‘WHAT’S THE UNIVERSITY FOR?’: REFLECTIONS ACCOMPANYING THE SERIES
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Educational communities and values

In asking ‘What’s the University for?’, the Chaplaincy’s long-running Series of that title has not been looking for any one view of what universities are or should be. Socially, we operate ‘with a highly elastic and non-prescriptive idea of a university’,[endnoteRef:1] especially as higher education institutions proliferate and overlap with one another, all offering vocational and professional training alongside education. We simply would not find a single unifying idea of a university, and the notion that we should look for one has often been debunked, not least by Robert Maynard Hutchins, the influential Principal of the University of Chicago in the 1930s and 40s, who suggested that a university is a system of schools and departments held together by a central heating system.[endnoteRef:2]  [1:  Onora O’Neill http://www.sciencebusiness.net/news/75819/Excellence-Success-and-University-League-Tables. Cf. Stefan Collini, What are Universities for? (Penguin, 2012), p. 4, and pp. 20-22 on treating any particular era in the history of universities as presenting a timeless norm.]  [2:  Cited in Collini, , p. 41.] 


So, we are not trying to articulate a unified vision for universities, but we are looking for where the sense of purpose and value sit within universities. ‘Why are universities useful?’ is one important question, but we do not think it exhausts the issue of purpose. ‘Why are universities valuable?’ is a distinct question, and enables deeper reflection upon the purpose and norms around which a university community coheres. 

Value-anxiety and community coherence
When we first asked ‘What’s the University for?’, we set out to explore different philosophies of the university down the ages, so as to understand better the vision for Edinburgh. We have found ourselves, however, constantly addressing a desire for a greater ‘sense of belonging’ to the University, and for a clearer sense of the University’s values. This turn surprised us, and yet why should it? Questions of vision, value and belonging are closely related: a sense of belonging correlates both to having shared values, and to feeling valued.

If a university does not fully name or know what it values, it does not know how to help its members find their place in the vision of the institution, nor how fully to value its members. Students and staff can find themselves longing for a sense of belonging: wanting both to share worthwhile values in common with other university members, and to feel valued members of the university community.
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Parker Palmer wrote in the early 1990s of his experience of multiple North American universities: 

I call the pain that permeates education “the pain of disconnection.” Everywhere I go, I meet faculty who feel disconnected from their colleagues, from their students, and from their own hearts. Most of us go into teaching not for fame or fortune but because of a passion to connect. We feel deep kinship with some subject; we want to bring students into that relationship, to link them with the knowledge that is so life-giving to us; we want to work in community with colleagues who share our values and our vocation. But when institutional conditions create more combat than community, when the life of the mind alienates more than it connects, the heart goes out of things, and there is little left to sustain us.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Parker J. Palmer, To Know as We are Known: Education as a Spiritual Journey (HarperOne, 1993), p. x.] 


UK universities today operate under pressure to generate income, produce research output, and supply a workforce. They develop systems accordingly, and become target-orientated.[endnoteRef:4] As a result, they are driven by mixed motives: to promote education as good in itself, as is their inherent wisdom, and to meet the demands of the market, compete effectively, and satisfy customers. Not surprisingly, given the mixture of motives, higher education institutions can suffer a lack of common conviction at the heart of university life, and struggle to express the norms around which an academic community can cohere. This, we think, is key to why students and staff express a longing to belong, and to have values that they are proud to uphold.  [4:  Cf. Geoffrey Boulton and Colin Lucas, ‘What are universities for?’, League of European Research Universities, 2008, especially paras 9-29. http://www.leru.org/files/general/%E2%80%A2What%20are%20universities%20for%20(September%202008).pdf] 


Concerns are expressed at the University of Edinburgh about the longing to belong, and the need for a greater sense of community. In wanting to promote community, universities tend to borrow norms from non-educational arenas, such as ‘civic community’, ‘business community’, and ‘digital community’. UoE emphases upon global citizenship, dignity and respect, reflect such civic-community values as tolerance and civility. Emphases upon growth, efficiency and sustainability reflect business values. Managing one’s on-line profile and relations are lessons in digital citizenship. Civility, dignity, respect, efficiency, growth, sustainability, and profile-management are all goods in their proper place, but they would distort education if they were made its norms.[endnoteRef:5] Moreover, universities are places that explore the meaning of these concepts (‘What is respect’ etc?), and question received norms.  [5:  See Palmer, To Know as We are Known, p. xii.] 


