group formed 23% of
undergraduate students.*

The student age structure is not the same in all fields of study and universi-
ties. In natural sciences, technical science and medicine there are few adult stu-
dents. The proportion of 30+ students is highest in nursing science, where 76% of
undergraduate students are 30 years or older. In theology and social sciences, one
in three students belongs to this age group. Adults study less in universities of
technology and business than younger students do. Thus, the general notion of
higher education systems (Teichler, 1999, p. 37) is verified: the higher a field of
study is valued, the more it is youth-centered. Medicine, economics and technol-
ogy are among the highest valued fields of study in Finland (Kivinen and Rinne,
1995; Liljander, 1996).

Differing study positions

Adult students do not form a homogeneous group and their study positions
are not the same. According to time of study, previous education and age of
entrance, the 30+ undergraduate students (n=21 262) were divided into five
groups indicating different study patterns. These groups make it possible to
examine the phenomena involved in “adultification” of university students; but
naturally, when the groups were formed, criteria were set which do not take into
consideration individual situations.

Long study times, or more exactly, the length of time people are registered as
students, are a feature of Finnish universities. In the university the length of stud-
ies is not limited and there are no special categories for full-time and part-time
students. Today, many students work during the academic terms for at least some
time, a family may be formed during their studies, and it is possible to go back to
studies after dropping out for any length of time. Thus, the variable “the year cur-
rent studies began” does not tell the time actually spent studying; it tells only the
year the student was registered as a student for the first time in a particular uni-
versity. But even if the variable is defective, it is a criterion that can be used to
estimate different study patterns.

First of all, in the universities there are students who study for a second uni-
versity degree. These are students who already have at least one master’s
degree, and they are registered to study in another degree programme; this
group was called heavy consumers of higher education. They form 14% of all
undergraduate students aged 30+. This group of students was already found in a

* The proportion of 30+ students is still rising. The latest statistics show that in 1998,
24 per cent of undergraduate students were aged 30+ (Statistics Finland, 2000).
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study on adult students in Australia in the 1970s (West and Hore, 1989) and was
called recyclers.

Those who entered the university more than ten years ago are seen in two dif-
ferent positions. First, there are those who have studied “forever”: those who
entered the university more than 15 years ago and are thus called eternal stu-
dents. Such study times refer to a situation where the student has dropped out
and returns to studies in a different life situation later in life. (West and Hore
called these students returners). Separating this kind of student position clarifies
one structural feature of the Finnish university: once gained, the right to study in a
university is a lifelong right and it is possible to return to one’s studies at will. Sec-
ond, there are students who have studied 10 to 15 years and as a group they are
called long-time students. Most students in this group are aged 30-34 years, indi-
cating that from the institutional view study times this long could refer to pro-
longed studies. The recommended maximum length of study for a master’s degree
is five years (Ministry of Education, 1996b). Long study times have been assigned
negative labels, even though it has been found that in many cases these students
themselves do not see their situation as problematic (Remonen, 1996).

Students who started their studies less than 10 years ago were divided into
two groups based on the age at which they entered university. In defining a group
of students who entered studies at adult age the aim is to locate a group of stu-
dents who began their studies at a non-traditional age. The criterion was set to be
entering the university for the first time at the age of 30 years or older – clearly
later than the mainstream of students. The remaining 30+ students, called young
adults, are students who entered the university under the age of 30, at a more “rel-
evant” age. They are 30–34 years of age and for most of them the study time
seems prolonged: 73% have already been registered as students for five years or
more.

Figure 1 shows the groups mentioned and sums up the features related to
studying at adult age.

The proportion of women is largest in the group of students who entered uni-
versity at adult age, at 66% (52.4% of all the university students are women).
Women form a majority in the group of eternal students and heavy consumers of
higher education, but for long-time studies and young adults there is no differ-
ence in numbers of men and women. This indicates that when studies are pro-
longed, it is due to factors other than family reasons as students in these two
groups have less children than students in other groups. As adult students,
women are older than men, a result similar to that found in British studies
(Johnston and Bailey, 1984; Blaxter et al.,1996). Within all groups, women are older
than men; and the age difference becomes emphasised in the group that entered
university at adult age.
© OECD 2000



The Changing Patterns of University Studies: Towards Lifelong Learning in Finnish Universities

 121

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 121  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
Entering university at adult age

Students who enter university at adult age differ from “ordinary” students or
other adult students in many ways. The choice of study field does not seem to be
as wide for these adult students as it is for others (Guyot, 1997). For example, it is
very rare to start studies at adult age in medicine, natural science, pharmacy or
sport sciences. The choice of studies is limited in different ways for men and
women: women study mainly nursing science and education. Men start studies at
adult age mainly in social sciences and education, but there is also a special route
for men into technical studies.

