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Editorial: 

Changing Higher Education, from Longstanding Matters to Future Evolutions  

 
Higher education has always been sensitive to economic, social, political and cultural developments in 

the society. Higher education systems and individual universities have been struggling to survive the 

forces of change emanating from these developments. The unfolding COVID-19 pandemic has proven 

to be a huge force impacting higher education governance and policy around the globe. International 

scholarly exchange of knowledge, experience and observation is expected to contribute to rethinking 

higher education governance and policy in the post-pandemic era. Committed to open science, the 

Higher Education Governance and Policy (HEGP) aims at contributing to the process of rethinking 

higher education in the post-pandemic era. In this issue we covered five articles from various country 

contexts, which we hope to contribute to the international exchange of knowledge on higher education 

governance and policy.  

 

In the first article of this issue, Caliskan, Zhu and Dinh discussed the role of leadership in responding to 

the forces of change in higher education and highlighted the need to empower young academic leaders 

on this task. According to the authors despite their critical role in departmental level administration as 

well as research and teaching, the young-level academic leaders are under rated. Examining the 

conception of young academic leader through online discussion forums the study revealed the 

competencies needed to be an effective academic leader and the challenges of young academic leaders. 

The outcomes out the study were suggested as an input for an academic leadership training program. 

The second article of the issue which is titled “Higher Education and Equitable Life-Long Learning for 

Diversified Students in the Digital Era” by Arar, Saiti and Prokopiadou elaborated on the impact of 

digitalization on equity in higher education. The authors argued that various technologies provide unique 

ways for recognizing individual differences in higher education. The third article by Salomaa, Cinar, 

and Charles investigated the link between the rankings and regional development. The authors 

implemented multiple case design and conducted interviews in the Netherland, England and Finland in 

order to explore the link between regional engagement of the universities and the rankings. The authors 

concluded that the rankings lead to an emphasis on quantitative third mission indicators and shift the 

focus of the universities from regional relevance to global excellence. These two orientations weaken 

the regional engagement of the universities. The fourth article of this issue by Lee, which is entitled as 

“Research University Initiatives in South Korea: Accomplishments and Challenges,” investigated the 

performance of research universities towards the mission of becoming world-class university. Lee found 

that despite the financial commitment of Korean government, Korean research universities have not 

been performing adequately on doctoral training and academic freedom and shared governance. With 

the final article of this issue,  Bernasconi compared university autonomy in Latin America and the US 

and stated that university autonomy has different locus in these two regions of the Americas. In the US 

the university autonomy was built in a bottom-up process as a construction of the community of scholars 

while in the Latin America the university autonomy is a top-down institutional phenomenon. In the Latin 

American case individual professor’s autonomy is vested in the autonomy of the university. Bernasconi 

documented historical underpinnings of this pattern of autonym understanding in the Latin world. 

  

Hopefully the articles of this issue will prove beneficial to international scholars and policy makers in 

higher education around the world. 

 

 

Yasar Kondakci 

      Editor 
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Exploring Young-Level Academic Leadership: 

A Thematic Analysis of a MOOC Discussion Forum 

 

Aysun Caliskan1*, Chang Zhu2, & Ngoc Bich Khuyen Dinh3 
1,2,3Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Brussel, Belgium 

 
Abstract 

Higher education institutions around the world have been experiencing a great deal of pressure resulting in substantial changes. 

In this transformative era, institutional-level governance and the capacities of academic leaders at all levels remain highly 

influential to the successful functioning of universities and the maintaining of their competitive advantage. Despite a number 

of studies on senior and mid-level academic leadership, there is still a scarcity of research on young-level academic leaders. In 

particular, young-level academic leaders are those who play a decisive role in their department and the operation of their 

research group alongside teaching and research to promote the development of a new form of higher education. They also 

constitute an important component of academic leadership as they have expressed excellent competencies in welcoming 

change, being a form of inspiration, their receptiveness to feedback, and setting stretch goals. However, they are challenged in 

teaching programmes, course coordination and research projects in an era witnessing the ever-increasing impact of neo-

liberalism in a more competitive environment. Therefore, this paper is intended to fill the gap to study the concepts, 

competencies and challenges young academic leadership. Conducting qualitative content analysis to explore the perceptions 

about young academic leadership in a MOOC course’s discussion forum, this study explores young-level academic leadership 

through online discussion forums to reveal further information in comparison to traditional qualitative methodologies. This 

study also documents the perspectives of MOOC discussants on three main issues: the concept of young-level academic 

leadership, the competencies to be an effective leader, and the current challenges they encounter. Moreover, it can offer some 

important insights into designing the leadership framework used in academic leadership development programs. 

 

Keywords: Young-level academic leaders, concepts, competencies, challenges, leadership development 

 
Introduction 

Which leadership traits are required to effectively lead organizations has received considerable critical 

attention in research and been the subject of increasing discussion (Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, 

Luthans, & May, 2004; Boyatzis et al., 2012; Cuddy, Kohut, & Neffinger, 2013; Dasborough, 2006; 

Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad, 2007; Johnson, 2002; McKee & Massimilian, 2006). In addition, the 

academic literature on effective formal leadership and management traits has revealed the emergence of 

the importance of leaders and leadership in improving the governance, learning, teaching, relevance and 

success of higher education institutions (Bolden, Petrov, Gosling, & Bryman, 2009; Bryman, 2007, 

Middlehurst, 2008; Parrish, 2013; Ramsden, 1998; Scott, Coates, & Anderson, 2008). At the same time, 

students, parents, employers and taxpayers have pressured academic leaders to further cultivate a more 

skilful generation to cope with the needs and demands of the 21st century (Hénard & Roseveare, 2012). 

 

Despite the extensive literature on senior (rectors, vice rectors) or mid-level academic leadership 

positions (deans, vice deans, heads of department) in higher education, little is known about what young 

academic leadership means and what competences they need to develop and promote leadership 

(Juntrasook, Nairn, Bond, & Spronken-Smith, 2013; Middlehurst, 2008). As the future of higher 

education institutions, young academic leaders are expected to cultivate their ability to motivate others, 
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establish high standards of expectations and performance, set clear goals, approve of their work, and 

should be encouraged to put their best performance foremost (Bass, 1990). They are precious talents 

with a high level of knowledge who provide creative labour and generally refer to those distinguished 

academics who have accomplished tremendous achievements. They are not only remarkable strategists 

and organizers, but also talents who are able to be a part of a team (Griffiths, 2000). Despite being 

leaders at a starting level who can either possess or lack a mandate in the organizational structure, they 

play a pivotal role as a component of the core competitive strength of an institution, and thus universities 

can benefit from taking advantage of their decisive role in both the practices of overall departments and 

of running research groups, and in ensuring the improvement of the quality of education and teaching 

(Zhang & Zhang, 2013). Linked to those, it has been increasingly realized by scholars that high quality 

education is only possible when young academic leaders cultivate their talent with a solid foundation, 

brilliance, dedication and creativity (Fullan, 2002; Zhang & Zhang, 2013). As they go through their 

leadership journey, they will come across numerous financial, organizational, managerial and 

educational challenges. These are mostly tackled through teaching programmes, course coordination 

and research projects in a time witnessing the ever-expanding impact of neo-liberalism in a more 

competitive environment (Mercer, 2009). It is therefore timely to explore young academic leadership 

and their competences as well as to consider the challenges they may face.  

