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Introduction

To attempt to consider, in one week, the state of higher education worldwide may seem an act of unseemly daring; to add to this the contemplation of the sector's future is little short of hubris.  Nevertheless, two dozen participants from around the world, under the aegis of Cumberland Lodge and the 21st Century Trust, with the distinguished intellectual leadership of Baroness Warwick of Undercliffe, Chief Executive of UniversitiesUK, tried to do just that.  Quite simply, the crucial role of universities in almost all societies, the rapid changes which they are undergoing, and the conflicting pressures which they face, made the topic too interesting to ignore.  

Baroness Warwick suggested that Higher Education throughout the world is characterised above all by its complexity. Students, teachers, governments and societies would all have to face up to a series of options, whether willingly or not. Trying to generalize about these choices across countries was difficult, nevertheless, after contributions from a series of eminent speakers, as well as discussions among the participants themselves, it became possible to tease out a few common themes.  Baroness Warwick thought that one of the few constants in every country was an increase in demand for higher education. With an increasingly diverse student body, in the guise of consumers, demanding progressively more from universities, whether integration of the latest IT, life long learning, or even the chance to pursue traditional studies at a time and place (as well as pace) of their own choosing.  The old state-funded university monopoly on higher education, if it had ever really existed, was now past, and universities had to adjust quickly, with the private sector everywhere "snapping at their heels". This left most countries trying to puzzle out the implications for a host of issues relating to the split between public and private roles, including, inter alia, funding and its responsible monitoring, academic freedom, social justice and even quality control.  These questions were particularly acute in the developing world, where resource-starved institutions had an even greater potential role than elsewhere to play in alleviating a society’s ills, and faced an even larger danger of elite capture.  

This report will attempt to follow Baroness Warwick's example and look at a series of cross-cutting themes from the conference, in particular: the pressures to change arising from globalization and other economic developments, and the need for social justice; finance and access: fees, private provision, and e-learning; universities and the state: academic freedom and accountability; universities and society: civic education and sustainable development; the balance of research and teaching and a consideration of the traditional purposes of higher education.

The Pressures of Globalisation

Much of the conference discussion was predicated on the assumption that globalisation -  economic, technological and social change throughout the world - was having a major impact on the nature and provision of higher education.  The intersection of the modern information generating and instructional needs of globalizing countries – often dubbed “Knowledge Societies” – with the ancient role of universities in these spheres, meant that Higher Education was being dragged ineluctably into the maelstrom of politics.  Even in the unlikely event that any government could ignore the presumed role of universities in economic development – and often therefore tangentially in promoting social mobility and reducing inequality – few politicians would resist the chance to use this sector to pursue numerous, diverse policy objectives.  John Cardinal Newman’s ideal of a liberal education being inherently worthwhile, when mentioned at all at the conference, appeared a quaint anachronism, albeit noble.

Andrew Adonis, Head of the Policy Unit in the Prime Minister’s Office, discussed the broad impact of globalisation on an increasingly diverse higher education sector. He highlighted several challenges common across much of the sector: diversity, sustainability, and internationalisation:

$ 
Diversity: in almost every country there had been a vast increase in the number of students in Higher Education, and this was likely to increase until tertiary education became as much the norm as secondary schooling is today.  This would inevitably require a wide range of institutions populating the Higher Education sector.  Not that diversity did not already exist, from vocational schools all the way to elite universities, but this was likely to increase to meet demand;
$ 
Sustainability: Somebody would have to pay for the vast number of students going through Higher Education, especially now that it was likely that soon half the population would be taking some sort of post-secondary degree.  The days of complete state support were over.  Universities would only sustain themselves if they struck a new, much more equal, funding balance between the tax payer, the students, the graduates, and business;

$ 
Internationalisation: The internationalisation of education was occurring and would continue, but this did create the question of who benefited.  Universities in English speaking countries had been remarkably successful in attracting excellent students from around the world, but institutions in many other countries had fared badly.  How to share out the fruits of this phenomenon would require study.