Since the 1980s it has been possible to enter a university without the matricu-
lation examination if the applicant has a vocational degree and passes the
entrance examination. Students who start their studies at adult age have signifi-
cantly fewer matriculation examinations than young, “ordinary” students or any
other student group; 24% of those who come to university at the age of 30+ (37% of
men and 18% of women) have not taken the matriculation examination; instead,
they have completed a lot of previous studies. These adult students often have
one or two vocational degrees at the time they begin university studies, but 20%
of them have three or more degrees. These figures refer to the results of many
studies in the field of adult education: accumulation of education.

Figure 1. Study positions of 30+ undergraduate students

Source: Author.
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The social background of adult students is heterogeneous. It is noteworthy,
however, that those who start in the university at adult age come from families
with a lower socio-economic status than other student groups. Typically, when
these students were 9-13 years old their fathers were workers or farmers, the
fathers had only the basic level of education and the family lived in the country-
side outside southern Finland. The educational path of these adult students has
been long: after vocational studies they have entered the university, but in that
way they can be seen to have broken out of their expected “low” educational
career.

DISCUSSION

The university as one producer of formal learning creates possibilities for life-
long learning also in the form of degree studies, even if in Finland there have not
been special programmes or a special policy for including adults in higher educa-
tion. For many reasons, the proportion of older students has been increasing.
Some adult students are aiming for another degree, some have just studied for a
(very) long time and some “start late”. This study shows that, in general, there are
various patterns for studying and gaining a university degree. In the course of
studies many of the “ordinary” students become “mature” or adult students as
their studies take longer than is recommended.

One of the major trends in studying university students has been to investi-
gate the process of selection. The pattern for entering higher education in Finland
has been found to be similar to that in other countries: those coming from well-off
families (with higher cultural capital) enter university more often than those com-
ing from the working class (Kivinen and Rinne, 1995). However, entering university
at adult age seems to overcome this persisting feature of higher education. The
group of students who start their studies at adult age fill many of the criteria previ-
ously used to describe non-traditional or “second chance” students. They come to
university significantly later than the mainstream students, they are coming from
worker and farmer families to a greater extent than any other student group, and
most of them (85%) come to university after vocational studies. Thus, it seems that
the ideas and practices of lifelong learning also offer an opportunity to overcome
educational marginality. How this group of adults has been selected for higher
education forms another question for future studies.

In spite of the wide use of the concept “second chance”, it can be argued that
students who start their studies at adult age are using their first real chance to
enter university. The concept of second chance has not been used in a context
where an adult gradually gains more education and ends up, after achieving one
or a few vocational degrees, studying in a university. This kind of situation follows
the logic of continuing education or lifelong learning rather than a staged use of
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possibilities. In this way we are approaching the way Giddens (1994) defines the
second chance. For him “second” is a chance in social life where life no longer fol-
lows determined stages in a linear way but adults have the chance for a “new
beginning” (or new beginnings) whether it is a question of changes in work, educa-
tion or family. Giddens sees the second chance as being more an opening of vari-
ous chances and choosing between them than a literal “second” chance (ibid.,
pp. 172 and 185). Most of the students who start their studies at university at adult
age lived in their youth outside southern Finland, in the countryside, in families
with low educational level and socio-economic status. For them, to take the “aca-
demic” route to university in their youth could have been impossible. It seems
that only after achieving her or his “own cultural capital” in the form of other (voca-
tional) studies has the adult acquired the necessary resources to enter the highest
level of the educational system.