 

The subject experiences of the academic leaders in question may be collected through the rich source 

that is online discussion forums (Jamison et al., 2018). In connection to that, massive numbers of 

participants enroll may in one or more Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), which offer high 

quality education and varied topics via a flexible form of course access (Boroujeni et al., 2017). Since 

2008, MOOCs have had great impact on the educational field, particularly when it comes the distance 

education field (Siemens, 2013). Today, after over a decade since their conception, around 1000 

universities in the world offer over 12000 courses to 100 million learners via MOOCs (Shah, 2019). In 

particular, Kop (2011) highlighted that MOOCs allow for an open-based’ learning environment in which 

learners can learn externally from an institution without the barriers posed by those learning institutions 

(Daniel, 2012; Grover et al., 2013). As MOOCs differ from traditional online courses, there are larger 

course bodies of students participating in the courses than would normally be the case, with those 

students hailing from different backgrounds and contexts (Siemens, 2013). They range from people who 

are engineers or architects to housewives, and from young to old. This lays the ground for applying 

different approaches, pedagogical contexts and aims in their learning (Grover et al., 2013). Therefore, 

to reach their potential, MOOCs might provide supportive learning communities which allow learners 

to interact with one another, promote deep learning, maintain motivation and decrease the risk of 

dropouts (Gillani & Eynon, 2014; Kop, Fournier, & Mak, 2011; Ramesh, Goldwasser, Huang, Daume, 

& Getoor, 2013). 

 

As MOOC-based lectures are only based on videos, students typically have less interactions with their 

peers and instructors relative to traditional face-to-face courses (Stephens-Martinez, Hearst, & Fox, 

2014). Therefore, technology-based interactions through blogs and forums are offered as potential 

solutions. For example, thanks to discussion forums, students and instructors have the opportunity to 

communicate and interact with each other (Wong et al., 2015). This is especially pertinent given that a 

growing body of research has investigated that discussions among peers are helpful in improving 

student’s learning performance as well as building a learning community (Smith et al., 2015). 

Additionally, research evidence suggests that instructors can monitor course progress thanks to 

discussions taking place in a physical forum or over a digital one (Stephens- Martinez, 2015). This 

capacity of MOOCs has been conditioned by the active engagement of several hundred to several 

thousand ‘learners’ who feel free to organize themselves based on their learning goals, learning pace, 

prior knowledge and skills as well as interests (McAuley, Stewart, Siemens, & Dave Cormier, 2010). 

 

With these benefits, analysis of online discussion forums can reveal further information compared to 

traditional qualitative methodologies (Jamison et al., 2018). Thus, this study aims to conduct qualitative 

content analyses to explore the interactions and communications regarding young academic leadership 

in a MOOC discussion forum offered over Canvas. The research objectives that guided this study are: 
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1. What does young academic leadership mean as perceived by MOOC discussion forum 

participants? 

2. What competences do they have as perceived by MOOC discussion forum participants? 

3. What challenges do they face as perceived by MOOC discussion forum participants? 

 

Literature review 

 

The Concept of Young Academic Leadership 

Higher education institutions involve a variety of leadership roles, such as formal line-management and 

budgetary control (vertical function) or more cross-cutting ones dependent on interpersonal and social 

influence (Bolden, Petrov, & Gosling, 2008; Roberts et al., 2010). In general, the literature focuses on 

the formal roles of senior-level leaders (rectors, vice rectors) or mid-level leaders (deans, vice deans, 

heads of colleges/departments, heads of programmes and directors of teaching and learning) (Roberts et 

al., 2010; Scott et al., 2008). At the institutional level (Bolden et al., 2012), those leaders in senior or 

mid-level positions are mainly responsible for administrative rules, tasks and functions to manage the 

institutions more effectively (Ramsden, 1998). In light of this, their formal leadership responsibilities 

have a significant influence on work culture and productivity (Bryman, 2007). Likewise, they are viewed 

as being internally-oriented so as to guarantee the guidelines and strategies followed by staff and to 

oversee complaints. Some scholars questioned this interpretation. For example, Hofmeyer, Sheingold, 

Klopper, and Warland (2015) stated that those leaders have been depicted as dictatorial, which has 

directly impacted their relationships with staff and the culture of their work environment. Parrish (2013), 

Bryman (2007), and Ramsden (1998) argue that the main reason for this is that formal leaders in current 

academic settings have less of an outward orientation and less institutional validity to establish positive 

workplaces for staff due to their defined authorities. 

  

Recent research has not treated in much detail those people who may not possess formal authority 

positions yet establish it through their everyday tasks and activities (Roberts et al., 2010), although there 

is a notional view that leadership is everyone’s responsibility (Bolden et al., 2008). As Bryman (2007) 

laments, very little is known about the existence of a variety of leadership roles at the departmental level. 

This demonstrates that recent interest requires more applicable democratic societies and less hierarchical 

leadership (Jones, Lefoe, Harvey, & Ryland, 2012). To that end, young-level academic leadership refers 

to recognising and acting on opportunities without being in a formal managerial role (Roberts et al., 

2010).  

 

This definition is close to that of Taylor (2008) who emphasizes their influence on the relationships 

between leaders and their followers. He also added that young-level academic leadership involves 

establishing direction, aligning resources, generating motivation and providing inspiration to achieve 

mutual interests. Accordingly, young-level academic leaders, meaning those not in formal leadership 

positions yet who rather are perceived as leaders, must rely on distributed, collaborative, authentic 

models which are among the less hierarchical models of leadership (Jones et al., 2012) rather than 

dominating or ordering; tactics available to formal leaders (Pielstick, 2000). Accordingly, they do not 

have as much authority and power as senior or mid-level leaders have.  

 

As they are not selected and thereby very often do not have any positional authority, they take initiative 

to address a problem or institute a new programme and thus influence people around them through their 

personal expertise and practice (Maxwell, 2002; Wells, 2002). Similarly, for van Linden and Fertman 

(1998), young-level academic leaders are those who think for themselves, communicate their thoughts, 

and act on their own beliefs. At the same time, they are willing to allow others to influence them in an 

ethical and socially responsible manner. For example, Roach and colleagues (1999) supported this idea 

in their earlier study, stating that young-level academic leaders are more interested in developing 

leadership in groups rather than as individuals, and that leadership is more about group participation and 

the distribution of knowledge and skills in a collaborative manner. 

 

Based on ability, a further definition of young-level academic leadership is given by Armstrong and 

Gough (2019). For them, young-level academic leadership is the ability to work either individually or 
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within a group to create ideas, take initiative, to influence, educate and motivate others, and to undertake 

actions that will bring about change for a more sustainable future. The research conducted by Zhang and 

Zhang (2013) tended to focus on age rather than ability. According to them, young-level academic 

leaders are those at an age below 40 who hail from a particular high-end talented group and are the 

creators of high-quality education at universities. The following definition by Dopson and colleagues 

(2018) is intended to emphasize the importance of leadership in the complex organizational context of 

universities—for them, young-level academic leaders are similar to the transformational model which 

allows for creating a vision and involving others in it, thereby protecting other people’s interests and 

needs. This definition accords with that of Bryman (2007) who highlights the effectiveness of 

participative leadership in higher education as it “fosters a collegial atmosphere and advances a 

department’s cause.” 