We need values appropriate to a university community. University education is our raison d’être. The term ‘university’ implies a vision of unified knowledge (uno) across all disciplines, and the power to turn minds or effect change (vers). There is, of course, plenty to debate in terms of how universities develop their educational vision, but we can at least ask, what does a community that aims at universal education – a university community - look like? This would be an interesting conversation, and we might focus on: deliberation; critical acumen; humble enquiry and attentiveness; the necessity for both solitude and communal effort; courtesy towards well-argued positions that are not our own; curiosity about the world and the desire to benefit it; and recognition that we stand on the shoulders of giants, and play our own part in continuing to advance understanding. We would then be articulating the sort of values that are core to a university’s purpose, and which shape its collegial culture.

What’s the use of universities?
Reflecting on WTUF feedback has convinced us of the need to emphasise the value of universities and not just their usefulness. It is nonetheless important to say that universities are and always have been useful. They have been established with certain social functions and outcomes in mind, whether these be: that ‘the ignorant be informed and the rude become learned’ in areas otherwise unreached;[endnoteRef:6] that clergy, doctors and lawyers be trained for service (medieval and Enlightenment universities); that research or ‘higher learning’ be propagated and new generations of scholars produced (the influential nineteenth-century vision of Wilhelm von Humboldt for the university he established in Berlin); or that technological advancement be supported (Napoleonic universities). Modern universities combine elements of all these types of utility. The ways in which universities serve the common good reveal their usefulness, even beyond the socio-economic reasons for their being founded.  [6:  From the Bull for the establishment of a university in Old Aberdeen, quoted in Graham, p. 27.] 


At the same time, the socially useful pursuits of training lawyers, engineers, scientists, and critical thinkers in multiple disciplines, is accompanied by the human exploration of ever deeper understanding, and we experience the value of education. Perhaps this is a key to the longevity of universities and the ways in which we place such hope in them.[endnoteRef:7]  [7:  Cf. Collini, pp. 26-7.] 


UK universities usefully support the economy and expand the workforce, and this is a limited sense of utility, to which we can attribute some predictability and measurability. There is also a wider sense of utility, which is almost boundless: we do not know all the ways in which our education will turn out to be useful; we cannot predict these ways. 


Distinguishing use and value
We can ask, ‘Why is it useful to have a university; to learn; to do research?’, and we can go on probing further and further into utility (why is it useful to extend education; to think together; to push the boundaries of knowledge?), such that at some point we need an answer that is not itself open to the same question. That is when we find what is valuable. Education is valuable even if it does not create jobs or have a measurable practical impact. Education is beyond measure and beyond price. Ultimately education has irreducible or intrinsic value, which we would undermine if we sought only to justify its usefulness. [endnoteRef:8] [8:  Cf. Martha C. Nussbaum, Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Humanities (Princeton University Press, 2010).] 