University students are no longer a uniform group, and describing the stu-
dents of today is demanding. The classifications presented here cannot bring for-
ward individual educational paths. Rather than classifying students into groups,
students could be thought to be on a continuum of studies at different phases of
their lives. There are different patterns of studying; and to a greater extent than
before, students want to do many things at the same time: for many students
studying in the university does not seem to be a clear phase of life and being a
student may not be their main role. In Finland, the change has taken place without
special programmes arranged for adults by the government or the university.
Hence, the changes might be more a reflection of general changes in life and
changes in the life course of individuals. Studying in the university at an adult age
also indicates that the earlier linear life courses break into more individually ori-
entated life paths.

The increasing number of adult students raises the question of equality and
equal possibilities for different age groups. In Finland, no special entrance or
access courses are arranged for adults, and work experience does not count either
for entrance or while studying. In universities, adults follow the same study pro-
grammes as younger students, take the same exams, and the same criteria are
used in evaluation – in that way the degrees earned are equal. Adults may, how-
ever, encounter barriers in studying. One concrete example of a barrier is interna-
tionalisation. As “international experience and studies taken abroad are most
desirable in most areas of work” (Ministry of Education, 1997a, p. 9), a university
student seeks to raise the value of the degree by internationalisation. This is eas-
ier for a young talented student than for an adult talented student for at least two
reasons. Firstly, adults are in many cases limited by family responsibilities and
financial arrangements; and secondly, it is a common practice in companies and
institutions to choose trainees and scholarship students who are under the age of
30 years.
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Another question of equality in the context of age is access to post-graduate
studies. According to the ideas of lifelong learning, a master’s degree is not the
end of formal education. As the educational level of the workforce continues to
rise there are more university graduates willing to enter post-graduate studies to
obtain higher qualifications. In the 1990s the Academy of Finland granted research
funding to research groups that include post-graduate students under 30 years of
age. In 1997 recommendations were published for the ideal age structure of stu-
dents who aim to achieve a doctoral degree (Ministry of Education, 1997a). These
recommendations are important for the adult student in higher education as they
inevitably state young age to be a desired feature of a newcomer to the scientific
field. Internationalisation as part of postgraduate studies is more complicated,
and also more expensive, for adults. For example, age limits of 35 years are set for
CIMO (Centre for International Mobility) and Marie Curie scholarships (European
Commission, 1996, pp. 44–45).

The change in the age structure and study patterns of university students sets
many questions for the university. How does the university respond to changes in
the student clientele and to changing study patterns? Is the aim of the university
(still) to educate the most able young people for the most valued positions in
society, or are the ideas of lifelong learning to be included in universities in a way
that the university offers possibilities to study at different phases of life?
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The Selection of Academic Staff

I.M. Bisset, S.G. Fisher, W.D.K. Macrosson and C.W. Phillips 
University of Strathclyde, Glasgow

ABSTRACT

In sharp contrast to governmental, commercial and industrial organisations, UK
universities do not appear to employ the wide range of currently available selection
tools when attempting to recruit new academic staff from the ranks of the recently
graduated. Such behaviour is not seen as surprising in the absence of research into
any indicators of high academic performance. The cross-sectional study reported
here identified a quantifiable personal characteristic, the Kirton Adaption-
Innovation measure, which, for the academics studied, appears associated with
publication output. Use of the measure might permit the effect of senior mentors on
candidates’ doctoral and post doctoral record of research and publication to be
assessed. 

The received wisdom passed on in universities to new academic staff in the
last third of the twentieth century has been “publish or perish”. Some (Lewis,
1975; Ladd and Lipsett, 1977) have disputed this view but more recent authors,
and in greater numbers (Bundle and Blackburn, 1990; Colman et al., 1992; Kyvik,
1993; Ochai and Nwafor, 1990; Stolte-Heiskanen, 1992; Tien and Blackburn, 1996),
have argued in its favour. In the United Kingdom, never has the need to publish
been so great what with so substantial a portion of the funding of UK universities
now tied to their academic output. This linking of government funding to research
output is neither new nor peculiar to the United Kingdom; it has been in place
around the world for many years (Ho, 1998). The pressure is on, therefore, as never
before, for universities to recruit staff who will produce suitable academic output.