 

With the blossoming of studies on the various types of academic leadership, the conceptions of young 

academic leaders have been defined above based on their mandate, age, ability and university context. 

Linked to these different definitions, there are several works of literature which have studied the 

capabilities of young academic leaders. 

 

The Capabilities of Young Academic Leaders 

‘Capability’ describes the level of talent, gift or capacity required to differentiate high performers from 

those who are average, and who deliver innovations under uncertain and changing situations (Boyatzis, 

2008; Scott et al., 2008). It also exceeds the minimum set of expectations for all employees, or those 

described as the “price for entry” (Aziz, 2018; Marcus & Pringle, 1995). In this sense, 'ability' is more 

connected to a more youthful scholarly administration which possesses the ability to work effectively 

with others to accomplish persistent improvement and advancement with a focus delineated via 

consensus (Scott et al., 2008). This view is connected to Ramsden’s (1998) observation that young 

leaders are more responsive, creative, contingent thinkers when it comes to relatively uncertain cases, 

in order that they may help people and provide a vision and change in the future. In this perspective, as 

the future of higher education, young-level academic leaders should possess intellectual, observational 

and self-assessment skills as well as emotional maturity and respect to be able to lead and be effective 

(Wells, 2002). Furthermore, academic leaders have the cognitive ability to precisely analyse what's 

going on when the unforeseen happens, to distinguish what the human, technical or administrative 

dimensions are, to decide whether the issue merits tending to in detail, and afterward being able to 

coordinate a plan according to this analysis (Schön, 1983; Scott et al., 2008). Zenger and Folkman (2015) 

explore how those capabilities function in young leaders—according to them, young-level academic 

leaders excel in challenging the status quo and looking for innovative ways to accomplish their work more 

efficiently and productively. They also added that younger level academic leaders are good at setting 

stretch goals that require a high need for achievement and that they put all their energy into achieving their 

goals. Moreover, as they are more open, they ask for feedback about their performance more often and 

seek ways to create development opportunities and identify development resources (Wells, 2002). It is 

essential to bring together all of the above-listed capabilities into an overall picture of academic 

leadership capability. Thus, as Scott and colleagues (2008) and (Dinh, Caliskani & Zhu, 2020) reflected 

for academic leaders, young-level academic leaders also have some of those capabilities with regard to 

different qualities.  

 

Based on personal and interpersonal capability, it is crucial for young-level academic leaders both to 

manage their own emotional reactions and to better understand what is happening around them. This is 

referred to by Goleman (2008) as the emotional intelligence to recognize their own feelings and motivate 

emotions in their relationships. In uncertain conditions, they are able to first control their emotions by 

being creative, enthusiastic, honest, kind, calculative, open-minded, and original thanks to their multiple 

roles as a researcher, teacher, consultant, etc. At such times it is necessary for young leaders to be 

selfless, responsible, capable problem solvers, and enablers. They cultivate environments for both action 

and personal learning (Corriero, 2006). These traits are consistent with Rogers’s (2009) research which 

identified several innate characteristics such as intelligence, wisdom and creativity. More specifically, 

young-level academic leaders’ interpersonal capabilities are more related to shared needs, values and 

beliefs instead of the vision of senior and mid-level leaders. They also appear to better listen to and 
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understand others’ needs. Thanks to this sense of inclusiveness and interactive dialogue, they are more 

inclined to share their ideas, provide/accept criticism, and display/demonstrate their appreciation. 

Similarly, communication makes them more inclusive and thereby, they fully engage others, collaborate 

with them, and recognize their needs. As such, they seem more empathetic and respectful towards others 

(Pielstick, 2009). These interpersonal capabilities are similar to those mentioned in Scott and colleagues’ 

(2008) study that seemed to have focused on the importance of empathising, listening to others, 

motivating, and influencing others around you.  

 

Moving on now to leadership capability, recent research has revealed that the most required leadership 

capacities are authentic or distributed leadership competencies (Bryman, 2007; Dinh et al., 2020). 

Challenging the view of formally appointed leaders (Pearce & Conger 2003), young-level academic 

leaders focus on the diversified leadership process in order to shape collective action. Additionally, to 

tackle the complexities of higher education and continue to effectively compete, they highly rely upon 

their task switching and self-managing team members (Cummings & Worley, 2004). Instead of 

traditional leader-centric approaches, young academic leaders lead team, in a distributed manner, to 

involve matters concerning the development of new products and to ensure organizational change 

(Thamhain, 2004). They behave not as dominant characters, but rather as those who may have more 

experience; as a result, knowledge work becomes more team-based and requires the coordination and 

integration of the expertise of different people (Pearce, 2004). Young-level academic leaders, without 

any given power and authority, always trust and respect contributions, and collaborate together to 

achieve identified goals. Through shared and active engagement, young academic leadership can result 

in the development of a leadership capacity that can sustain improvements in higher education (Jones et 

al., 2011). 

 

Regarding academic capacity, young-level academic leaders are grounded both in demonstrating 

teaching excellence and recognizing learning programs, as well as disseminating research and 

scholarship about teaching and learning. Through learning-centred approaches, these leaders pave the 

way for learning processes and overcome the obstacles in the way of a better future (Weimer, 2013). 

They are also expected to be skilled at certain social functions such as having more resources, better 

research collaboration, productivity, and popularity in the market (Zhu & Zayim-Kurtay, 2018).  

 

Taken together, these studies present the different capabilities of young academic leaders, although some 

scholars have questioned why this potential has not been adequately harnessed. In response to this 

criticism, Bolden and colleagues (2008) and Hofmeyer and colleagues (2015) mentioned that, in the 

context of higher education, formal or top-down leadership is more embedded and possesses a 

significant influence over the inherent culture and power structures; thus, young academic leadership 

(even if potentially unplanned for) is often neglected. Smith (2005) supports this notion that less formal 

roles such as informal leadership positions have attracted less attention due to the main focus being on 

institutional, faculty or departmental leadership. Tsai and Beverton (2007) reached a similar conclusion 

that HEIs are too resistant to a collegial or bottom-up management style by young leaders because senior 

or mid-level leaders are not open or receptive enough to introduce balance. Indeed, Bryman (2007) 

commented that a collegial environment for mutual support among all levels of leaders is the desired 

context in higher education.  

 

Challenges of Young Academic Leaders 

Researchers of the field of higher education have explored some of the challenges impacting young 

academic leaders. For example, young academic leaders working below the level of mid-level academic 

leaders (Mercer, 2009) come across a number of obstacles and challenges, with a number of these 

challenges relating to engagement of different kinds. For example, some scholars cite that due to reduced 

government funding and increased accountability, young-level academic leaders must compete for 

financial resources, encountering difficulties in receiving subsidies and funds, having to deal with 

paperwork and struggling to retain high-quality staff (Cohen, 2004; Drew, 2010; Ramsden, 1998). 

