Traditional Universit
Responds to Society

hould the rigid, cumbersome, academic struc-

tures of our traditional universities be replaced

with infra-structures characterised by flexibility,

diversity, innovation and short, practical
degrees or courses, sensitive to a rapidly changing
and competitive society? Is it sufficient for a
developed society to have only one type of institu-
tion at the tertiary level, namely the traditional
university, to cope with all the tasks higher
education is supposed to encompass or would we
be better served by many different types of

institutions?

Jén Torfi [6nasson

Consider two examples of the changes in our
societies and the world of work from the van-
tage-point of higher education. The first is the
globalisation of the economy, which is having
considerable, often dramatic, effects on the land-
scape of the modern workplace. The second is
the mechanisation or automatisation and con-
sequently changing job profiles, which in many
ways require fundamentally different prepara-
tion of the work force from what was thought
sensible only a few decades ago. The key terms
describing the transformations we are witness-
ing are change and speed. Even though I think
that the rapidity of this change is generally
overestimated because peoplc tend to concen-
trate on particular, somewhatspectacular devel-
opments - which by themselves often manifest
revolutionary changes, I simply accept that all

areas for which higher education is relevant are
changing in important ways, probably quite
rapidly.

Against this background a division of labour
within higher education might be expected. It is
well known that the demands made are steadily
becoming more diverse, and Kerr (1994) in the
early sixties chose to talk about a multiversity
rather than a university. Universities are meant
to excel in teaching both undergraduates and
postgraduates, in academic and professional
fields, to excel in pure basic research and per-
haps also applied research or development. It is
both pressing and sensible that higher education
offers diploma courses of various sorts (normal-
ly with practical or professional bias), partly as
short pre-degree courses but mainly as various
additions to traditional degrees. University staff
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sultants.
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sumed to participate in pr0v1d1ng the
much demanded continuous education
of the professions for which they ar-
range the first degrees, both for profes-
sional devclopment in their own fields
and also on developments in other fields
such as management or information

technology (professional diversifica-
tion). Furthermore, universities are

meant to adopt new ways of operating,

in teaching (c g. distance education),
administration (e.g. new budgeting
mcthods) and research {both in terms
of increasingly competitive grant ap-
plications and courting private enter-

prise for rescarch funds).

What does a society in a rapid transition
need? In particular, what should higher
cducation provide it with? A tentative
answer will be dominated by the invest-
ment or capital valuc view of education.
The answer is simple; it needs a
competent labour force, buthow should
the higher education establishment re-
‘spond? In particular, which form of
(meratmn l‘; more annr‘nnngte fhP ane

offered by the traditional university
model or the form prowded by the more

In recent decades it has often been
stated that the traditional view of edu-
cation is the classical Aristotelian view
which was expounded by the neo-hu-
manists in the early 19th century. Ac-
cording to this view education needs
no justification external to itself, be-
cause of its inherent vaiue to the person
engaged in it. It is also s

1960s, economists, politicians and ed-

ucationists alike started to compre-
hend thecanital value n‘a ckilled work-
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force, and thus the potential capital or
investment value of education insofar
nrnrnd A el aals
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skills. But none of this is by any means

cducatlon has for many centuries been
dominant, most notably concemmg

elementary and second
eiementary and

but also as far as vocational and pro-
fessional studies at the tertiary level
are concer

This point becomes crucial when
trying to understand the future devel-
opment of higher education. if we
thought that the modern utilitarian,
human capital view of education was
relatively new, we could assume that in
the nextdecades hluhgrf-dnral
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reducation might
develop differently from the past: the
driving forces would be different. Per-
haps the modern universities will be
more responsive to the pressing needs
of their immediate environment? But
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not altered in
this respect and therefore no radical
change is to be expected.