Industry, Commerce, the Civil Service, Local Authorities and the Armed
Forces, too, are desperate to recruit staff who will deliver the required outputs. All
now look to the pool of recent graduates to meet their staffing requirements. In
industry and commerce, etc., the costs of hiring the wrong person have always
been high, and universities are no exception. The nub of the problem which all
© OECD 2000



Higher Education Management

 130

01publi.sgml.compo.fm  Page 130  Thursday, February 8, 2001  11:22 AM
these organisations face is that the candidates, the recent graduates, have little or
no relevant work experience and selection is being made for potential rather than
current capability. The reactions of most significant industrial, commercial and
other sizeable organisations to this difficulty has been to deploy the entire gamut
of selection tools in combing the ranks of each cohort of new graduates.

A powerful tool in the hand of selectors is the psychometric test. The deploy-
ment of psychometric tests has not enjoyed universal acceptance, not all organisa-
tions using these selection instruments in a perfect manner (Keenan, 1997), and
their inappropriate application has rightly given cause for serious concern
(Bartram et al., 1995). The British Psychological Society’s certification programme
for the use of Ability and Personality Tests is an effort to contain any increase in
the United Kingdom in the numbers of unqualified users of psychometric tests.
However, in spite of all, the psychometric test is becoming ever more widely
accepted in the United Kingdom, Shackleton and Newall (1993) reporting that 70%
of the top 1 000 UK firms use cognitive tests. The universities appear to be an
exception to this trend. A search of the literature failed to reveal any reports of
studies, either longitudinal or cross sectional, in which the universities have
attempted to assess the efficacy of modern selection tools in the recruitment of
new academics who, hopefully, will become creative and prolific authors. If the
universities are to follow the example of industry and commerce and accept the
proposition that psychometric tests have a place in their selection process for aca-
demic staff, the choice of the psychometric instruments becomes a key issue.

New lecturers progress in their career on the basis of their research and pub-
lication record and little else. Work which is original and novel, which is useful and
valuable in some way, and which is intuitive or heuristic as opposed to algorithmic
is expected of them. Such are the characteristics of creative outputs (Amabile,
1996), so what could be more significant in a selection context than a measure-
ment of candidates’ creativity ability? Unfortunately, the universally accepted cre-
ativity test has yet to be written. The problem lies not so much with existing
creativity tests, but their validity (Shapiro, 1970). As Prentky (1989, p. 255) noted,
“...the single most important methodological problem in research on creativity
concerns the criterion itself”. An approach which promised to offer a way around
this issue was found in the work of Kirton (1976) who had developed a theory of
cognitive style which posited a bipolar dimension which he entitled Adaption-
Innovation. Adaptors, in the face of problems, characteristically turn to conven-
tional procedures and derive their ideas from established procedures in contrast
to Innovators who, in addition to producing a greater number of ideas, characteris-
tically attempt to restructure problems by approaching them from a new angle
(Kirton and De Ciantis, 1986). Thus, it was proposed that cognitive style, the “con-
sistent individual differences in preferred ways of organising information” (Messick,
1976) is manifest in creativity, problem-solving and decision-making behaviour
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(Kirton and De Ciantis, 1986). As his theory had been operationalised in the inten-
sively studied (Bagozzi and Foxall, 1995; Goldsmith, 1985), Kirton Adaption Inno-
vation Inventory (KAI), the construct of Adaption-Innovation was adopted, for the
purposes of this study, as a gauge of creativity. Support for this approach is found
in the work of Keller and Holland (1978) who demonstrated a correlation between
Adaption-Innovation and publication output for industrial R&D personnel.

For academic staff, cognitive ability was seen as having the potential to con-
found the relationship to creativity. Testing cognitive ability might seem redun-
dant in the face of the first class honours degrees and PhDs proffered by
candidates for university lectureships, but the experience of many is that excel-
lent degrees can be won by dint of effort and good technique. Thus, a properly
validated and widely accepted test of high level intelligence appeared to be a
necessary instrument to separate any effects of cognitive ability from cognitive
style.

The aim of the investigation described in this paper is to make a start in iden-
tifying assessable variables which could be used by universities in the selection of
academic staff whenever they are faced with candidates who have not had the
opportunity of demonstrating their ability to produce research output indepen-
dently of senior mentors. As already indicated, creativity as signalled in cognitive
style has been highlighted as a potentially useful guide for this, and the suitable
psychometric instrument, the KAI, identified. However, the effectiveness of the
instrument for the purpose envisaged requires it to be judged against a suitable
external criterion, that of academic output.