Indeed, their leadership competencies and experience would not be adequate to deal with the magnitude 

or complexity of these problems, (Gardner, 1998). Additionally, some may become overwhelmed by the 
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lack of funding, and the political, social, and economic forces and changes within the higher education 

context (Dopson et al., 2018).  

 

Other scholars point to the challenge for young academic leaders in regard to organizational issues. 

Their inability to be flexible and adaptable to change can represent a formidable barrier to meeting the 

demands of an increasingly complex, dynamic and changing university context due to neo-liberalist 

ideologies and the New Managerialism notion (Huisman, 2016). In this regard, they have difficulty in 

engaging their teammates in change and innovation, thus they have to cultivate a solid capacity to accept 

and adapt to change in others (Zenger & Folkman, 2016). In doing so, they may face new issues and 

challenges wherein their leadership competencies and experience are not adequate for dealing with the 

magnitude or complexity of the problems, alongside their inability to handle or manage an increase in 

workload and/or responsibilities (Gardner, 1998). In concurrence with Drew (2010), young-level 

academic leaders should possess critical thinking skills and be willing to take risks and to assist staff 

with managing the effect(s) of change and progress.  

 

Further writers suggest that they must respond to tension in terms of educational challenges by striking 

a balance between teaching and research (Drew, 2010). Additionally, over the past thirty-to-forty years, 

as universities grew in size and complexity, young leaders have become overloaded with work, making 

it more difficult to find such a balance between research and teaching as well as the intensification of 

academic work (Mercer, 2009). In connection to that, they also face challenges in assisting students with 

cultivating both knowledge and values as well as equipping them for the changing context of universities 

(Drew, 2010). This is because they can be looked up to as spiritual guides, as mentors, as teachers, as 

inspirers, and/or as models (Wells, 2002). Regarding research, the barrier is to strengthen their research 

capacity through rigorous inquiry that yields peer-reviewed, published works at the national and 

international levels in a limited timeframe (Fields et al., 2019). Equally as important, research expertise 

can function as a barrier to young-level academic leaders because of the pressure caused by changes in 

most academic institutions (Evans, 2012; Scott et al., 2008). 

 

Methodology 

 

Research Design 

The present study adopted a qualitative research approach to facilitate as detail-oriented a study 

regarding young-level academic leadership (Creswell, 2007). Specifically, a phenomenological design 

was adopted to explore the essence of this phenomenon from the perspective of the ones who have 

experienced it. Phenomenology mainly questions what was experienced and asks, ‘What was the 

experience like?’ (Teherani, et al., 2015). Phenomenology also attempts to interpret and describe 

meanings with a broader aspect; however, it does not report on any statistical relationships present 

among the variables (van Manen, 1990), instead focusing on the relationship between a person and the 

lived world (Lanigan, 1988). In this study, lived experience refers to an online discussion experience. 

 

To that end, this study conducted a thematic analysis of discussion forums of an online course. This 

approach enhances the understanding of a fairly heterogeneous set of sources of data, (Bryman, 2016) 

using an asynchronous discussion forum. The reason why these forums are the focus is that they are 

accessible to a diverse context in a safe and anonymous environment. Thus, the learners have the 

opportunity to interact, reflect and contribute their ideas for a longer period of time and of their own 

volition (Bowker & Tuffin, 2004). Moreover, as they are independent in terms of time and place in an 

asynchronous discussion forum, they may respond more deeply and friendlier than in synchronous 

discussions (Hara, Bonk, & Angeli, 2000). Additionally, this approach allows for a time and cost-

efficient process which results in reaching a geographically diverse sample (Fielding, Lee, & Blank, 

2008). 

 

Dataset 

The dataset used in this study is comprised of the discussion forums of the MOOC course offered over 

Canvas entitled: “MOOCs on Leadership Development of Young Academic Leaders.” This course was 

designed to cultivate leadership skills in emerging academic leaders based on related theories, practices, 
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and the sharing of experiences in this field, and thus was free and open to everyone. This course was 

17-weeks long and lasted from 05.10.2020 to 29.01.2021 and was structured into five modules with 

each covering a different aspect of young academic leadership. The course grade was based on a quiz, 

discussion and assignments in each module, and at the end of the course all participants who had 

completed all of the modules received a certificate. In our study, we included the discussion forum posts 

from 05.10.2020 to 15.11.2020. This was a moderated forum, set up as part of the aforementioned course 

with the scope of facilitating online communication among the learners, so that they may share their 

experiences and information on young level academic leadership. Each student can join and contribute 

to discussion forums and only students and teachers, facilitators can see these forums. As the facilitators, 

course designers and teachers of this course, we signed in and accessed the discussion forums to extract 

data. In total, there have been 271 posts from all of the modules so far. We restricted our analysis to the 

discussion forums of four modules, as our focus has been on tracking the evolution of discussions related 

to young academic leadership. We intentionally excluded the discussion forum of Module 2 because 

this module is generally centred around the university governance structure. Thus, our study resulted in 

97 messages by 68 different participants (see Table 1) being analysed. We allocated each participant a 

number and coded them as P1, P2, P3,... P68 and so forth in order to protect their identity (Thomas, et 

al., 2019). 

 

Participants 

Participants in discussion forums were 68 registered users of MOOC course on Young Academic 

Leaders. Among 68 participants, we could only reach demographic characteristics of 50 participants. 

More than half of the participants (55%) were male. Regarding their ages, the participants were 

predominantly between 18 and 30 years (50%) and the percentages of those who are older than 45 years 

were 35%. As to their country, a considerable number of them were from the countries located in Asia 

(54%) while 3% were from Europe. In terms of their current role, majority of them (72%) reported 

working as non-academic staff members and followed by 21% non-manager academic. An inquiry into 

the degree each participant held revealed that most of them (47%) are holding bachelor’s degree 

followed by PhD (23%) master’s (15%) and college or high school degree (13%).  

 

Data Analysis 

Online posts have the advantage of appearing in written form, thus there is no translation or transcript 

needed. Although emotional communication is limited, the use of emoticons, capital letters and 

exclamation points were found to be ways of expressing emotions by posters in face-to-face interaction 

(Sullivan, 2003). In order to be better familiarized with the content, we first read all of the posts in the 

final data. Then, we implemented inductive thematic analysis to produce and arrange any issues that 

arose by following the methods suggested by Braun and Clarke (2008). With the inductive nature of the 

study, we derived theoretical ideas from the data rather than being formed before we collected data. 

Moreover, inductive approach allowed us to find answers to our research questions more explicitly than 

the more structured research (Bryman, 2007). As such, all of the posts were coded to identify answers 

to our three research questions by determining young academic leadership in terms of concept, 

competencies and challenges. Thus, we read all of the posts three times to ensure a consistent, systematic 

coding style. At first, there were 113 free codes. Then, we examined all of the codes in order to aggregate 

them under broader themes. During this cycle, we returned to all of the extracts to guarantee the 

recommended themes integrated all of the information sections, and accordingly ensure the three final 

themes really spoke to the complete data set. However, we did not provide direct quotations as it may 

jeopardize the anonymity of the learners (Thomas, et al., 2019). 