Professor Peter Scott, Vice-Chancellor of Kingston University, reminded the conference that there was more to globalisation than just market imperatives, and universities’ responses therefore had to be considered more broadly.  He highlighted the following trends related to globalisation, and the resultant implications: 

$ 
the acceleration, not only of economic integration and technological innovation, but of intellectual and cultural change.  He warned, however, that far from being linear, such change was often directionless, leaving much in flux, and making the rational formation of policy extremely difficult;

$ 
the growth of risk and uncertainty which, although it has a dark side, brings with it possibilities as well.  Successful science, for example, not only solved old problems but in doing so created new uncertainties.  Risk would be impossible to eliminate so it needs to be managed.  In an accelerating and risk-filled world, countries need properly articulated systems of higher education which meet a variety of needs by different institutions providing a range of services in an integrated whole.  The trick would be for this diversity not to breed hierarchy;

$ 
the emergence of new, highly distributed patterns of knowledge production.  Research and teaching now often occur outside universities and traditional research institutions, thereby undermining previous institutional hierarchies in the production and dissemination of knowledge, and with it the authority of experts.  Thus universities would soon lose their monopolies, and need to form proper networks and partnerships.  Also, the idea of elite knowledge workers was an illusion – everyone would need to be a knowledge worker, to receive, create and transmit knowledge;

$ 
finally globalisation is itself contested terrain.  The anti-globalisation movement, or even terrorist networks such as Al-Quaida, are as much creatures of globalisation as the WTO.  Thus how an institution like the university reacts to globalisation is not a straightforward question of the best way to train knowledge workers, but one of how it fits into the broader debates accompanying this phenomenon.  Universities must engage in the critique of globalisation and its problems.  The institutions are certainly important for economic development, but cannot neglect their social, scientific and cultural responsibilities, which have become more urgent than ever.

Globalisation seems to have heightened the tension between institutions’ efforts to be world class and the need for equality of provision among institutions and countries, and in this situation trade-offs seem unavoidable. Two speakers gave case studies of their own countries, in a session generously hosted by The German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). 

Dr Aglaja Frodl, of DAAD, led the group through some of the issues facing German Higher Education as it confronts the aggressive marketing of higher education by countries throughout the world.  Overall, Germany did not do as well as the English speaking countries, but it still seemed to get about the same number of foreign students going to its universities as Germans who went abroad, creating a brain circle rather than a brain drain.  France was a country in a similar situation, while much of the world lost its best students to a few countries.  German Higher Education was not always easy to sell.  The country had an excellent university system, but the German language did pose a barrier to attracting foreign students, leading some institutions to offer courses in English.

Globalisation has been driving countries and regions toward a standardization of degrees and programmes, so individual institutions are being forced to re-define their role and what they offer. This issue was particularly acute in Germany, where research always took place in research institutions, universities taught degrees, and a highly respected series of Fachhochschulen engaged in vocational education.  This clearly differentiated structure, which met Germany’s needs very well, was under threat from the push to standardize degrees, something which the universities themselves were recognizing in the Bologna Process (an agreement to establish a European Higher Education Area by 2010).  Another worry Dr Frodl expressed was that increasingly students were thinking of themselves as customers and were being treated as such.  A purely economic model may promote the provision of professionally orientated subjects necessary for a market economy, but it does not teach individuals to think and question for themselves. 

Lord Moser, whose distinguished career in education included the posts of Warden of Wadham College, Oxford and Chancellor of Keele University, spoke about the Higher Education system of the United Kingdom.  He described universities as being in a state of crisis. There was simply not enough money in the system: the massive increase in the number of students over the last four decades had not been met with a similar increase in funding.  In fact the latter was 40% less per capita in real terms than in the early 1960s.  This had led to a scramble for cash, and although universities should definitely look outward, and should certainly cooperate with business and industry, the pressure to increase these links in order to survive was drawing attention away from the universities’ primary roles. Lord Moser believed that any university worth the name inevitably had several basic characteristics: it engaged in teaching, which was the most important function; it groomed the powers of the mind; it engaged in scholarship and research; and it inculcated a set of common cultural values.  Other institutions did excellent work teaching and preparing students for various careers, but only one which had all of these could be called a university.  

