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Three propositions 

1. Higher Education is part of the overall eco-system;  

2. Higher Education is a public good; 

3. What Higher Education does is important.  

 



Policy context 

• Higher Education has played a key role in nation formation around the 
world and going back centuries. The current debate is a global one: 

– Global economic competitiveness and economic recovery; 

– Importance of knowledge for social/economic development:  

• Wage premium and social/personal health and prosperity; 

• Beacon for mobile investment and talent; 

– Widening participation leading to broader and more diverse student 
population, and more complex and differentiated needs and demands 
from the labour market; 

– Demand for public accountability and transparency, including global 
rankings.  

• Attention shifting from what HE is good for → what is HE good at? 

– Mobilising/harnessing full potential of HE to underpin Europe’s future.  



HE: making the “system” world-class 

• As distribution of economic activity has gone global, competitive “regions of 
knowledge” hold key to sustainable social and economic development 
(OECD, 2007);  

– Sustainable prosperity is based in knowledge and innovation-intensive regions, 
which requires greater diversity of educational and research opportunities – and 
people to work in jobs we don’t yet know about (Porter, 2002); 

• Make the “System” world class: 

– Leverage benefits of diverse and life-long approaches to teaching and learning, 
discovery and engagement, and research and innovation; 

– Emphasis on collaboration, co-production of knowledge, stakeholders/users; 

– Horizontal differentiation according to distinctive missions or field specialisation; 

• Challenges simplistic view (from global rankings) of role/importance of the 
individual world-class/elite university is “engine of economy”.  



 
Adopting a system approach 

 



Higher education is a “public good”  

• Public support for HE based on capacity/capability to “educate citizens in 
general, to share knowledge, to distribute it as widely as possible in accord 
with publically articulated purposes” (Calhoun, 2006). 

• HEIs must rethink their role and responsibilities: 

– “Engage in learning beyond the campus walls, discovery which is 
useful beyond the academic community, and service that directly 
benefits the public “ (Hazelkorn, 2010) ; 

• Civic University is characterised by what it does and how it does things: 

– Mutually beneficial engagement between the community, region or 
wider world, and the university; 

– Activities within holistic framework and enabling environment that 
encourages and promotes active institutional citizenship – not just by 
individuals/small groups.  

– . 

 
 



Making an Impact 

• The university is a important connecting site for society – but it needs to 
engage directly and pro-actively rather than sitting on the sidelines (Delanty, 

2001); 

• Sources of support fall into 4 categories: 

– Developing and enhancing human capital at undergraduate, master’s, 
doctoral, mid-career/executive and LLL levels;  

– Creating/disseminating new knowledge, and contributing to “world science” 
and public understanding; 

– Increasing capacity for problem-solving: contract research, consulting, 
technology licensing, providing incubators, specialized equipment or 
instruments, and fostering structural community improvement; 

– Providing public space and forums that bring enterprise/business, civil society, 
public organisations and academics together. 

 



What Higher Education does is vital 

• Total Student Experience provides best evidence of effective student 
learning:  

– HE develops human capital but it also enhances ability of individuals to make 
choices, have control over their lives and contribute to society (Streeting, 2009; 

McInnis, 2003);  

– Encompasses teaching and learning, curriculum, student life, advising and 
mentoring;  

• “What institutions do is more important than who or what they are” (Ro, 

Yin & Terenzini, 2013). 

– Amount of time/effort students put into studies in addition to other 
educationally purposeful activities; 

– How HEI deploys its resources and organizes curriculum and other learning 
opportunities to get students to participate in activities linked to student 
learning.   

 



Engagement, Creativity and Innovation 

Across most disciplines and countries, graduates are more likely to participate 
in innovation processes if studies involve/stress practical knowledge: group 
assignments, participation in research projects, internships, work placements, 
project/problem-based learning, oral presentations.  

 

• Creativity is a key skill that differentiates innovators from non-innovators; 

• Innovation not specific to STEM disciplines, and 50% of innovative 
professionals have a non-STEM background; 

• The learning environment is critical.  
 

(Avvisati, Jacotin, Vincent-Lancrin, “Education HE Students for Innovative Economies: What International Data 
Tells Us” 2013) 
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Employer Employee Expectations 

88%

88%

90%

91%

% who agree with each statement 

Our company is asking employees to take on more responsibilities and to use a 
broader set of skills than in the past  

Employees are expected to work harder to coordinate with other departments 
than in the past  

The challenges employees face within our company are more complex today 
than they were in the past  

To succeed in our company, employees need higher levels of learning and 
knowledge today than they did in the past 



Because choices matter… 

• Position HE within overall post-secondary landscape; 

– “Smart specialisation” at the institutional level – because its no longer 
possible to be comprehensively excellent; 

– Create systems and structures that open HE up to the region and include ALL 
stakeholders in the research and knowledge creation process; 

• Focus on enhancing quality of the total student experience; 

– Different institutional models, types of programmes and modes of teaching to 
respond to diverse student/learner across student learning lifecycle; 

– Learning attributes most associated with student engagement foster 
innovation.  
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