 

To ensure validity, we consulted interrater reliability. The first author initially coded the data, then 

another researcher coded 10% of the randomly selected discussion threads (Bryman, 2007). This assisted 

with assessing any potential discrepancies in the coding (of which none were identified) and to develop 

further codes. In the later stage, the codes were grouped under themes and sub-themes. The themes, 

associated sub-themes, and codes were discussed among the three authors to reach a consensus and any 

disagreements were resolved during this discussion (Wigginton, Meurk, Ford, & Gartner, 2017).  
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Because of the latest improvements in MOOC courses, some ethical considerations are evolving. For 

this research, learners in discussion forums did not provide their individual consent forms. However, the 

MOOC courses indicated a consent statement in general. In this statement, the participants are informed 

that their participation in the discussion topics may be used for analysis for research purposes if this 

would be needed. In addition, the British Psychological Society advises it is not necessary to obtain 

informed consent if the data is similar to that from observations of behaviour in ªpublic situations where 

those observed would expect to be observed by others (British Psychological Society, 2014). Linked to 

that, previous research suggest that it is ethical to use these data from discussion forums for research 

without explicit consent as there were no specific participants in the research (Beckman, 2005; Giles et 

al., 2015). Nonetheless, we omitted usernames and any identifying details from the study (Salzmann-

Erikson & Fathers, 2013; Salzmann-Erikson & Liledda, 2012) and reported fragments of responses as 

well as paraphrase longer discussion points.  

 

Findings 

The analysis resulted in three key themes with nine sub-themes (see Table 1). We have designated each 

sub-theme to a theme as can be seen below in our detailed description.  

 

 

Table 1. Themes about young academic leadership based on the MOOC discussion forum 

participants 
Themes Sub-themes Most frequent codes 

Conceptualization   

Multiple dimension organizational change, age, mandate, emerging leader 

Capabilities   

 Personal/interpersonal 

capability 

creativeness, motivation, role model, targeted goal Social 

effectiveness, sharing, close relationship, communication, 

trust, resilient 

Leadership capability  mediators, advice, autonomy,  

Academic capability  teaching, research, science, change 

Digital capability techonology user, contribution to university governance 

Challenges   

 Financial salary, promotion 

 Managerial power, pressure 

 Interpersonal competition, demanding 

 Gender issues health, isolation, physical strength 

 

Conceptualization of Young Academic Leadership (RQ1) 

In discussion forums, academic leadership has been defined in multiple ways based on the perspectives 

of the forum participants: organizational context, future of higher education, age, hierarchy, and 

emerging position. A number of participants discussed young academic leaders’ roles in developing the 

educational system in the changing organizational environment of universities (P1, P6, P17). 

Participants also drew attention to the effect it has on envisioning the future of global higher education 

as they have the ability to make positive changes in the teaching and research fields, to create a vision 

as well as to contribute to society (P6, P18, P34, P35, P36, P39, P46, P52).  

 

Also, as importantly, age is mentioned when defining young-level academic leadership. One individual 

reported that being young is not just related to the age of the person but rather their role as a guide in 

what field they are in (P49). This is also supported by another (P63) who expresses young academic 

leaders are those who are more of neophytes when it comes to governance instead of being young merely 

in terms of age.  
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Furthermore, participants repeatedly expressed that young academic leader (with or without a mandate) 

can act as policy makers or academicians that contribute to the decision-making process (P22, P25, P29, 

P36, P45). This can be summarised by one participant who opined that young academic leader can be 

involved in university governance irrespective of their formal leadership position (P16, P22). 

 

Additionally, there were multiple references to the notion that young academic leaders are emerging 

leaders that can help develop universities (P12, P13, P18). Furthermore, forum participants attributed 

that young leaders are typically Master’s or PhD students that conduct research and present it in the 

name of universities (P54, P21). Another participant added that this could help universities democratize 

and become more effective organizations (P37). 

 

Capabilities of Young Academic Leaders (RQ2) 

Four sub-themes encompass the results on the competencies of young academic leaders as perceived by 

the MOOC discussion forum participants: personal/interpersonal capability, academic capability, 

leadership capability and digital capability.  

 

Most commonly, forum users attributed personal competencies to ‘creativeness’ (P22, P32, P52). As 

such, we identified several variations on this theme: some understood it as ‘personal motivation and 

self-learning’ (P12, P33, P38), while others suggested that young academic leaders are role models to 

their peers (P5, P16) and lead and motivate their collaborators/followers in order to reach/achieve the 

targeted goal (P29, P34). Furthermore, interpersonal skills could be regarded as a subset of social 

intelligence, but as mentioned by some participants (P14, P28) these encompass the more relationship-

oriented aspects of social effectiveness just like a democratic leader would possess. Another participant 

posted young academic leaders should both have interpersonal capability and possess the willingness of 

their followers to perform the assigned tasks. A skilled young academic leader from the forum users’ 

perspectives not only acquires new knowledge to share with the team but also to promote change within 

the university (P37). Furthermore, interpersonal capabilities were repeatedly expressed by forum users 

as social awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision making (P21, P24, P38) or communication 

skills, delegation, understanding and teamwork (P49, P50, P51, P57). However, discussions regarding 

personal and interpersonal capabilities usually centred on being inspirational, making positive changes, 

building trust, overcoming challenges, remaining resilient, and being receptive to the opinions of their 

teams (P2, P6, P38, P50). Furthermore, one user (P63) commented that their personal and interpersonal 

strengths lie in their capability to learn quickly. Additionally, once having grasped or harnessed the 

advantages offered by this ability, they can make innovations, find more collaborators, and form a solid 

and supportive team.  

 

Forum posts discussing academic capabilities often mentioned that good governance and effective 

academic leadership are required to promote quality in teaching and learning.  For example, there was 

a great deal of discussion regarding assisting young academic leaders with creating a vision and 

cultivating/developing their skills. For instance, some users reported that young academic leaders must 

develop their leadership knowledge skills and competences because being an academic leader is a noble 

thing and an academic leader can bring about positive changes in the teaching and research fields, 

thereby paving the way for potential leaders in the arena of higher education (P21, P38). In connection 

with that, one user provided an example for master students’ leading roles. Participant P37 added that a 

master’s student leads research about a specific topic and provides their perspective besides proposing 

a solution to address the issue; thereby, they will promote change in the university. Another (P3) 

expressed that young academic leaders promote research and science practices as they are a source of 

inspiration to the diverse educational communities, because they create shared visions of science, 

research, and culture, and because they can bring about significant changes in higher education (P15, 

P24, P27).  

 

Forum users mostly expressed that young academic leaders can take an active part in the decision 

making process to demonstrate their leadership capacity. One user discussed this idea by stating that 

young academic leaders can participate in university governance directly by being the mediators 
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between students and the university administration. They take issues of concern (especially among 

students) to the university board. Furthermore, that user implied that young leaders can provide advice 

to university administrators regarding issues affecting students since they know students better and are 

more closer to them (in both age and views) than senior or mid-level leaders (P52). As well, some forum 

users repeatedly expressed that young academic leaders should display their collaborative, diversified, 

flexible, adaptable, accountable capabilities soa as to act actively in university governance (P8, P30). 

