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VALUING HIGHER EDUCATION – WHOSE VALUES?

Introduction by Professor Roger Brown, Professor of Higher Education Policy and Co-Director of the Centre for Research and Development in Higher Education, Liverpool Hope University 
The three papers for this session provide an interesting range of perspectives on the Conference theme. All acknowledge its importance and complexity. Mary Stuart looks at the clash between traditional academic values and the ‘human capital’ thrust of higher education policy over the past 20-30 years as the system has moved from ‘elite’ to ‘mass’. Rajani Naidoo reflects on the potential impact of ‘corporatisation’ on the values of the university and the benefits it has traditionally bestowed on society. Will Archer emphasises the changing valuations of students with particular reference to employment and ‘value for money’.

At the risk of making a complex subject even more so, I should like to bring a further dimension to the discussion, by making two distinctions. The first is between ‘public’ and ‘private’, amplified if necessary by questions such as: who pays, who benefits, who governs, and how is the operation conducted (Calhoun, 2006). The second, within ‘private’, is between interests external and interests internal to the academy. Both distinctions are necessary if we are seriously to discuss the question ‘whose values?’

The first distinction is a familiar one.  Historically, higher education has provided a range of collective goods - certifying knowledge, acting as gatekeeper to the professions, preparing students for citizenship, facilitating social mobility etc – but also many private ones. As described by our presenters, this balance has shifted towards the private end, though whether in today’s circumstances this will be a ‘permanent’ shift is a nice question.

But we also need to say what/whose private goods we are talking about. Just as higher education benefits from being part of a wider society (and indeed is unimaginable without that), so traditionally academic and other staff  have been part of a wider scholarly and scientific community. It is arguable that this academic community is under threat as the private interests of individual professors, disciplines and institutions take precedence over the collective interests of the academy and society generally, and where the pursuit of prestige and status has taken priority over the pursuit of knowledge and self-betterment.

In short, we need to look not only at changes in the external valuation of higher education but also at the changing values of the academy itself if we want to make sense of what has happened in many higher education systems in the past 20-30 years.
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