The human capital argument for
education has at least two different
strands. According to one which I like
to call the Minimalist view, there is an
easily definable, necessary but also suf-
ficient level of education (within a cer-
tain field) needed for a soc1ety or a
to prosper. This e
notion of need determination (i.e. what
cducation is needed) From this follows
that it can be determined what skills a
certain practitioner needs. Thus at any
one time it can be reasonably well spec-
ified what skilis or know-how shouid
be added to a particular employee's
repertoire in order to maintain or cn-
hance his ar her productivity. Best suit-
ed for this purpose is an infra-structure
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offering a very wide range of "short"
courses from which to pick the exactly

right one. The Minimalist view is

the basis of the idea that it
determined what specialis

alen
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can be
are needed

inn a given society, i.e. it can be deter-
mined how many doctors, teachers or
engineers are needed, to take typical
examples. This view also carries with it
the notion of over-education. This is
certainly the view quite often cherished
by governments and industry alike (but
isperhaps changing). Thisisa pragmat-
ic, rational and in many ways a sensnble
view, evenif it carries with it the danger

of being pedestrian, constr



some cases plainly narrow-minded. It
certainly does not encourage the vision-
ary.

The other strand within the human
capital rationalc is somewhat lcss prag-
matic, it has idealist or visionary over-
tones and fits within what I call the
Maximalist view, i.e. that the more
education one receives (within limits),
the better. Basically, the idea is that
new skills, new points of view and
thorough understanding is potentially
of great value, although it may often
not be clear how these may be relevant
in a particular situation. This view
could also be classified as the Potential
view. It carries with it the notion of
both breadth and depth in education.
The rationale is that one is well served
by having a broad background as well
as having a thorough knowledge of
one's particular field. The implicit as-
sumption is that a good understanding
of a field is a necessary, but probably
not sufficient, prerequisite for progress.
This seems to be the stance taken by
many students who are keen to obtain
a solid education and this of course is
the rationale behind the educational
programmes of most universities to-
day.

What education a society in a rap-
id transition should then provide? It
should almost certainly be well served

Tablel.

by programmes that satisfy both views
presented above, i.e. a wide range of
educational programmes to satisfy
the immediate needs, as well as pro-
grammes that it will find useful, crit-
ical, provoking, stimulating or in-
spiring; programmes that will con-
tribute to innovation, creativity and
profitability in the widest sense of the
word.

Tam obviously assuming that skilled
manpower is among the principal fac-
tors that stimulate growth, not only
economic but also cultural. But that is
irrelevant unless someone wants the
education offered (the students seeking
education, the employers hiring the
graduatcs), and somebody provides it
(the institutions and governments). Let
us investigate the evidence for the inter-
est of these parties by looking at some
examples.

The students?

The students seem to be very keen.
According to a study presented in a
recent conference in Bologna, it is
clear that in many European countries
anumerus clausus is applied in higher
education and there are also general
entry requirements (see e.g. Kirstein,

Percentage of an educational group showing interest in taking courses. Everybody asked!.

/INTEREST IN LEVEL OF EDUCATION
TAKING A COURSE
Primary Secondary Tertiary
% school or less education education
Substantial interest 29 39 37
Positive interest 44 41 47 ;
No interest 27 20 |5 J
Part of sample in each group 37 47 16 = 100
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J., 1999). In most of these countries the
number of applicants for a great number
of courses far exceeds the number of
places available: on the whole the de-
mand for a basic university education,
a traditional university education, is
greater than the supply. But whatabout
continuing education? In a compre-
hensive study of continuing education
in Iceland a fairly clear picture of its
various aspects was obtained. Some
pertinent findings of this study will be
described here, not in any detail, large-
ly as important impressions related to
attitudes towards continuing educa-
tion.

The study comprised 1350 respond-
ents,age 18-75, from a sample of 1800.
This was a telephone survey carried out
in May 1998. The questionnaire was
rather massive with a lot of questions
about respondent’s general and educa-
tional background and attitudes to-
wards school and learning and courses
in continuing education in particular.
See Jénasson & Arnardéttir (1999).
Respondents were asked to indicate
whether they were interested in taking
partin future courses of some sort if the
opportunity presented itself. The re-
sponse pattern was very positive. Even
in the group with the least background
education, only 27% expressed no in-
terest. (table 1).
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Those who had taken a course re]af- uble2.