Similarly, most participants stated that the most essential qualities a young academic leader could have 

are transformational leadership abilities (P2, P6, P49, P63, P66). This is because followers would like 

to see a leader who can adopt or cultivate a smart way to lead throughout specific, measurable, and time-

bound goals that are achievable for all of the stakeholders at the university (P8, P30). To achieve this, 

as stated by one participant (P7), they require a level of autonomy which enables them to conduct their 

own projects/work on their own and to learn from experience so as to promote improvement at the 

university.  

 

In the discussion forums, there were certain references to the opinion that university governance should 

not only focus on management but also on developing skills at collaboration, problem solving, 

innovation and being digitally/tech savvy. They repeatedly expressed that university governance must 

be open to adopting the most rapid-growing technology and techniques to achieve excellency in their 

field. In connection to that, one user (P39) wrote that young academic leaders, in fact most of them from 

generation Y (more often referred to as millennials), are highly skilled technology users. Some of them 

(P33, P38, P49) supported this idea by adding that digital skills justify their interest in contributing to 

university governance practices. Thanks to digital means, young leaders may strengthen the academic 

performance and ranking to manage administrative tasks, teaching and research.  

 

 

 

Challenges of Young Academic Leaders (RQ3) 

Discussions about challenges usually centred on several topics including financial, managerial, and 

interpersonal challenges as well as challenges related to gender. Regarding financial issues, discussion 

forum participants mostly focused on promotions and salary—one (P28) commented that young 

academic leaders should further focus on whether they receive enough of a salary and/or other 

compensation from university administrations. They added that salary is the best motivation for them to 

compete among their peers as there is competition among young leaders. Besides, another (P32) 

specifically mentioned the competition among colleagues because their peers feel they have more 

expertise and are more experienced and talented. Yet, this can be summarised by one participant (P2) 

as young academic leaders facing the challenges in working in a demanding and competitive 

environment, dealing with difficult people, and being at the front-line of the most essential part of 

society. 

 

As for the managerial challenges, some forum users (P7, P20, P37, P54) questioned whether students 

have any formal power in the decision-making processes in institutions or at the national level, or 

whether they can do so only through informal ways. This issue requires the ability to make common 

sense of a situation no matter how complex the environment is. Furthermore, this turbulence, as 

emphasized by one user (P24), leads to pressure on the young academic leaders who try to enhance their 

capabilities and improve the university as a whole.  

 

The remaining key findings defining the challenges are those related to gender issues (as perceived by 

the forum participants). One individual (P63) reported that young female academic leaders often 

encounter problems specific to women, which include health, equality of interests, and influence. It is 

easy to see that women are often perceived as weak because they have inferior physical strength to men, 

while at the same time, people tend to prioritize and trust men more in leadership positions. This is 

strongly supported by another user (P2), who also provided a reminder that women in leadership 

positions can create productive, respectful, and inclusive environments. 
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Discussion 

Due to the presence of vast amounts of scholarly work on senior-level and mid-level academic leaders, 

exploring young-level academic leadership through online discussion forums utilize a holistic 

presentation to uncover additional materials in comparison to traditional qualitative methodologies 

(Jamison et al., 2018). This study documents the perspectives of MOOC discussion users on three main 

issues: the concept of young-level academic leadership, the competencies necessary to be an effective 

leader, and the current challenges they encounter considering our participants.  

 

In this study, the findings indicate that young-level academic leadership is an emerging position which 

affects and enhances their colleagues’ teaching and learning experiences. This study has also revealed 

that young-level academic leaders ensure that tasks are completed without any problems, and also help 

to transform attitudes and behaviour alongside motivating people. In addition, they improve the 

opportunities, satisfaction, and outcomes for potential academic leaders (Samman, 2018). Furthermore, 

this empirical paper has promulgated a definition of young-level academic leadership based on the 

related literature and the findings from multi-dimensional aspects instead of one single dimension. Thus, 

young level academic leaders refer to academic talents who perform or take up leadership roles 

spontaneously and organically with or without a mandate, and who have distributed leadership skills 

evolving from within a networking group in the changing organizational context of universities. They 

are emerging leaders among professors, lecturers, researchers, PhD candidates, master’s students, etc. 

who perform and lead academic groups, in order to work within a group or academic organization, to 

motivate others, and to facilitate the development of a new form of higher education. 

 

This definition, on the one hand, complements some of the studies present in the literature, yet the other 

hand, it lays the emphasis on the concept of young academic leadership in regard to multi-dimensional 

elements which may or may not in fact be related to age, and their level (with or without a mandate) in 

the changing organizational context of universities. In other words, this conceptualization furnishes 

researchers with a notion of academic leadership that transcends individual leaders as well as including 

changing leadership processes in higher education contexts in more social and relevant terms. 

Additionally, when this term is put together with senior-level and mid-level academic leaders, there are 

both overlapping and diversifying elements. In terms of overlapping elements, all academic leaders in a 

university context must remain close to teaching, learning, research, and scholarship to bring out the 

best in them and their peers/students without considering the formal or emerging leadership positions 

(Sathye, 2004). However, as formal leaders in a vertically organized hierarchical university structure, 

senior and mid-level academic leaders must deal with a diversified cohort of people constituting 

academic, administrative, technical, and other supporting staff and students as well, on the other hand, 

having to deal with the complexities of administration, finance, and academia alongside a plethora of 

other issues in managing the university (Pani, 2017).  

 

Secondly, our study reveals that an effective young-level academic leader has the ability to support their 

vision, develop effective relations and consensus among team members, and can convince others by 

discussing their plan which is being proposed to lead to improvement and bring about changes in the 

academic system. They also have the capability to diagnose what is happening around them, and they 

do not allow setbacks to inhibit their initiatives (Zafar, Hmedat, Chaubey, & Rehman, 2019). These 

capabilities are analytical for all leadership levels in the current complex university leadership 

environment (Cohen, 2004; Hanna, 2003). To expand their roles, all academic leaders should possess 

certain capabilities such as creativity, enthusiasm, honesty, humour, kindness, listening, calculative, 

open-mindedness, originality, perseverance, problem solving, reading, writing, social studies, 

athleticism, and positive work ethic and teamwork (Zafar et al., 2019). 

 

In addition to the research mentioned above, this study moreover reveals the fact that young-level 

academic leaders should possess the personal capability to control their own emotions by being creative 

and open-minded (Scott et al., 2008); in particular, they should possess the interpersonal capability to 

empathise, listen to and motivate others when compared with senior or mid-level academic leaders 

(Zafar et al., 2019). This is because they are more open to sharing, engaging, collaborating, and 

communicating with others than senior and mid-level academic leaders (Pielstick, 2000). Specifically, 
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senior-level, and mid-level academic leaders have critical influence and power over teaching workloads 

to distribute, change and reward (Bryman, 2007; Hofmeyer et al., 2015). Instead of traditional leader-

centric approaches, our findings in the literature call for more distributed or collaborative models among 

less hierarchical forms of leadership in higher education (Jones et al., 2012), with a capacity to unite 

people and influence their development towards change, integrity, and collective goal achievement 

(Avolio et al., 2004; Boyatzis et al., 2012). Being associated with Bryman’s (2007) study, the results 

essentially affirm that building agreement through a young leader’s efforts is crucial at universities.  