Why should an emphasis on utility undermine intrinsic value? After all, utility is itself a value. Indeed, but the distortion creeps in not when we recognise that utility is valuable, but if we attempt to reduce value to usefulness. Explaining what is valuable only in terms of how it is useful actually risks displacing what is of value. For example, if we explained the value of reading a novel in terms of extending our vocabulary and knowledge of other cultures, or the value of a bike ride for its use in keeping us fit, we would have attempted to distil value into useful outcomes. We might lose sight of the sheer pleasure of reading or cycling, and become focused instead on other ways of getting those outcomes. Could micro-snatches of exercise keep us equally fit? Perhaps they could, but they would not give us the experience of a bike ride. Could vocabulary lists and travel guides improve our literacy and cultural awareness? Yes, but the novels might go unread. Value tells us something that mere utility cannot: a bike ride can be good to be had even if it does not make us fit, and we would soon lose the pleasure of reading a novel if we had to think of our reading as useful. 
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Furthermore, the category of ‘value’ itself can be lost to a focus on utility. We could take as an example the value of honesty. Let us say that honesty is good in itself, that is, intrinsically good. Perhaps not everyone agrees with this statement, but everyone may at least be willing to accept it for the sake of argument. If honesty is good in itself, we can accept it as good without needing to explain it in terms of other goods. We might note that an outcome of honesty is that it promotes trust and thereby social cohesion. What then if we were to justify honesty on the grounds that it promotes trust and a cohesive society? We might then look for other ways of promoting trust, such as transparency (which can backfire), and we might aim for targets that show cohesion in society, rather than looking to act from a basis of honesty. We might think that persuasion and coercion are more effective than honesty in pulling people together in this ‘post-truth’ world. Before long, and perhaps before we know it, we have focused on processes, targets and outcomes. If we think there are more efficient routes to trust and cohesion, such as transparency and coercion, we might disregard honesty and even doubt the very relevance of values. 

Analogously, there are ways in which education can be compromised by processes for achieving outcomes, such as impactful research or a university degree. Consider, for example, the ways in which research assessment frameworks, at one stage of their evolution, inadvertently encouraged academics to seek to boost citations of their research, not for the educationally-interested reason of disseminating research (which might be presented in a deliberately contentious way precisely so as to get reactions that raise the number of citations), but for the sake of demonstrating impact so as to keep the researchers in work and with prospects of promotion. This was not disingenuous behavior, exactly, but a way of playing the game that had been set; a game which led to unintended consequences for the quality of research and research-relationships. Other examples include ‘contract cheating’, or use of AI in composition, which are now facts of university life. For example, students can buy essays, dissertations and even PhD theses from companies, for a fraction of the cost of their university fees. They may reason that it makes practical sense to do so, given that they are paying so much for their degree anyway, and they do not want to come out with less than a 2.1, or with a failed PhD.[endnoteRef:9] An emphasis upon utility, and thereby on cost, measures and outcomes, may jeopardise our ability to value and maintain academic communities.   [9:  Dan Rigby, et al, ‘Contract cheating and the market in essays’, Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization, Vol 111, March 2015, pp. 23-37, http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167268114003321; https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/guidance/contracting-to-cheat-in-higher-education-third-edition.pdf?sfvrsn=2fbfa581_14 ] 


Dissatisfying effects of chasing satisfaction
A doctoral student blogged at one WTUF event, ‘why go to an event if I will not derive measurable outcomes from it?’. She wished afterwards that more non-measurable activities could be supported within universities.[endnoteRef:10]  In talk of ‘knowledge acquisition’ and ‘knowledge transfer’, ‘knowledge’ is treated as a commodity. [10:  https://iad4learnteach.wordpress.com/2015/04/10/the-humane-university-measuring-the-immeasurable/] 