d to their job in the past year were  Assessment of how useful a course, supposed to be job-related, was deemed to be
sked how they assessed the course by
indcicht The nasitive ude that o e D e BN e AT
inésight. Ihe positive atbitude tat [ ysEryiNESS OF LEVEL OF EDUCATION
merges is noteworthy (table 2). One | A COURSE
aay have all kinds of cynical reserva- Primary Secondary Tertiary
ions about the criteria used b oy the % schoof or less education education
espondents for this evaluation, but :
here is no doubt that this spontancous | Very useful | 72 71 75
P4 . 21 L1 1. - r
eaction to the usefulness or relevance | |\ o, L » ”3 2
f the courses is very positive indeed.
A more general evaluation turns | Not useful L 6 6 3
»ut to be even more appreciative, with
1bout 80% judging it to have been a )
saluable experience and hardly any Part of sample in each group % 49 2 =
-espondent being neutral or negative
f/thlp ?\ There cannot ]’\p anv doubt

yaane 10Cre cannoet any coubpt

about the general appreciation of the
value of continuing education courses.
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aken any courses of whatever kind  Assessment of how well a course was appreciated overall
{uring the past three years. It might be

wssumed that this group had fittle inter- " CENERAL APPRECIATION  LEVEL OF EDUCATION

:st in continuing education. But this { OFTHE COURSE

was not the casc. About 60% expressed Primary Secondary Tertiary
Jositive Interest 1n taking courses but % school or less education education

zave several reasons for not having
done so.Itis of particular intercsttosee | Very good 8l 80 77
how positive the attitude of the group

with the least experience of courses an
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with the least background educationis | Not good | 1 !
towards attending courses (table 4).

Good 18 19 22

o

Part of sample in each group

Percentage of an educational group showing interest in taking courses.
Those who had not taken a course in three years.

{ INTEREST INTAKING LEVEL OF EDUCATION
A COURSE
Primary Secondary Tertiary
% school or less education education
Substantial interest 22 21 8
Positive interest 4] 40 5¢
No interest 37 39 42
Part of sample in each group 49 43 8 = 100




These findings contradict what is taken
to be common knowledge in Iceland
that there is a sizeable constituency of
people with a very negative attitude
towards education. There is no doubt
about the positive attitude of the partic-
ipants towards continuing education.

Industry

But what about industry? One way to
demonstrate its interest would be to
present a summary of the contributions
of industry to the education of its per-
sonnel, but here I will again present
parts of our study.

In order to assess the attitude of
management to continuing education
we asked our respondents if they were
part of management in the sense that
they supervised or were responsible for
the work of three or more persons, and
then what their attitudes were to this
personnel taking courses ostensibly rel-
evant to their job.

Again a very positive pattern was
obtained. Nearly two-thirds thought it
was very important and in fact practi-
cally all indicated a positive apprecia-
tion of course participation (table §).

Table 5

Managers
How important do you feel it is that your
personnel take job-related courses!

%

Very important 63
Fairly important 33
Neutral 3
Of no value |

100

We also asked them to reflect on the
value of courses taken by their staff
and onceagain a very positive response
was obtained.

The conclusions from the survey
are that the attitude towards continu-
ing education is very favourable and I
conclude that there is a tremendously
positive appreciation of education by
the general population.

I suggest that access to education is
on the whole held in check by the
"system", e.g. by lack of funds or ap-
propriate places, showing far less par-
ticipation than would be visible in an

open and student friendly system. This
I think holds both for traditional edu-
cation, notably higher education and
for continuous education. That state of
affairs would perhaps make sense for
the minimalist, but not for the maxi-
malist.

The apparently positive attitude on
behalf of industry has been indicated,
admittedly only with one example, but
1 will now tarn my attention to the
institutional response, i.e. how the prin-
cipal institutions of higher education,
universities, are adapting to a changing
world and contributing to the estab-
lishment of a high calibre, flexible and
creative skilled work force.

The universities

There has been a hefty and steady
growth in university attendance in most
developed countries for the whole of
the 20th century and there is no sign
that this growth will subside in the first
decades of the 21st century. Because of
different educational systems and dif-
ferent definitions of university educa-
tion cross-national comparisons are
somewhat difficult. But in fig. 1 we see

Figure 1. The attendance of universities expressed in terms of the average size of the cohorts 20-24 (Mitchel]
1998a,b). Furthermore the average for the years 1900-1909 is set = 1. Data for iceland and United
Kingdom is set at the average of the other countries, as data was not available for the base fevel
period. The order of countries in the legend is in the same order as the rightmost point for each fine.
40
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In 1810, while minister of education in
Prussia, Wilhelm von Humboldt was the chief
architect of a new university established in
Berlin. He argued very cogently for the impor-
tance of the strong relationship between teach-
ing and research in a university, sec .g. Hum-
boldt (1810, 1970). The equal emphasis on
both functions is often taken to be the most
iimportant characteristic of @ “Humboldtian
university* coupled with state funding and
much leeway to choose one’s own topics for

research (academic freedom).