 

Apart from these capabilities, the discussion forum participants placed the most emphasis on research, 

science and teaching when it comes to what will lead to significant changes in higher education 

institutions, all of which are closely linked to the literature review about competencies that confirmed 

the effectiveness of young leaders (Scott et al., 2008; Weimer, 2013). In particular, every academic 

leader at each level might be expected to possess these essential capabilities (Dinh et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, the results revealed that young academic leaders may promote change and bring people 

together in higher education institutions through their perspective and their strength at addressing the 

issue (Boyatzis et al., 2012).  

 

Furthermore, the forum users mostly expressed that young academic leaders should possess digital 

competencies such as creativity, problem solving, critical thinking, and computational thinking skills, 

and digital literacy, (Cohen, 2004; Kirschner & Stoyanov, 2018; Vial, 2019). Consistent with the 

literature, this research specifically found that young academic leaders are capable of solving complex 

problems by linking together numerous elements as well as proposing new ideas (Oblinger & Oblinger, 

2005; Vuorikari et al., 2016). This result may be explained in a sense that they are born and raised in a 

computerized age (Coombes, 2009).  

 

As a last point, the forum users identified a group of matters that young-level academic leaders face when 

it comes to financial, managerial, interpersonal challenges and challenges related to gender. These 

challenges are an indication they must rise to another level, must test themselves and thereby improve 

in the process (Burkinshaw, 2015; Zenger & Folkman, 2015). As well, relevant studies have 

demonstrated that senior-level or mid-level academic leaders may be trapped by similar challenges 

(Creswell & Brown, 1992; Gmelch & Burns, 1993; Scott et al., 2008) to those identified in this study.   

 

More specifically, the discussions have indicated that the emergence of ‘managerialism’ in the 

administration and direction of universities may be reflected in more managerial and entrepreneurial 

departmental objectives (Huisman, 2016; Sotirakou, 2004). This is precisely the point at which the roles 

of senior-level academic leaders change from being task-oriented, such as dealing with research and 

teaching which scholars have had years of training and practice in, to those in which they may have 

precious little prior experience and expertise. Young leaders are therefore expected to be skilled at media 

and crisis management, fundraising, departmental relations, financial management and the principles of 

governance. These results are consistent with the literature (Bebbington, 2018; Scott et al., 2008) that 

explains that higher education institutions are often saddled with managerial and financial challenges 

such as reduced state funding and must make an effort to identify alternative fundraising options, and to 

focus on the rising importance of accountability, changing demography, growing demands for higher 

education, and excessive privatization and marketization. Under the recent pressure on HEIs, mid-level 

academic leadership positions may be characterized by high levels of role conflict for stronger 

institutional management and weaker departmental power in favour of the institution. It has been argued 

that they must therefore serve as buffers between the various conflicting forces stemming from the 

various internal operation modes and they must manage the academic, state and market forces 

effectively (Gmelch & Burns, 1993), which is also common among young academic leaders (Zenger & 

Folkman, 2015). Regarding interpersonal challenges, discussion forum participants reveal the fact that 

young academic leaders generally face challenges working in a demanding and competitive environment 

(Mercer, 2009). A possibility for this might be that there are issues of trust among younger leaders, their 

direct superiors, and peers (Zenger & Folkman, 2015). 
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In addition, discussion forum participants reported challenges related to gender issues, repeatedly 

expressing that women are being faced with certain specific challenges such as health, equality of 

interests, and family work balance/imbalance. Thus, people tend to prioritize and trust men more in 

leadership positions. This result matches those observed in previous studies that also found that 

universities are still granting privileges to qualifications identified with masculine traits, prioritizing 

men, and continuing to be shaped by highly masculinized contexts (Burkinshaw, 2015; Burkinshaw & 

White, 2017). This difference becomes more apparent especially in senior leadership positions which 

implies a resistance to the transformation of the cultures present in higher education which have been 

dominated by a masculine hegemony (Tomàs et.al., 2010). The findings also reveal that diverse women 

in leadership positions can create productive, respectful, and inclusive environments, since it has been 

commonly acknowledged that gender operates as a constitutive element in forming social structures, 

processes, and relations of power (O’Connor, 2011). These findings in our study and literature are rather 

disappointing since women are still seen as mere additions to ongoing processes rather than being seen 

as integral parts of those processes (Acker, 1990). 

 

Implications 

The discussion and findings throughout the paper contribute to the existing literature in the sense that 

academic leaders, irrespective of their level of seniority or experience, are more afflicted by stress and 

burn out today than they were in the past according to our participants (Blackburn et al., 1986; Pulkkinen 

et al., 2019). In this regard, developing young-level academic leaders both on their professional and 

personal aspects provides further benefits (both tangible and intangible) to institutions since young 

leaders voice new ideas, and use their energies and youthfulness to fulfil organizational goals while 

contributing to the well-being of the institution as a whole (Wakawa & Yamta Ali, 2018). 

Commonalities and differences among all levels of academic leadership suggest that higher education 

should strive to develop academic leadership practices to engage institutions and their faculties in coping 

with change in order to respond effectively to complex educational, social, political, economic, and 

globalisation-related concerns (Spendlove, 2007). Additionally, the analysis of online discussion forums 

is arguably an underused research design (Jamison et al., 2018), thus, our results potentially offer 

additional insight compared to traditional interviews due to the experiences of discussion forums about 

young academic leadership having remained unexplored (Sullivan, 2003). Similarly, compared with 

traditional qualitative studies, this study strengthens the idea that the participants from a wide 

geographical area are more open to communicate their ideas (Schneider, Kerwin, Frechtling, & Vivari, 

2002) and more free to participate on their own (Mudry & Strong, 2016). Within this context offered by 

discussion forum, this study confirms that participants are more responsive to express their deep 

personal opinions and discuss sensitive issues (Allen, Vassilev, & Kennedy, 2016). Online cross 

communication in this study may enhance understanding, trust, and shared support through anonymity, 

thus, result in adding depth to the themes in qualitative research as also described by Gill and Whisnant 

(2012). Taken together, our findings may be useful for policy makers, researchers, online facilitators, 

instructors, academic leaders who may want to consider the different levels of academic leadership as 

well as recognise the importance of young academic leaders who do not have a formal managerial role. 

  

Limitations and Future Research 

Despite reflecting the perspectives of young-level academic leaders in a MOOC course’s discussion 

forum, the results of this study are subject to certain limitations. First, one potential limitation of this 

study is that forum users may not represent all potential young academic leaders, including professors, 

lecturers, researchers, PhD students, master’s students, etc. This issue might therefore pose a constraint 

to the extent to which the findings can be generalized because of the nature of qualitative research. 

Linked to that, being limited to the participants’ posts, this study sometimes lacks the deep meaning 

derived from the data. Therefore, a natural progression of this work is to conduct a further study so as 

to establish generalizability and to transfer the findings to a more broad, inclusive, and larger discussion 

groups as well as identify more meaning. Given the accessible nature of online mediated research, the 

study is limited by the lack of direct opinions of participants because of the intention of ensuring 

anonymity. Thus, future qualitative data collection techniques such as face to face interviews are 

required to represent participant’s real opinions.  
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Similarly, a greater focus on quantitative methods could produce interesting findings that follow-on to 

the data collected by this study. Thus, this study offers a framework for future research on developing a 

research tool and investigating academic leadership competencies at various levels in empirical studies. 

