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Introduction

.

This book examines some of the central issues affecting higher educa-
tion worldwide. A comparative perspective can illuminate central
themes and contribute to our understanding of trends. While it is sel-
dom possible to transplant academic models from one country or sys-
tem to another, we can learn lessons from the experiences of other
countries. The title of this book highlights contemporary realities.
Academe worldwide is bound by tradition—a history of more than
eight centuries in the West and the impact of the European academic
model on the rest of the world. Such tradition may inhibit reform, but
it is a valuable reminder of the core values of the university in a period
of profound change. The beginning of the 21st century is also a time of
considerable transition in academe. Mass enrollments have created
changes in the administration, orientation, and financing of higher
education worldwide. Technology is a new force that is challenging the
traditional university. The worldwide knowledge economy and the pres-
sures of globalization create further tensions. This book shows the
interplay between tradition and transition—examining the established
norms and values of the university and the forces of change in the uni-
versity of the 21st century.

The+focus also concerns the international imperative—to under-
stand academic change from a comparative and international perspec-
tive and the growing international forces that are influencing higher
education. While universities in the Middle Ages were international
institutions, using Latin for instruction and attracting students and
teachers from many countries, the current period has seen a resur-
gence of internationalism. There is a significant international flow of
both students and professors and a growing trend to offer degrees and
other academic programs “off-shore” through a variety of transnation-
al educational enterprises. While English has not become “the Latin of
the 21st century,” it is without question the dominant language for
communicating science and scholarship; and it is increasingly used as
a language of instruction, even in non-English-speaking environments.

Global Issues and Explanations

Globalization explains everything and has thus lost much of its
explanatory power. The world economy is increasingly affected by inter-
national trends, and the knowledge economy of the 21st century is
qumtessentlally global in scope and impact. Other aspects of modern
society are also increasingly affected by international trends—includ-
ing higher education. Yet, many analysts attribute all developments in
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higher education to the impact of globalization, thus forgetting that
academic institutions are embedded in national systems and respond
to national authorities and local market forces. Global trends are cer-
tainly a key variable, but they are by no means the only one. It is impor-
tantnot to exaggerate the idea of globalization in context. The complex
interplay between national, regional, and local realities, on the one
hand, and broader international trends on the other is central to any
effective analysis of the contemporary university.

The pressure to expand enrollments and provide access to wider seg-
ments of the population can be observed everywhere, but such develop-
ments are more the result of realities within nations and societies than
dictated by international agencies or the dominant economic powers.
Somewhat more difficult to analyze is, for example, the trend toward
the privatization of public higher education. and the growth of private
higher education in much of the world or the concept of higher educa-
tion as a “private good” rather than a “public good.” It can: be argued
that the World Bank and its related agencies have pressed an agenda
that includes increased private funding for higher education, propelled
by their overall economic perspective, but the paucity of funding at the
national level is of even greater importance.

The “logic” of higher education expansion stems from local demand
as well as from the needs of increasingly sophisticated economies.
Academic institutions and governments have had to accommodate the
imperative of mass enrollments. Not only is the United Stdtes per-
ceived as having a successful academic system, but it was also the first
country to cope with mass higher education. Such developments as dif-
ferentiated academic systems, a.public-private mix, charging tuition for
study, accreditation systems, and the like are all necessary adjustments
to increased access and mass higher education.

This book also focuses on several other elements of the new global
reality. Academic freedom is central to the success of any academic
institution or system, but it has been largely ignored in current debates.
The focus here relates to the topic’s relevance and its complexity in the
new environment. Academic freedom includes the freedom to teach
and learn, as well as to conduct research and communicate knowledge
and analysis through publication, without restriction. Academic free-
dom continues to be contested terrain. In a few places, there are direct
restrictions on teaching and research. Professors, and sometimes stu-
dents, may suffer consequences—including being fired from. their
posts or occasionally being jailed or worse. In some countries or uni-
versities, certain topics, especially in the social sciences, are banned. In
others, specific interpretations may be unacceptable, Subtle threats to
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academic freedom are more widespread. Corporate involvement in uni-
versity research has sometimes determined the direction of research
and restricted the dissemination of results. Ownership of databases
and scholarly journals by multinational media firms has introduced
commercial considerations into knowledge dissemination. Academic
freedom is occasionally threatened by the academic community itself—
by professors or sometimes students who wish to control the intellec-
tual climate on campuis. Thus, academic freedom remains part of the
agenda for higher education worldwide and requires constant reinter-
pretation and vigilance. -