It is quite obvious that the vision behind the
recent Sorbonne (1998) and Bologna (1999)
declarations draws on the 3-4 year Anglo-
American first degrees and thereby attempting to
shorten somewhat the duration of the first
degree.

the development of university educa-
tion during the 20th century where the
emphasis is on changes within coun-
tries. Thus we set the level of university

attendance measured as a proportion

of the 20-24 year cohorts as equal to 1
during the veare 1900.1910 for all the

g Ik years 1 /Uy 10 ror all the

countries shown. Then the figure shows
the relative changes. Two things are of
interest. Thu fuat is hUW Siiri-
ilar the growth is in different countries,
even showing the growth in the USA
similar to the European countries even
though the absolute participation rates
in the States are much higher. Secondly
how the growth seems to have an expo-
nential form indicating continued fast
growth (Jénasson, 1999).

But despite this enormous growth,

thp Ch“rarrpr of the maioritv of h

1
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particular
il

educational institutions has rcmained
incredibly stable. In fact, the most nota-
ble structural development has been to
turn a variety of different educational
institutions into fairly homogeneous tra-
ditional universities, the changes have
sometimes only taken a few decades.
This drift towards the academic "Hum-
boldtian standard® is interesting be-
cause of several conflicts or problems
the traditional universities have to tackle
in their development. And it docs not

seemtohet

tention nfonvprnmpnrc

that all institutions of hlgher education
adopl the modus operandi of tradition-

3

a

Isuggest that the conflicts the tradi-
tional universities have to deal with are
Lcrtdlnly blgﬂs UI tn(-:lr Streﬂgrn al'l‘.l
they are among the rcasons why institu-
tions of continuing education should
retain a very special status within their
mother universities; indeed, why con-
tinuing education might not thrive as
an integral part of university tacultles

The most typical ¢l ar,

110C mMost typical ¢charact

universities is their emphasis o

ous academic (theoretical) knowledge
b

wraa sanrch and teach.

between research and teach-
ing. This body of academic knowledge,
hopefully in the possessnon of, or at
lcd\[ dpprcudlcu Dy, CVCI)’ uf:paruug
student, is taken to be the basis for later
substantive work in the area of special-
isation, for the appreciation of new
trends, and for being receptive to subse-

quent training and of practical value in

the long run. _
But the acquisition of this type of

knowledge is in conflict with the imme-

diacy and relevance in the short-term,
for which there is great pressure from

te. from industrv and from

come ctuden
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governments which favour higher edu-
cation but prefer it to be of short(er)
duration. We have similar conflicts be-
tween well-established traditional dis-
ciplines and claims from several sourc-
¢s for a variety of modern interdiscipli-
nary programmes. We have emphasis
on stability, mainly in academic staff-
ing, which confiicts with fiexibility in
teaching and variety of service func-
tions. Similarly the emphasis on quali-
fications and degrees conflicts with the

idea of comnetencies which micht be

idea of compe h might be
obtained outside the universities, or
perhaps after studies of varying length.

anflicee

Iatarann ho
1icts

Linmalley tha
[# oCTween no-

And finally the co
mogencity of degree structures and their
diversity.

Probably the most important con-
clusions of the Sorbonne (1998) and
Bologna {1999) conferences on higher
education was the understanding that
university degrees should be harmo-
nised with the five-year master pro-
gramme as the standard, but leading up
]l-'\ 312 nr44.'| VPAIQ At

CICS, 2+4 0OF €ars. At

to 1t in two Cye
the same moment as the European sys-
tem is paying homage to heterogeneity
and flexibility itis asking for streamlin-
ing or rather administrative simplicity,
justified by its intention to facilitatc
student movement between universi-
ties and countries.