The assessment of the output of academics has been and, indeed, continues
to be the subject of many investigations and extensive debate. As pointed out by
Ho (1998) some argue that a count of citations suffice (Braskamp and Ory, 1994;
Garfield, 1987; Rushton, 1984) but others, though conceding that citations have a
place, indicate important drawbacks: the difference in sizes of academic fields,
not all citations are positive and some may be critical, some highly significant work
becomes common knowledge without drawing many citations, other significant
work may at the time of its publishing be neglected or overlooked, local journals
are easily missed by those in other countries, and over counting of in-group cita-
tions (Chapman, 1989; Centra, 1979; Cole and Cole, 1967; Colman et al. 1992; Dahllof
et al., 1991). The citation count, despite its acceptance in scientometric assess-
ment, remains problematic. Other instruments of assessment are productivity
measures and publication counts. Furnham and Bonnett (1992, p. 1339) in an
investigation into British research productivity reviewed both productivity mea-
sures and publication counts as well citation counts and concluded “...that there is
a considerable amount of agreement between all measures of excellence...”. They
also gave a weighting scheme for publications. Interestingly, the use of a publica-
tion count as an objective output performance measure was adopted by Keller
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and Holland (1978; 1979) who utilised the KAI in a effort to design a set of employ-
ment selection tests for professionals in R&D. A weighted publication count,
therefore, promised to yield the most economic output measure in terms of cost
effectiveness of the research.

This paper describes a small cross-sectional study which attempted to
identify a quantifiable personality variable associated with the output of aca-
demic staff. Cognitive style, as operationalised in the Kirton Adaption-Innovation
Inventory, was hypothesised as correlating with output as measured by the pub-
lication record of academic staff currently in post. Data was collected to test this
hypothesis.

METHOD

Participants

Complete sets of data were obtained from (N = 24) members of academic
staff currently or recently located in Mechanical and Production Engineering
departments within the Faculty of Engineering of a large Scottish University. All
participants were male (age M = 49.9 yrs, SD = 9.8).

KAI

The Kirton Adaption-Innovation Inventory is a 32 item paper and pencil ques-
tionnaire on which a participant indicates the degree of ease or difficulty with
which he or she could maintain specified styles of adaptive and innovative behav-
iour. Responses are recorded on five-point scales anchored by “Very hard” and
“Very easy”, with labels “Hard” and “Easy” placed to the left and right of centre,
respectively. The questionnaires were administered individually to each person in
the manner prescribed in the KAI manual (Kirton, 1987).

AH6

Although it belongs to the category of tests which may be administered in a
group, the Alice Heim AH6 Group Test of High Level Intelligence (Heim et al., 1983)
was administered individually to all participants. AH6 is available in two forms,
one designed for Scientists, Engineers and Mathematicians, the SEM form, the
other for everybody else, the AG form (Arts and General). The SEM form which was
employed exclusively in this investigation comprises 72 verbal, numerical and
diagrammatical multiple choice questions arranged cyclically with a gradient of
difficulty. The difficulty of the items is such that few people are likely to complete
all items correctly in the time allotted; none of the participants in this study man-
aged to do that. The test was administered according to the instructions given in
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the test manual, all participants being taken through a series of preliminary exam-
ples to familiarise them with the conventions and format of the test. Individuals’
scores used for the study were derived from the insertion of the raw scores into
the appropriate (Oxbridge entrance examinations) norm table.

Creativity Index

The measure of creativity employed in this investigation rested solely on
published output. The number of monographs, chapters in edited books (not text
books), papers in refereed journals, refereed conference papers and patents were
recorded and counted for each participant for the three year period prior to the
commencement of the research. Extensive consultations with the participants
themselves and with other academics in the Faculty led to the adoption of the
weighting factors: monographs = 5, chapters in edited books (not text books) = 3,
patents = 2, papers in refereed journals = 1, and refereed conference papers = 1.
The Creativity Index was the sum of each item of published output multiplied by
its weighting factor.

Statistics

All calculations, construction of boxplots and statistical tests were performed
using SPSS for Windows, Release 6.0 (Norusis, 1993). Since the exclusive use of
null hypothesis significance testing has come under renewed criticism (Cohen,
1994; Schmidt, 1996), effect size, power and appropriate confidence intervals were
calculated and used for the statistical inferences. Leaders in the field concur
(Harlow, 1997) that these latter measures are to be preferred over null hypothesis
significance testing. The details of the method of the estimation of the effect size
and power have been reported in the Appendix.