Lord Moser thought that rather than trying to call everything a university, people should stop looking down on institutions which were not universities.  Otherwise fine institutions, such as British polytechnics, would lose some of their value by trying to emulate universities instead of concentrating on their own strengths. For Lord Moser it was important to have a range of institutions which worked together to meet society’s needs, including everything from vocational schools to top-flight research institutions.  With regard to the latter, he did not think that Britain had the resources to compete with the elite American Universities and thought the country might be further ahead simply to be glad that a Harvard or a Yale exist somewhere rather than to try to recreate them in the United Kingdom.

The Need for Social Justice: Access and Finance

The crisis of funding and the pressure to increase access to higher education, as identified by Lord Moser, are driving significant changes in the way higher education is financed and delivered.  Nicholas Barr, Robin Middlehurst and Joe Duffey explained how new approaches are being devised as higher education attempts to fulfil particular socio-political objectives: widened access, improved quality, improved efficiency (the right subject mix and number of institutions for a pluralist market economy) and political sustainability.  Speakers seemed to agree that while the market economy is driving the expansion of higher education, it is also affording new means of achieving and sustaining increased participation.  However the long-term impact and success of the new approaches remains to be seen. 

Professor Nicholas Barr thought that now Britain wants to provide higher education for the majority of the population, instead of just an elite, funding it only though taxation is no longer possible; a loans system is inescapable. The complex nature of higher education - many different institutions, students and a diversity of subjects - mean that the days of central planning are gone.  Bar thinks universities should have a role in determining fee levels and that students should contribute to the cost of their degrees.  Comparative studies have shown that a well-designed loan scheme has a number of characteristics: 

· A loan should be large enough to cover both fees and living costs, so higher education is free at the point of use.

· Repayments should be income contingent (calculated as a percent of a graduates subsequent earnings) so loans have a built in insurance against the inability to repay. 

· There needs to be an interest rate which is equal to the government’s cost of borrowing. 

Can this model can be made to work in developing countries?  It seems there are no easy answers for developing countries.  Income contingent loans will work if the country is capable of collecting personal income tax.  Alternatively, the higher education system may be funded by parents’ paying, or through taxation. 

A major question in Britain is: how can a loans system be introduced without discouraging those from poor backgrounds?  Middle class people are generally prepared to pay for higher education as they understand its benefits.  Only students from poorer backgrounds have a debt aversion.  Barr explained that those from disadvantaged backgrounds are often unwilling to stay on at school after 16 years of age.  It appears that 90 percent of people with good A levels go on to university, with virtually no socio-economic gradient in this transition.  The major differential is the staying on rate post 16 years of age.  Thus spending money to raise GCSE scores is more important for improving access than fee subsidies.  Better schools are needed and it is necessary to raise the aspirations of young people while they are still at school. 

Dr Robin Middlehurst suggested that while Information Technology has the potential to increase access to higher education, it is still too early to know if it will do so, and whether this will reduce the cost of higher education.  So far the greatest impact of IT has been in on-campus provision.  A recent survey reveals that university leaders think investing in IT is important to improve the on-campus experience of students and to keep up with competition.  It seems they do not think there are cost benefits to e-learning, although this may change.  As regards distance learning, there have been some successes - the University of Phoenix has a distance-learning programme which is growing faster than its face-to-face education – but also some failures.  Such programmes should allow non-traditional students, such as single mothers or full-time workers, to gain an education while working from home.  Many companies are also setting up e-universities to provide additional professional training. 