In. many countries, the expansion of the private higher education
sector accompanies massification. Private higher education is now the
fastest-growing sector. In many countries once dominated by public
higher education systems—such as several in Latin America—more
than half the students attend private institutions. Private sectors have
emerged in places, induding a number of African countries, where
public higher education once constituted the sole institutional pattern.
Public universities have been privatized to some extent and are expect-
ed to generate more of their own income, through tuition charges as
well as other revenue-generating activities. These are all elements of
new global reality discussed in this book.

The research university, invented by the Germans in the 1gth centu-
ry and expanded in concept and size in the United States, is at the pin-
nacle of academic systems worldwide. It is now a key part of the new
knowledge economy, and most countries seek to build one or more
research ‘universities in the struggle to compete in higher education
worldwide. For developing countries, the challenges of building and
sustaining research universities are difficult.

The Academic Profession

The academic profession is much affected by both tradition and transi-
tion. Discussion of the future of higher education often ignores the pro-
fessoriate. It is incorrectly assumed that well-qualified teachers will
always offer instruction and researchers will undertake the cutting-
edge basic research so necessary for 21st-century economies. While it is
true that teachers can be found to fill classrooms, it is not assured that
they will be of adequate quality or well trained. In many countries, most
academics do not hold a doctoraterand many have only a bachelor’s
degree. Part-time instructors are the fastest-growing segment of the
academic labor force—in Latin America a large majority of the academ-
ic profession consists of part-time instructors; and the proportions are
growing everywhere, even in industrialized nations. In much. of the
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world, a full-time academic salary is inadequate to support a middle-
class family, and thus many university teachers must hold more than
one job.

At one time, at least in most industrialized nations, an .academic
career offered high status, adequate (if modest) income, and a substan-
tial degree of employment security. This is no longer the case for a
growing number of academics even in industrialized nations. Terms of
employment have been changed in a number of countries. For exam-
Ple, tenure has been abolished in the United Kingdom, and in much of
Europe the traditional civil service status of professors is being elimi-
nated or redefined. There are fewer full-time, career-ladder positions
everywhere. The attractions of an academic career are being dimin-
ished.

In developing and middle-income countries, the situation is even
more dire. Never highly attractive, academic careers are becoming
increasingly problematic, especially in comparison with other options
in growing economies such as India. In Russia and other countries
of the former Soviet system, which at one time provided relatively
attractive academic careers, the terms and conditions of academ-
ic work have deteriorated and opportunities for highly educated people
have flourished outside the universities.

The results are already evident—enrollments in doctoral progtams
have declined in many fields in numerous countries, and the qualifica-
tions of people seeking advanced degrees are lower. The “best and
brightest” are simply no longer interested in an academic career. The
implications of dramatic changes in the structure and conditions of the
academic career will in a few years be experienced worldwide. Will the
next generation of academics retain the ability and motivation to per-
form the best teaching and research? It is unclear whether the terms
and conditions of the academic career will provide the opportunities for
the best-quality work.

There is also an unprecedented international flow of academic tal-
ent—typically from poor to wealthy countries. Many of the most talent-
ed academics leave their home countries to work where they can earn
the highest salaries and enjoy the best working conditions. This trend
inevitably weakens academic systems in developing countries. What
constituted in an earlier period a “brain drain” with talent'being perma-
nently lost to the country of origin is now a much more complex rela-
tionship with scholars maintaining links with their home countries,
contributing expertise, and sometimes returning.

The situation of the academic profession is complex and, in general,
problematic; A combination of factors contributes to deteriorating
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working conditions and low morale. The future of higher education
depends on the academic profession, and one cannot be optimistic
about the future in light of the circumstances of the professoriate.

These are among the themes analyzed in Tradition and Transition.
The goal is to analyze in a comparative context some of the central chal-
lenges facing higher education. The relationship between societal pres-
sures such as mass access in a context of public underinvestment in
higher education is but one of these problems. This book seeks to link
societal challenges and institutional responses.



