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Universities as ‘Sites of Citizenship’

- an investigation into the role of Universities to engage with democracy.
This study examines the nature of effective university partnerships with local communities to provide valuable learning opportunities which advance the notion of ‘citizenship’. Gibbons (2005) calls for a new social contract between society and the University, which moves the idea of engagement from traditional outreach activities to the very core of its research and teaching – arguing Universities should become sites for the production of socially robust knowledge.  The current task for universities is to move away from being on ‘transmit’ mode – changing paternalistic notions of ‘knowledge transfer’ to communities, to a more collaborative paradigm of ‘knowledge creation’ with communities.   This research explores the future challenge to universities to create a social contract with society, which will allow active citizenship through workplace learning to flourish within this model of engagement.   The hypothesis of this research is that in adopting the notions of citizenship, corporate citizenship and civic development, which the Carnegie Foundation argues has always been central to the goals of liberal education, universities will seek to re-claim the ground ceded to the business corporate model that currently pervades higher education.
This research explores the future challenge to universities to create a social contract with society, which will allow active citizenship through workplace learning to flourish within this model of engagement.  It provides a comparative study between the UK and Australian systems of higher education systems, their move towards providing meaningful engagement through third stream activity, and more recently their renewed focus on serving the ‘public good.’   The proposed research moves the current discussion forward by drawing together UK, Australian and international knowledge and experience on HECE.  New conceptual understanding has been developed based on a preliminary analysis of that information.  This conceptual model has been refined through interviews and workshops with identified key stakeholders.
In recent times the Crick Reports (1998 and 2000) laid the foundations for the introduction of a broader concept of ‘citizenship education’ into primary and secondary schools in the United Kingdom and even the Dearing Report (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education, 1977) explicitly recognised the ethical dimension of higher education to equip students for work in ways that would help shape a democratic, civilized and inclusive society.  The report also championed the pedagogy of work-related or community-based experiential learning and engagement.  Dearing saw higher education as part of the ‘conscience of a democratic society, founded on respect for the rights of the individual and the responsibilities of the individual to society as a whole’
.  In Australia, the system is somehwhat less advanced.  The government’s most recent overview policy paper Our Universities: Backing Australia’s Future (2003), is underpinned by four narrowly defined foundation principles: sustainability (freedom to maximise market opportunities); quality (teaching and learning outcomes); equality (enabling individuals to fulfil their potential); and diversity (institutional difference). The concept of tertiary education for public good is not elaborated.  Currently, there is much debate around measuring the ‘impact’ of engagement through teaching and research funding models.
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