The use of the internet throughout the world is uneven and the notion of the digital divide is prominent in current international policy debates.  While in many US colleges internet and video technology are the primary modes of instruction, in developing countries it is estimated that 95 percent have never used a computer and only 2 percent of the population in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East are connected to the internet.  The major question is: will technology exacerbate differences between rich and poor, or can it be used to increase educational provision world-wide and benefit countries with a low participation in higher education?  The question is urgent; the global demand for higher education is expected to rise by 3.5 percent per annum between 1990 and 2025.  The World Bank and National Governments are putting more money into financing primary and secondary education, so there will be a corresponding increase in demand for tertiary education.  Is it cheaper to build a new university in a developing country, or to put in computers for e-learning?  Wouldn’t the second be more cost effective? 

Dr Joe Duffey, Senior Vice President of Sylvan Learning Systems, explained how private provision of higher education is becoming a successful way of expanding access throughout the world.  In many countries university attendance is not large, but demand is growing exponentially.  While governments are not able to raise the taxes to satisfy the demand for education, parents are willing to pay for their children to attend private institutions.  For-profit higher education is growing, but is likely to remain a niche, allowing for competition between private and public sector providers of higher education.  Joe Duffey spoke in particular about Sylvan International Universities, which currently has both campus-based and online universities in Europe and Latin America, and projects underway in India and China.  The institutions of this global network are accredited by the local governments and staffed by academic leaders who are knowledgeable of the needs of developing countries, so it is not just a matter of exporting American education. However Joe Duffey agreed that Sylvan is embedding globalisation. It offers education which is career orientated - there are no research universities – to open up new opportunities for individuals and make countries more competitive. 

Universities and the State: Academic Freedom and Accountability

If the market drives educational provision it may be possible to give more people access to higher education.  However there is a danger that governments will interfere too much as they try to ensure that higher education contributes to national economic growth.  Nahas Angula, Baroness O’Neill and Kenneth Minogue explored, and in some ways lamented, the loss of academic freedom at the expense of government accountability. 

The Hon. Nahas Angula Minister of Higher Education, Namibia, thought that institutional autonomy, accountability and responsibility depend upon a balance between internal and external governance.  The critical question is: what is the proper extent of, and what should be the limits to, government intervention in higher education?  In Namibia each institution of higher learning is protected from unwarranted political interference by the National Constitution. Institutional autonomy enhances academic freedom, and so fosters innovation.  However autonomy has also resulted in unbridled competition; lack of cooperation and mutual support between institutions; and the duplication of programmes.  Competition for resources, in particular, has hampered a healthy development of the higher education system.  Too much institutional autonomy means there has been a failure to develop the system as a whole.  There needs to be a balance between autonomy and public accountability.  While academics should be able to develop their own programmes, they need to be guided by a clear sense of national needs.  Periodically they need to have their failures and success examined in a transparent manner. 

In Britain there is a near state monopoly on university provision, yet Baroness O’Neill, Principal of Newnham College, Cambridge suggested that the system is now too complex for central control. Successive British governments have increased levels of ‘managerial accountability’.  However the questions asked about higher education reflect the mistaken idea that all the institutions should be run in the same way; there is a misplaced essentialism.  Detailed targets are set, performance is measured against those targets, and then sanctioned or rewarded according to those measurements.  The targets set are simple, abstract and easily measured, while those that are substantive and hard to measure are avoided.  Using these quantifiable variables to monitor performance has great advantages for remote management.  They supposedly provide a single detailed measure for accountability across wide ranges of activities, subjects and institutions. Expenditure can be centrally controlled and fierce competition between institutions and academics can be incentivised.  Baroness O’Neill thinks there is no one-size-fits all communication policy.  Of course there is a need for accountability, however it seems that managerial requirements are being conflated with accountability methods. 