RESULTS

Table 1 contains the descriptive statistics for the KAI, its subscales, the AH6
(SEM) intelligence test, and the Creativity Index. The mean values for the KAI and
its subscales compare well with the corresponding values found in the KAI man-
ual. An examination of the boxplots confirmed the absence of outliers in the sam-
ple. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for the normality of the distribution of data
employed was applied to the KAI, its subscales, AH6 (SEM) scores and the Cre-
ativity Index. In all data sets the null hypothesis that the data is normally distrib-
uted was not rejected at the p?0.05 significance level. Table 2 contains the
Pearson’s Correlations for the bivariate relationships between the variables. As
expected the subscales of Sufficiency of Originality, Efficiency of Operation, and
Rule Group Conformity correlate highly with the global KAI score. Most noteworthy
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was the moderate but significant correlation between the KAI score and the Creativity
index. Neither age nor IQ appear related to the Creativity Index. Also included in
Table 2, above the diagonal, are the Pearson’s Correlations obtained after partialling
out the intelligence test data.

DISCUSSION

In the Research Assessment Exercise which had been conducted three years
prior to this investigation the departments from which the participants have been
drawn had received a “good” (4B) rating. The members of academic staff were, in
aggregate, expected to show a relatively high KAI value. This expectation was, in
part, based on the claim of Kirton and McCarthy (1988) that the mean values for
KAI scores for given employment groups differ from the general population, and
that engineers will tend to have higher KAI scores. As is seen from the data in
Table 1 the mean KAI for our participants lay close both to the KAI’s theoretical
value (Kirton, 1987) of 96 and to the mean of Kirton’s general population sample
(Mean = 94.99, SD = 17.9, N = 562), although on the higher side of the general pop-

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for KAI, AH6 (SEM) and Creativity Index

Source: Authors.

KAI
Sufficiency 

of originality
Efficiency 

of operation
Rule group 
conformity

AH6
(SEM)

Age
Creativity 

index

Mean 98.17 44.54 18.33 35.29 35.25 49.88 11.25
Standard Deviation 20.33 9.87 5.21 8.94 8.20 9.76 7.51
Maximum 129 63 27  50  50 63  27
Minimum 49 27 8  14  17 30 1

Table 2. Pearson corrrelation coefficients for KAI, AH6 (SEM) and Creativity Index

1. p ≤ .05, two tailed. Decimal points omitted. Above diagonal values are partial correlations where the linear effect of
IQ has been removed.

2. p ≤ .01, two tailed.
Source: Authors.

KAI
AH6

(SEM)
Sufficiency 

of originality
Efficiency 

of operation
Rule group 
conformity

Age
Creativity 

index

KAI – 852 672 922 03 411

AH6 (SEM) 26 – – – –
Sufficiency of originality 862 21 30 641 –04 481

Efficiency of operation 702 29 34 611 24 16
Rule group conformity 922 20 652 632 –02 31
Age –01 –17 –07 17 –05 –06
Creativity index 451 23 501 21 34 –09
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ulation mean. The smallness of the difference was not anticipated. The 95% confi-
dence interval for the mean KAI score for our sample was 98.17, 8.59, this interval
encompassing the theoretical mean of 96, and also encompassing the mean of
Kirton’s BR general population sample (Mean = 94.99, SD = 17.9, N = 562) and the
mean of male degree-level graduates (Mean = 100.97, SD = 16.1, N = 28)
(Kirton, 1987). The 95% confidence intervals for the KAI sub-scales all encom-
passed the respective means found in Kirton’s BR sample. Thus, consideration of
the confidence intervals associated with their KAI scores indicate that our partici-
pants appear to be typical members, in regard to their Adaption-Innovation pro-
files, of the general public. Calculation of the 95% confidence interval associated
with Kirton’s sample of male degree-level graduates also reveals that they, too,
appear to be typical members, in regard to their Adaption-Innovation profiles, of
the general public. One is forced to conclude that the differences in occupational
subgroup means mentioned by Kirton and McCarthy (1988) are not statistically
significant.