Quality assessments that measure research output and student satisfaction can be insidious to university life. While league tables might promote and capture good practice, they also affect our motivation and practice in unintended ways, cultivating dissatisfaction and cynicism in students and staff alike. Efforts are diverted towards chasing high scores on measurable entities. Before we know it, we are operating around norms that are irrelevant to deliberation and critical enquiry, and we become somewhat estranged from our educational values (it is not unusual for UoE members to struggle to answer, when asked what the University is for.) This in turn can cause students and staff to feel alienated from some of their committed reasons for being at the University, which, again, undermines their sense of belonging, causes students to feel somewhat lost, and puts staff at risk of burn-out. [endnoteRef:11] It is very draining to work hard at meeting requirements that enable boxes to be ticked and files to be passed to and fro (perhaps regarding ‘consumer rights’, ‘satisfaction’, ‘knowledge exchange’, or ‘student engagement’[endnoteRef:12], or to protect against reputational damage), but which do not feel worthwhile in relation to the values that you aim to hold to in your career or vocation.  [11:  Consider Maggie Berg and Barbara K. Seeber, The Slow Professor: Challenging the Culture of Speed in the Academy (Toronto, Buffalo, London: University of Toronto Press, 2016); and Les Back, Academic Diary: Or Why Higher Education Still Matters (London: Goldsmiths Press, 2016). On the relationship between burn-out and persisting in work that we no longer find meaningful, see Dr Dina Glouberman, The Joy of Burnout (Hodder % Stoughton, 2002).]  [12:  An American professor wrote to us about universities in the USA, saying ‘a good deal of money is dedicated to non-academic student 'engagement'…., which is hardly at all demanding of such students as engage it.’ Colleagues might recognize a similar trend in the UK. A question is whether such engagement is valuable and satisfying.] 


There is a great irony here. Universities are obliged to achieve particular outcomes as indicators of success in meeting market demands, such as research output and customer satisfaction (the satisfaction of students, or even parents, and of business and government). But insofar as they are motivated by the need to meet student satisfaction, they can miss the very values that deeply satisfy students, and which also satisfy staff; values that are inherently satisfying - and by the same token discomfiting - because related to the intrinsic good of education. 

This seems all the more ironic, given that a common criticism made of universities is that they value research to the cost of teaching, which, if true, would at least mean that they value research. However, often the experience of academic staff is that their research output is sought after, whilst their research time is eroded, as multiple other demands keep them from conducting research. They would also like the freedom to introduce more of their research into their teaching, but, due to matters of customer protection there can be legal obstacles to introducing up-to-the-minute changes in a lecture course (for example, to respond to such occurrences as an unexpected national election, or geological disaster), and the sheer amount of administration involved in managing a course can be a disincentive to creating new courses. In fact, the only way that academics can, as some put it, ‘escape the admin’, is to apply for grants that give them buy-out, and which thereby take them out of the life of the University. 

Research space is often also underwhelming, with research fellows squeezed into small shared rooms whilst new, large and shiny spaces are created for consumption, particularly of coffee and cake! These nice café-work spaces are in their own ways conducive to the health of the University community, although students note their commercial aspect and expense. Students are at the same time frustrated to have too little library space, or free space to sit with a book or laptop, and insufficient opportunity to meet and converse with peers on their courses. Their academic life is not all that they expected it to be. We find through WTUF a strong symbiosis between student and staff frustration and desires. 

Universities are not for the sake of student satisfaction, but for the sake of academic endeavor, which is discomfiting, stretching and life-changing, and in which students and staff are colleagues.

Why are universities valuable?
Gordon Graham’s distinction between what is ‘useful’ (training), and what is ‘valuable’ (education),[endnoteRef:13] while in need of modification, can serve as a starting point in thinking about what is useful and what is valuable about universities. We can deepen Graham’s distinction by thinking about predicted learning outcomes in university teaching. Prediction is appropriate to many aspects of training: we need programmes that will predictably produce levels of skill and professionalism in medics, lawyers, engineers, teachers, and so forth. By contrast, the educational endeavour of drawing ideas out from us, challenging our lazy and prejudiced thoughts, and honing our critical thinking, develops us in ways that we could not predict, and would not want to prescribe. Education is fruitful, and yields multiple benefits. However, if we look to its yields in order to justify its usefulness, we can actually lose sight of how to value it, and thereby how to value universties. Realising this, students at our ‘Can the University Afford to Have Values?’ event, argued back against those business leaders who judged the University according to how well it trained potential employees. [13:  Gordon Graham, Universities: The Recovery of an Idea (Imprint and Academic, Second Edn, 2008), ch. 2.] 