People have been trying to grapple
these conflicts by toying around with
different conceptions of a university, an
example of which is Clark Kerr's (1994)
term multiversity to emphasise the mul-

(‘P of ant‘rlnns

|]'\nre(1 to univer-

sities in addition to the research-teach-
ing nexus. Intertwining research and
teaching, an impo
the Humboldtian university - Stlll near-
ly 200 years after its clarification (or
bU[lLCpllUll} secins to De tl]e DablL l(.lCa
of a university. It was emphasised in the
Bologna Magna Charta, signedin 1988,

when the 800-year anniversary of the
university was celebrated. In this con-



text it will be somewhat difficult to
sustain the idea of a purely teaching
university (such as the continuing edu-
cation institutions) or the interesting
idea of a service university which is
currently being explored in Europe by,
inter alia, Arild Tjeldvoll (1997) at the
University of Oslo. Here we have a new
type of a university, which retains some
of the characteristics of the Humboldt
university, but places also emphasis on
short courses, consulting, local con-
tracts, continuing education - on activ-
ities that would normally be financed
by the contractors or the students di-
rectly.

But whatever attempts have been
made to establish different types of in-
stitutions - that carry the name univer-
sity - they have in the long run an
cnormously strong tendency to drift
towards the norms set by the Humboldt
idea.

Against the background of the two
strands of human capital stance, very
appreciative views of students and the
labour market towards ever more edu-
cation, but also against the background
ofthe rather rigid, high-status and strong
framework of the research university, I
will now consider what should or might
be the institutional response consider-
ing at least four categories of teaching
tasks. See Figure 2.

Category I.

Allthe traditional students, undergrad-
uates and postgraduates and the corre-
sponding degree courses.

Category II.

In recent times "new" students (i.e.
older students who study on a part-time
basis, often alongside ajob) have sought
traditional degree courses. Their attend-
ance has been especially prevalent when
special programmes have been institut-
ed, such as "Open university" courses
or adult education programmes. The
traditional university has often had dif-
ficulties adopting these students and
thus alternative or extension pro-
grammes have been instituted.
Categories IIT and IV,

which are in fact very different, are
normally within the purview of contin-

Figure 2
Traditional university education | Traditional students ]
Traditional courses
Adult education n "New" students
Traditional courses
i "Graduates"

v

uing education institutions and they
must certainly be actively catered for
within some system (see Figure 3 for
the groups of students in the corre-
sponding categories).

Category III.
This is a fairly small group with a first

Figure 3

Professional development

"Graduates™
Professional diversification

or advanced degree, seeking very spe-
cialised professional development at
an advanced level. The courses in this
category would be very specialised,
geared towardsa very small number of
people in each case. This is a group
shown by the smaller and higher square
in Figure 3.
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We must forego thinking about how
to define what a university might be,
instead simply accepting that there
are an enormous number of very
different institutions with radically
different purposes and practices that
might be called universities (for want
of a better term).

Category IV.
The number of students in this catego-
ry is much bigger, seeking professional

divercificati -
aiversiiication, €.g. computer or man

agement courses often in order to move
to somewhat new fields. The courses
val, designed fora
fairly large number of students. This is
a group shown by the larger and lower
square in Figure 3.

The principal question is this: To
what extent do we cxpect a single
unified system to cope with all the
groups of students in the different cat-
egories? We have centuries of tradition
to cope with group . We can cope with

group Il in the same system but only

with some difficulty. But what would
be the most appropriate environment
for groups Il and IV. Should we envis-

age that all these groups should be
catered for within the same system, or

~ £ v gen
are often fairly gener

should we have a multitude of systems
for them? Probably specialisation in
catering for these different groups
would be very sensible.

Twill present two classes of reasons
for nurturing the more loosely organ-
ised continuing education set-up and

therebv exnlain whv it mav be of enor-

NEredy exXparain waylitmay Deol e

mous interest to the traditional univer-
sity to contain it within its field of
influence. But it should at the
time become very clear why we need

both systems or even more than two.

same
Samic

assume that the courses in continuing
education are on the whole organised
in much smaller units than normal
degrecs, normally not conciuded with
formal evaluation and are profession-
ally (vocationally) oriented.