The issue the arbitrariness of the chosen weighting was mentioned earlier,
so the weighting of 5, 3, 2 and 1 respectively for monographs, text books, refer-
eed journal articles, and refereed conference papers were systematically varied
in a Sensitivity Analysis to evaluate their influence on the correlation between
the KAI score and the Creativity Index. Varying the weighting in turn for mono-
graphs and text books between 1 and 8 did not cause the correlation coefficient
to move any more than .01. Doubling the journal weighting decreased the corre-
lation to .35, whereas doubling the conference paper weighting increased the
correlation to .46. Overall, the precise level of weighting applied was not per-
ceived as crucial. Measuring academic output by counting the numbers of items
produced is a fairly coarse technique, varying the weighting does not appear to
markedly change it.

In an earlier part of this paper we had argued for the adoption of the KAI as a
gauge of creativity. In doing so we implied that the KAI was a measure of creativity
levels in people, an implication which Kirton has contested over the entire life-
time of his KAI measure (Kirton, 1978; Carne and Kirton, 1982; Kirton and De Ciantis,
1986; Kirton, 1987; Tefft, 1990; Goldsmith and Matherly, 1987; Goldsmith, 1985).
However, reports continue to appear in the literature showing significant correla-
tions between creativity level as measured by a given test and creative style as
measured by Kirton’s KAI instrument (Keller and Holland, 1978; Isaksen and
Puccio, 1988; Gelade, 1988, Torrance and Yun Horng, 1980; Fleenor and Taylor,
1994). In one of the latest of these Fleenor and Taylor (1994) described a study
involving an exceedingly large sample (N = 12 115) which revealed a correlation
coefficient of .62 between the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator Creativity Index, pur-
ported to be a measure of creative potential derived from the Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator personality types scores, and the KAI. These reports indicate that the
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question whether the KAI measures solely style has not yet been resolved to the
satisfaction of all. However, from Kirton’s position which can be readily interpreted
as signalling that the KAI does not measure levels of creativity, the result of our
experiment is not readily explained. Our data indicated that creative style and the
level of academic output were correlated.

At the outset of our study we had wondered if the level of academic output
might correlate strongly with IQ, and not with cognitive style. However, after the
possible effect of intelligence as measured by Heim’s AH6 (SEM) test upon the
Creativity Index was identified by partialling out the AH6 data and then removed,
the KAI correlation coefficient was still sizeable and significant. From Table 2 the
contribution of intelligence to the correlation coefficient is seen to be no greater
than 10%; the effect of cognitive style on academic output seems overwhelming.

Unless this surprising result can be demonstrated as flowing from Kirton’s
Adaption-Innovation theory it would be hard to avoid the conclusion that we have
erroneously accepted our findings as statistically significant. In other words a Type
I error has occurred. Fortunately, three pieces of evidence exist in the literature
which support the proposal that our result is not simply an occurrence of a Type I
error:

1. In examining the purchasing behaviour of the general public, and in partic-
ular, of those members of the public who are the first adopters of food
brands and products, Foxall (1989, p. 147) discovered that “both adaptors
and innovators are attracted to newness”, but, “it is only when brands/
products are subdivided according to their continuity/discontinuity that
the robust relationship between cognitive style and innovativeness in pur-
chasing becomes clear ”. When we substitute “knowledge” for “brands/
products” and “academic researchers” for “consumers” into Foxall’s find-
ings it becomes patent that academic staff whose cognitive styles are those
of the Innovator will be more open to “discontinuous” knowledge than their
Adaptive colleagues. It is widely accepted, so much so as to be almost axi-
omatic, that the juxtaposition of unrelated parcels of knowledge (Mednick,
1962) leads to novel and prolific lines of research. Thus, the Innovative as
distinct from the Adaptive researchers will, on account of their cognitive
style preferences, collect knowledge which is more likely to produce aca-
demic output than that of their Adaptive colleagues. We propose that this
mechanism may be at work and so would be responsible for the substan-
tial and significant correlation between cognitive style and academic out-
put observed in our study.

2.As indicated by Goldsmith (1985, p. 461), “Adaptors and Innovators may be
equally creative within the context of their respective styles, and both cre-
ativity styles may be equally appropriate and effective, depending on the
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situation”. Also, Kirton (1994, p. 6) notes that, “The effectiveness of style is
situation specific”. In other words, both creativity styles are not equally
effective in a given organisational situation, and this is the situation we
believe we may have encountered in this study. Within the context of aca-
demic engineering research the adaptive cognitive style is not as effective
and appropriate as the innovative style and this is at the root of the greater
levels of academic output amongst the innovative researchers. Such an
argument clearly resonates with the analogy made above which draws from
Foxall’s (1989) work on consumer reactions to product innovations.