There are significant weaknesses with this current method of measuring performance.  The wrong targets are often set by people not familiar with the subject area.  The performance indicators may be a poor measure of a target, or they may create perverse incentives, as happens when the number of first class degrees is used to measure university quality. Departments offering the least ambitious and intellectually coherent degree can achieve top marks for teaching, without this necessarily meaning that standards are high.  An obsession with the targets may mean there is little concern for the actual quality of teaching or learning. Quantitative information has to be grossly simplified if it is to be accessible, however narrative information would allow people to judge for themselves.  It may therefore be better to have contextualised narrative accounts of achievements and weaknesses written by people who are well enough informed to judge intelligently, and independent enough to do so without fear or favour.  

Professor Kenneth Minogue also thought there is less trust of academics and more pressure for them be accountable.  The rationalist argument, that government can understand what is going on by collecting facts, dominates.  However it is not possible to manage innovation and creativity, and perhaps our civilisation depends on how we resist the mechanisation of everything. Minogue thinks it is important to understand that academics and politicians are different animals.  Politicians think only in a short term, academia is concerned with the innate human instinct for focused curiosity.  Governments promote one picture of the world, but academics should be concerned with deconstructing this picture.  The natural relationship between universities and government is one of conflict.  To give universities a function in economic and political terms is to misunderstand their nature.  The university is an association of persons, locally situated, caring for the intellectual capital of a civilisation.  Academia recovers what is lost and restores what is neglected.  As the government attempts to open up university to more people there will be the clash of two colliding realities: the tradition of splendour versus the fashion for equalising. 

Universities and Society: Civic Education and Sustainable Development

While governments of both developed and developing countries are promoting the expansion of the higher education sector as a way of meeting economic needs, the situation in post-Soviet countries is different, as a highly developed system of higher education co-exists with economies which have shrunk dramatically. In such countries the relationship between universities and society has been dominated by the need to sustain what has been inherited and adapt it to meet the needs of societies in transition.  Our case study of this was Moldova, introduced by Professor Valentina Teosa of Moldova State University.  

While most higher education systems have developed as part of a sustained national project,  Moldova’s chequered history as a border nation has never allowed for that.  Annexed to Russia as Bessarabia in the nineteenth century, in 1918 it became part of Romania, before being reclaimed by the Soviet Union in 1940 and finally achieving independence in 1991.  Even since then the border has not been settled, with the province of Trans-Dniestria setting itself up as a breakaway republic.  Language does not determine identity, the majority speaking a form of Romanian but feeling themselves distinct from Romania, while 14% speak Ukrainian and 13% Russian.  Added to this unsettled past is a an unstable present, with democracy and privatisation having brought an end to the constraints of the Soviet system, but not, at least not yet, the resources to fund a national project such as higher education.  Amidst unemployment and dramatic demographic shifts - up to a million Moldovans out of about 4 million have left to seek their fortunes in other parts of the world - the higher education system remains large, with 27 universities.  The key question is how to resource these in order to reverse the brain drain and translate the intellectual capital, which Moldova had previously amassed against all the odds, into economic growth.  One approach is through private provision which, in theory at least, allows for speedier, needs driven development in the sector - 15 of the 27 universities are private.  The fees can be high at $250 to $500 dollars a year which out-strips most people’s annual income, but these are affordable in the same way so much activity is in an economy in transition - through the informal economy which, it is estimated, amounts to 60% of all economic activity.  This poses questions about equity and transparency, but the only alternative may be plans for government provision which simply remain on paper.  

One central theme which emerged in the Moldovan case, but which applies worldwide, is the need for universities to be integrated into the societies of which they are a part.  This is not just about meeting economic needs, in employability and technology, it is about students gaining practical understanding of social conditions and playing their part in transforming them.  As part of the Moldovan State University’s mission to nurture practical, innovative projects, CASE - the Citizenship and Service Education Program - has been set up in collaboration with Rutgers University, which has established its own such program in the United States. It involves students in voluntary work in the larger community, to assist those in need but also to balance the theoretical curriculum of the university with very practical experience.  CASE is by no means unique as a program, but it has a particularly important impact, given the difficulties endured in Moldova, and it is central to the educational experience of students, rather than just being bolted on as something extra-curricular, as is often the case with apparently similar schemes.

