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Universities as arenas of public debate in ethics and values: the case of the Higher Education Foundation (0347) 
One aspect of why people value higher education is its capacity to provide an arena of public debate about ethics and values in public and private life. This capacity has been evident in specific disciplines at specific times. Examples include: Leavis’ advocacy of literature as moral education and the engagement of the ‘discipline’ of adult education, in promoting increased educational opportunities. More recent concerns with ethical issues in healthcare and sustainability have generated new centres of teaching and learning associated with these issues.

These examples, however, encompass different types of contribution to debate, involving publication, personal exposure in media as well as direct engagement with people in seminars and workshops. Furthermore, the vitality of universities to engage in public debate is attenuated, by several factors. They include the inclination of academics to adopt the values of communities they serve: as suppliers, for example, of research, as teachers for specific professions, or as members of scholarly communities in particular disciplines. There is therefore a need to understand the dynamics of higher education’s engagement in the public debate about ethics and values. This paper will present a typology of different ways in which academic activities have contributed to and inhibited the role of universities as arenas of public debate in public and private ethics.

The paper will also examine, and locate within the typology, the significance of the Higher Education Foundation from its foundation in the opposition to the rise of fascism in Europe amongst Oxford academics in the 1930s (Reeves, 2003 until its more recent demise (Strain, 2007).


References

Reeves, M. (1999) (Ed) Christian thinking and social order: Conviction politics from the 1930s to the present day. London: Cassell.

Strain, J. (2007) Marjorie Reeves and the Future of the Higher Education Foundation. Reflections on Higher Education. 15, 22-32.