3.An important characteristic of Innovators is their preference to proliferate
ideas in contrast to Adaptors whose preference is to produce only suffi-
cient ideas for efficient problem solving. When this characteristic, which is
evidenced in a number of studies (Torrance and Yun Horng, 1980; Isaksen
and Puccio, 1988), is considered alongside the proposal that amongst many
ideas there will be the much sought after original idea (Guilford, 1967;
Mednick, 1962; Wallach and Kogan, 1965; Milgram and Arad, 1981) it
becomes probable that the Innovators, in their prolific ideation are likely
to produce greater quantities of original ideas than Adaptors.

These three considerations provide a variety of mechanisms whereby the
effect of an innovative cognitive style could possibly lead, in the academic situa-
tion, to high levels of creativity. It is not possible to say which of these mechanism
operate, but their existence reduces the likelihood of occurrence of a Type I error.

Some support for the validity of our result is adduced from the work of Keller
and Holland (1978) who, in their studies on R&D personnel, found that KAI score
and number of publications correlated at 0.22 (p < = .001, n = 256) (1978) and 0.24
(p < = .001, n = 256) (1979). Their finding may be interpreted as suggesting that
more innovative individuals produce greater quantities of published output than
their more adaptive colleagues. In one of the Keller and Holland (1978) studies
the sample was composed of participants from three different organisations; one
from the research and development laboratory of a large manufacturer of capital
equipment for the petroleum industry, one from a government research and
development department for computer software for the aerospace industry, and
one from a government research and development department for power and pro-
pulsion systems for aerospace vehicles. The correlations of the KAI scores with the
number of publications for each group in turn were: 0.62 (p < = .001, n = 72), 0.23
(p < = .05, n = 91), and 0.15 (ns, n = 93). These correlations spanned a unexpect-
edly large range, so, it was not surprising that in the discussion of the limitations of
their results Keller and Holland (1979) pointed out that additional research is
needed to determine the applicability of their findings to basic research; our work
has started to meet that need.
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In conclusion, within the context of a university engineering faculty, a relation-
ship does seem to exist between an individual’s academic output and his or her
score on Kirton’s KAI measure. We believe that this is the first time that such a
relationship has been demonstrated empirically, and although it is not a particu-
larly strong relationship, accounting as it does for only 17% of the variance across
different participants, it may be a significant pointer. If the result were confirmed
by a more extensive cross-sectional and, eventually, a thorough longitudinal,
study the finding should have significance for those universities seeking to utilise
the selection tools now commonly in use in industry and commerce. Thus, incor-
poration of Kirton’s KAI measure into a selection test battery or into an assess-
ment centre could be very helpful. In the long term, one would aspire to see the
academic community depart from the position given by the Lotka-Price law (Price,
1976) which asserts that half of all scientific publications are made by the square
root of the total number of scientific contributors, and embrace a tested and
established selection strategy which results in all academic staff being fruitful in
creative research. Hopefully, all would benefit from such an outcome.
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Appendix

Assessment of Type II error (the failure to reject a null hypothesis when it is in
fact false) for this investigation hinges, as it does for all one sample experiments,
on the estimate selected for the Effect Size; Howell’s (1992) leading recommenda-
tion is that prior research be used for proposing values of sample means and vari-
ances to be employed in calculating an Effect Size. In this regard the observation
(Hammerschmidt, 1996, p. 63) that a difference of ten (10) points in KAI scores is
generally thought to be the “just noticeable difference” is most helpful. Given that
the standard deviations of many of the sample means given by Kirton (1987) in his
test manual are not far from 16, a difference of ten points in a KAI score leads
(Howell, 1992) to a medium Effect Size (d = .625). For our sample (N = 24), and
using a = .05 for a two tailed test, such an Effect Size yields a non-centrality param-
eter of d = 3.1 indicating a power of .87 and, hence, ß = .13. In other words, there is
a 13% chance of a Type II error, not detecting an effect when one is, in truth,
present.
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