Likewise Sara Parkin, Programme Director of the Forum for the Future, talked of the need to place sustainable development at the centre rather than the periphery of higher education.  She presented the happiness index (compiled by Richard Layard of the LSE) and showed how that had declined rather than increased alongside incomes in the developing world in the last four decades, the implication being that we need a better way of tracking progress - and determining the roles of higher education in that - than economic statistics.  Indeed, she argued that the true bottom line is an environmental rather than an economic one as it is the environment which is most truly subject to scientific laws and limits. Universities as institutions needed to play their role in developing capital in all five types, which Sara Parkin identified as natural, human, social, manufactured and financial, and across its activities on campus, in the curriculum and as a community. So, for instance, with regard to natural capital - the environment - universities needed to use resources efficiently on campus; to assist in the development of the new, low-carbon, high creativity economy in its curricular provision; and, as a community, to conserve and enhance the environment. In such and many other ways sustainable development would become second nature.  In line with this productive role, higher education needed to be categorised as an investment, and not a cost, as is the case in UK national accounts.  

Reflecting on creative networks in the past which had done so much to fashion modernity - such as the Birmingham society known as the Lunar Men around 1800, which had included the likes of James Watt, Josiah Wedgwood, and Joseph Priestley - Sara Parkin argued that we needed to look to a new network of Solar Women and Men for the 21st century.  These would be the people who would be the complex problem solvers, the technologists and the entrepreneurs in all walks of life who would ensure the sustainability and equity in development, and put the happiness index back on track.  A test of higher education would be its capacity to nurture such people.  This would not simply lie within traditional institutions. For instance, there is the Forum for the Future runs a Masters Programme in Leadership for Sustainable Development, at the core of which are placements in industry, local government, and other sectors, so that there is the fullest cross-fertilisation between academe and the world around it, and sustainability is grafted onto all manner of thinking and acting.  

The Balance of Research and Teaching 

While speakers such as Professor Teosa and Sara Parkin charted the ways in which universities needed to cross-fertilise with the world around them, Dr Barbara Kehm of the Institute for Higher Education and Dr Jonathan Rée reminded the conference of the necessary cross-fertilisation within them of teaching and research.  

Dr Kehm explained how the long-enduring Humboldtian assumption of the unity of teaching and research was now under challenge, given the commitment to mass education and the emphasis on skills and employability, which seem to some to be remote from research.  Increasingly, institutions are ranked, with resources for research directed much more towards those in the higher reaches.  Rather than encouraging a variety of profiles and missions among institutions, institutions strive to imitate those at the top.  Also, there are pressures to treat Bachelor programmes as similar to school teaching, with no links to research until the Masters level. This brings with it new hierarchies and new controls, which raises issues of democratisation of higher education and access to it, and of academic freedom and pluralism in research.  Finally, the relationship between teaching and research cannot simply be determined by institutional fiat.  The internal development of the physical and social sciences themselves create priorities for both research and teaching, at least at postgraduate level, and these two activities therefore need to be kept closely in touch, perhaps more than present policy-making allows.

Jonathan Rée suggested that the term research, as presently used, has limited the true purpose of universities, in which teaching is the key thing, the sharing of intellectual high culture.  This was not to attack research in favour of teaching, but to distinguish more carefully its different types.  The type of research commonly meant by the word is bureaucratically targeted research, which he called Type B, and this, he suggested, could be perfectly well conducted in institutions other than universities. This view, however, did not entail the relegation of university teachers to the transmission of knowledge created elsewhere, as the critical research all university teachers must conduct was Type C, that is creative research.  For a philosopher, for instance, this might mean renewed exploration of Plato or other of the masters of the subject, to maintain the great conversation, rather than to write an article or book on what could be a very limited aspect of the subject.  Originality is demanded by the conventional notion of research.  However important that is, it is not the key criterion of the active intellectual life which is at the heart of a university and keeps intellectual high culture alive, and should not be neglected through mechanistic notions of both teaching and research.