A final year Engineering student conveys below how it feels to come to appreciate the value of university. In his 2nd year, this student defended at a WTUF event the position that we ‘come to university to get a job’. By his final year, he came to value education for its own sake, and not only as a means to an end. Before he left the University, he wrote the following, specifically for the WTUF Series:

I came to University in order to complete a degree which would get me a better job. All the other aspects in terms of social life and societies were attractive but not influential on my decision when choosing between the world of work and further study. Before attending Edinburgh I had never heard of the concept that a degree was anything other than a stepping stone to a better career, an investment in future prospects. I think this view was predominately due to the fact my siblings and I are the first in my family to attend third level education.

I do leave with the skills and job prospects I set out to obtain but I've gained a huge amount more also. Not only the courage to challenge society's values and question the established paradigm but also the understanding of how much more there is to university than a job qualification. I now see that the real value of uni comes not from the measurable career benefits but that it provides a forum for questions to be asked just for the sake of asking. (Final year Engineering undergraduate)

We find ourselves using such phrases as ‘just for the sake of it’ precisely because intrinsic value is irreducible; we cannot find other words to explain it. Gordon Graham would say that the student’s engineering training has been useful, whilst his education has been valuable: that which is useful sustains life; that which is valuable makes life worth sustaining (Graham, p. 30).

Graham’s formula is insightful, but it is also shorthand and overly simplistic. There is more to be said, and here is our modification: there are elevated ways in which that which is valuable also sustains life, as when for example music keeps us going. Think of the morale created by Shostakovich’s ‘Leningrad Symphony’ amongst the besieged people of Leningrad. We know that music and art, for example, can be highly sustaining, healing us in ways that medicine cannot (the University of Edinburgh itself has programmes on music and dementia, and community music in conflict regions, for example), and we may describe a particular book, poem, or song as a ‘life-saver’. These are examples whereby things that are valuable show their fruit. They should not be taken as reasons to justify the arts only if the arts can be shown to be useful. Shostakovich composed his symphony under siege not from a compulsion to be useful but from a compulsion to write music, and the music will have been the more effective for that. We would jeopardise the life-giving value of the arts if we framed or legitimised them in terms of utility. Likewise, we would jeopardise the value of universities if we legitimised them only according to their utility. 

A beautiful irony here is that educating for the sheer love of it yields more benefits, and unforeseen ones at that, than educating with fixed goals in mind. It would be interesting to discover whether, if we operated on the basis of what is important to us, rather than from the basis of wanting to score high on league tables, we would do correspondingly better on the league tables. 

Value can be illustrated by its fruitfulness (the power of the Leningrad symphony, for example), and this is not the same as justifying it according to usefulness. We make a mistake when we attempt to explain value in terms of use. We make a similar mistake when we attempt to capture value in terms of monetary worth.[endnoteRef:14]  [14:  For a critique of the ‘economic metaphor’ in education, and the need to find other sources of value, see John Lanchester, ‘It’s finished’, London Review of Books, May 28, 2009, pp. 3-16.] 
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A pearl of great price
Simone Weil ends her essay on the ‘Right use of School Studies’ by saying: ‘Academic work is one of those fields containing a pearl so precious that it is worthwhile to sell all our possessions…in order to acquire it’.[endnoteRef:15] She is suggesting not that academic work be highly priced – not that we raise tuition fees – but rather that it is beyond price. If we were to put a price on academic endeavor, we would fail to love properly something that is beyond measure.  [15:  ‘Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a View to the Love of God’, in Waiting for God (New York, HarperPerennial Modern Classics, 1951), p. 65.] 


Do students and staff experience the University as a place that above all else values academia and its transformative potential, and which nurtures the collegiality of its members so as to increase their academic capacity? Or are they still wondering what it is that the University values? We notice that students and staff want to feel loyal to the University, and that their loyalty is quite tenacious. Personal loyalty and investment are amongst the greatest resources that universities have, but can be put under pressure by measures that are driven by market concerns. However, when universities articulate and embody their educational values, they are best placed to galvanize and value their members as contributors to the on-going educational endeavour. 
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