1

_e

The inherent conflicts within a tradi-
tional university related to its academ-

pranbacio fea diein

ic €mpnasis, tradition nal disciplinestruc-

al disciplinestruc
turc, inflexibility in staffing, emphasis
on qualifications and the traditional
degree structure makes the organisa-
tion of typical continuing education
within this framework problematic, to
say the least. in particuiar the domi-
nance of the Humboldt modecl as the
only acceptable one in strong universi-
ty departments means that activities

it into that mould are not

cneti Lo tnatrmo < not

likely to be an acceptable part of the
ofﬁual programme in the long run.

1T

Organisational considerations often
prevail when planning courses in con-
inuing cducation. Thecour
and free-standing, with a flexible part-
time set-up; courses are often adapted
to people with greatly varying back-
grounds. People who are already work-
ing are more likely to select these specif-
icindividual courses (rather than whole
degree programmes) because they find
them relevant and are thus highly mo-
tivated to benefit by them. People who
come with a background from work on
which to build their academic discus-
sion are more receptive and therefore

thay ssa an

they are an inva ahiable accet to their

aluable asset to their
educational environment. The mutual
benefit of these courses to both teachers
and students alike is likely to be maxi-
mal. Furthermore, research has shown
that learning that takes place within or
near the context of appiication is by far
more useful than learning outside of
this context.

Thus the loosc organisation of the

ring educa-

all parties concerned and we

<
IS
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en ask why those in charge of

the organisations should bother with
the close rclationship with universities
carrying all those problems. But even
though onc might be wary of institu-
tions like universities, with their rigid-
ity, apparent lack of fiexibility, appar-
ent lack of innovation, with all their
rules and regulations, with their con-
cern for academic standards, one
shouldn't forger their strengths. De-
spite claims to the contrary, the univer-
sities show 1mpresswe signs of being

very competi averal naints of

several points of
view. They are able to stay at the fron-
tier in the scientific fields and they are
the only institutions in a2 modern socie-
ty that have demonstrated their ability
to move abreast of the tide, instigating
novel ideas, rather than being control-
led by the pragmatics of the market or
the whims of the "fads business" . Uni-
versities have within their boundaries
che < very hmh‘v motivated bhut some-



what detached interests, the expertise,
the stability, the continuity, the aca-
demic and critical anchoring, on which
a strong and ambitious continuing ed-
ucation programme must lean.

Thus it is possible to come to the
conclusion that a high calibre continu-
ing education programme should be
firmly entrenched within universities,
but should at the same time be divorced
from the day to day influence of the
academic faculties. Thus it can reap all
the benefits of the alliance with academia
and at the same time provide all the
excellent and responsive service that a
loosely organised, somewhat anarchic
or diffuse continuing education institu-
tion should.

And it is clear that our universities
are rapidly increasing their importance
and certainly their output. But it would
be very unfortunate if we would try to
force our higher education systems into
one uniform mould.

Is traditional university education
changing fast enough? I don't know,
but I think that on the whole itis on the
right track and is changing, probably
fast enough, for its traditional task. But
is university education changing fast
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enough? Here we have a different story.
From one point of view it may be chang-
ing too fast and perhaps in the wrong
direction. I don't want to sound pessi-
mistic, but I have repeatedly empha-
sised that the only model we have for a
higher cducational cstablishment is the
Humboldt model. So that is, perhaps,
where all our higher education is head-
ing. This, I think, would be very unfor-
tunate, as I am convinced that diversity
of function and structure is of para-
mount importance. I have tried to hint,
perhaps, rather than argue, that a pow-
erful continuing educational establish-
ment is not only eminently sensible for
a society that wants to be in a continu-
ous transition, but it is clearly asked for
and appreciated to an extraordinary
degree by most parties concerned. Its
main problem and concern should be
not only to retain but also to enhance
those of its characteristics that make it
distinctly different from traditional uni-
versities. B

This is @ somewhat shortened version of a presentation, given
at the EUCEN (European Universities Continuing Education
Network) meeting in Reykjavik, fune 25th 1999,

ing structures in Higher Educa-
tion. Part II: Information on
Learning Structures of Higher
Education in the EU / EEA Coun-
tries. http://www.rks.dk/
trends.1.htm

Tjeldvoll, A. (1997). A Service Uni-
versity in Scandinavia? Studies in
Comparative and International
Education (Vol. 1). Oslo: Univer-
sity of Oslo, Institute of Educa-
tional Research.
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