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Research Domain 1: Reshaping Academic Practice, Work and Cultures
The word `change’ means to `alter or vary’, and it can also refer to money, albeit usually small amounts. I have been an academic for twenty years and a stand-up comedian for ten of these years. This paper will draw on both of these professional activities to suggest that, unfortunately, `academic work, culture or practice’ are NOT `changing or being reshaped in response to contemporary forces affecting higher education’. Instead, many academics seem incapable of imaginatively and creatively adapting their practices and attitudes to the challenges posed by, among other forces, tuition fees, the `skills’ demand, mass expansion of student numbers, and the inevitable vitiation of pre-entry standards that accompanies a mass education system. Many academics, particularly those in the Humanities, seem to have made no adjustments at all in the face of the changing expectations of students who are now paying fees for their education. Seemingly oblivious to the realities of the twenty-first century student’s life, academics still persist, for example, in designing unrealistic courses, over-burdening students with reading demands that show more respect for an outmoded canon than they do for their own students, and for what these students want and need from a university education. Similarly, enormous numbers of academics needlessly burden themselves (and their students) by anachronistically trying to learn their students’ names, even though swelling student numbers, as well as the modular system, means this once manageable practice is no longer viable – and has not been viable for a very long time.
Moreover, although academics increasingly complain that students are entering university less and less qualified to study at degree level, and complain just as much of being overworked, the profession seems incapable of relinquishing its habit of needlessly devoting hours of labour to subject-specific seminar preparation. Connectedly, far too many academics are still actively hostile to suggestions that they might benefit from training, or even to suggestions that, in common with all other professional people, they should periodically be called upon to evaluate their practice and take practical steps to refresh their skills. The paper will conclude by suggesting that in a `global’ age, where knowledge can be accessed instantaneously via the internet, academics should move away from `knowledge transmission pedagogies’ and, instead, learn from stand-up comedians the value of such qualities as spontaneity and flexibility. Throughout the paper reference will be made to several theoretical texts, including Kenneth E. Eble’s The Craft of Teaching, Henry Giroux’s Theory and Resistance in Education, and Susan Jackson’s Reconceptualising Lifelong Learning: Feminist Interventions.
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