Conclusion 

The conference speakers discussed the future of higher education mainly in terms of the impact of the global market economy. As Baroness Warwick said, once what a university did had little consequence beyond national boundaries, now the expansion of science has shown that knowledge leaps across those frontiers. Competition between universities and nations to attract the best scholars will intensify. The university of the future will have to find a niche in an international market. In an increasingly competitive environment, should the higher education sector be centrally managed? How much can universities be expected to satisfy government aims? Governments everywhere maintain that universities need to be of more direct benefit to the economy and to promote social justice, improving the employment opportunities of people from all backgrounds. Is such social engineering best achieved through a controlled provision of higher education? Baroness Warwick suggested that these questions are still being debated throughout the world. In the United Kingdom there are proposals to change the definition of a university that could enable private providers to secure degree awarding powers, a move which will lead to the expansion of the higher education market at no cost to the government. She also thought that increasing diversity of funding may represent the future for most universities, so the entrepreneurial university becomes the distinctive and ubiquitous form for the future. Baroness Warwick suggested that while higher education can be used by the government as a powerful instrument of social justice, how this is achieved is still to open debate. Universities are certainly taking in a larger number of students, but does this mean they are necessarily encouraging the participation of people from different ages, social classes, ethnic groups and those with disabilities? 

Baroness Warwick noted that higher education institutions also fulfil functions which are broader and more diffuse than advancing economic prosperity and promoting social justice, and these need to be acknowledged: universities promote the advance and dissemination of knowledge through research; preserve and promote cultures in the context of cultural pluralism and diversity; educate highly qualified graduates able to meet the needs of all sectors of human activity; protect and enhance civil society; contribute to economic and sustainable development and provide critical and detached perspectives in the discussion of strategic choices facing society. Such a diversity of functions points to the fact that higher education is not just a ‘commodity’ in a market economy, and nor is it a simple tool to be used only to achieve clearly quantifiable objectives. Certainly a university produces commodities in the form, for example, of courses and intellectual property that could be traded on the world market. Yet education also fulfils roles other than the economic one; most simply, perhaps, education answers the human thirst for knowledge, wisdom and understanding, quite apart from allowing us to enjoy ever greater material consumption. 

In recognising the complexity of universities’ purposes it is appropriate to return to Newman and his view of knowledge as its own end, which defined liberal education a century ago.  In discussions of globalisation and the demands it makes for generating new technologies and intellectual property, and educating the ‘symbolic analysts’ who are the key workers in a ‘knowledge economy’, Newman would have recognised what he termed ‘the Philosophy of Utility’.  He sought to defend liberal education from being taken for granted or being drafted too narrowly into the sphere of utility.  He saw universities as places where students and their teachers necessarily specialised but, by living in community with one another, participated in ‘the whole circle’ of knowledge for its own sake as a vital element of humane living. Newman’s feeling was that a liberal education which allowed a critical exploration of values and intellectual culture are a vital part of the health and vitality of any society.  Some conference speakers suggested that while globalisation is being driven by economic imperatives, this is throwing up new scientific, social, cultural and environmental problems for which there are no easy answers. As Newman maintained, a liberal education can foster in individuals a sense of judgement, the ability to discern what is good for a society, strength of intellect that can search for what is important and discern what is false. The clear - yet unquantifiable - value of a liberal education needs to be defended, as this is what produces people with the leadership skills able to meet the complex social and cultural challenges being thrown up with the impact of globalisation. Along with the need to respond to pressing economic imperatives there is still the need to believe in the importance of education which develops the capacity of individuals to judge wisely and act fairly. 