An additional uncontrolled factor is the impossibility to assess the perceptions of other stakeholders in 

a university context; therefore, further studies regarding the perceptions of students, senior-level leaders, 

mid-level leaders and/or policymakers would be worthwhile. Findings from the analysis show that the 

participants often harbour various cultural differences from different geographical areas. As such, 

considerably more work will need to be done to determine the different needs of academic leaders from 

different contexts and to enable stronger linkages to the actual working context.  
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Abstract 

The educational sector has particular sensitivities and there is a huge concern that technological innovations may interfere with 

the real role of education in social development. With particular reference to higher education, this educational level is the 

foundation for changes in society. Higher education institutions (HEIs) should shape the prerequisites, in a dynamic way, for 

the establishment of an open society with life-long education for all. Moreover, HEIs today are called upon to welcome 

technology and to consider technology as a tool for learning rather than a problem. Hence, HEIs should facilitate a transition 

to collaborative educational communities in society and the cultivation of critical thinking, creativity, and self-efficacy. This 

commentary which stemmed from a discussion between three scholars, suggests how major technologies might improve the 

equity and efficacy of HEIs by recognizing and addressing the issue of individual differences and diversity in future HEIs. It 

considers adaptive education through "learning analytics" and the usage of artificial intelligence in knowledge spaces and 

provides alternative curriculum choices to meet personal learning needs, while fulfilling UNESCO's initiative of rethinking 

higher education in an increasingly complex world so as to shape the future of higher education. 

 

Keywords: Higher education, policy, governance, knowledge revolution, digital era 

 
Introduction 

Recent higher education trends including widening accessibility, privatization, accountability, and 

technological implementation, have largely neglected consideration of human individual, social and 

cultural diversity. Two distinctive scientific perspectives relate to these individual differences. The older 

perspective of differential psychology, psychometrics and cognitive psychology described the bell-

shaped normal distribution of mental abilities. The new perspective, driven by behavioural genetics, 

neuroscience, learning science and molecular biology has surfaced the immense complexity of the 

mind's architecture and functions in the population. We suggest that present-day higher education's 

biggest problem is the persistent overlooking of universal individual differences in the learner 

population. Technology should be defined as the human capacity to solve existential problems so that 

technology is first and foremost a cognitive trait, rather than a tool or machine. Which educational 

problems might call upon technology to provide solutions? It appears that an erroneous mechanical 

perception of man dominates today's educational policies that aspire to achieve uniform standards as if 

people were machines. Ignoring human diversity and failing to address this fact is the main cause for 

educational ineffectiveness and inequality that prevail almost everywhere. The OECD's PISA 

comparative achievements tests provide us with significant data concerning the distribution of 

knowledge and cognitive skills. Hence, it is extremely important to have tools that act as auxiliary 

mechanisms to deal with education and with the problems that emerge from a changing environment 

but also to achieve the goal of knowledge dissemination and the acquisition of skills by individuals. 
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Within this framework, this commentary stemmed from a thorough discussion of the three authors, 

bringing together their vast experience in different academic posts as well as their multi-disciplinary 

scholastic contributions on issues of equity, diversity, and learning technologies. Therefore, we aimed 

to suggest how major technologies might improve the equity and efficacy of HEIs by recognizing and 

addressing the issue of individual differences and diversity in future HEIs. We first present the current 

global higher education policy trends and challenges, then we outline the future of higher education, and 

finally we end with further suggestions for an alternative approach to HEI governance. Furthermore, the 

paper considers adaptive education through "learning analytics" and the usage of artificial intelligence 

in knowledge spaces and provides alternative curriculum choices to meet personal learning needs, while 

fulfilling UNESCO's initiative of rethinking higher education in an increasingly complex world so as to 

shape the future of higher education (Chen, 2020). 

 

This commentary suggests how two major technologies might provide equity and efficacy through the 

recognition and resolution of the problem of individual differences and diversity in future higher 

education institutions. The article concludes with the cybernetic implications of the resulting pedagogy, 

detailing possible consequences for higher education systems that aim to address student diversity and 

produce appropriate adaptive learning.  

 

Current Global Higher Education Policy and Governance 

In recent years, several diverse efforts for reforms have been made around the world in order to make 

HEIs more productive and responsive to the needs and challenges of new markets in the field of higher 

education, mainly due to a) developments at the political and economic level, and b) the fact that higher 

education is a driving force for constructive changes in society and the economic sectors. According to 

Shore and Wright (2016, p. 47), these reforms are contributing more to the development of neoliberal 

ideas as they aim to transform HEIs into knowledge production machines with the ultimate goal of 

improving skills, increasing business activity, and improving the contribution of higher education to 

competitiveness which reshaped higher education governance as well. According to several 

multinational organizations such as the OECD, the efficiency and effectiveness of higher education 

institutions, in terms of increased productivity, has been the basis for reforms towards the so-called 

‘global knowledge economy’. For this reason, higher education has provided a competitive advantage 

for many countries and explains the obsession with competitiveness in terms of knowledge and skilled 

human resources as well as the creation of what Shore and Wright (2017, p. 47) refer to as "intellectual 

property".  

 

The contribution of higher education to economic development is well known. Certainly, it is not a bad 

thing to improve the professional skills of individuals in areas such as cooperation and leadership in 

order for countries to increase their productive capacity. However, it would be a bad thing to set 

boundaries for universities to operate within a framework of academic market liberalization in order to 

generate market knowledge. This would make the market the primary purpose for HEIs to provide 

knowledge. However, while the correlation of higher education with the market is an important element 

for the development of an economy, the role of higher education is not exclusively economic. Its main 

significance is its social dimension and its contribution to social ecology. Indeed, the role of higher 

education and its basic principles and functions must be to promote equitable income distribution, 

equality, and social justice. It is a dynamic level of education (as are all educational levels) that adapts 

to environmental changes, but this adjustment needs to be made prudently so as not to alter the social 

function of university institutions. Policies, governance dynamics, and programs on higher education 

aim to reflect global motility, migration, and internationalization by widening participation, diversity, 

equity and inclusion (Arar et al., 2020) while seeking a balance between expansion and quality assurance 

(Arar et al., 2019; Chen, 2020; Huisman, 2009; Nespor, 2018). 

 

In the context of globalization and regionalization, public universities are being reconfigured from 

public institutions towards 'entrepreneurial' and 'knowledge organizations'. The major trends we 

detected include:  
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1. State withdrawal from investments in universities, while state funding per student is declining 

and cost-sharing is shrinking. Indeed, the cost of access to higher education (in countries where 

higher education has tuition fees) has risen sharply in recent years (2021 Educause Horizon 

Report) 

2. Post-COVID concerns about quality processes are bringing changes to the way the educational 

processes of higher education are assessed. Both at the national and global level, university 

institutions are being classified in terms of their research activity and educational processes. 

Ranking tables of university institutions concern their efficient operation but at the same time 

they also carry elements of controlled intervention which, to a large extent, violates the inherent 

autonomy and freedom of higher education. The quality framework of HEIs should not be 

determined solely by observing the educational process, in the narrow sense of control and 

intervention (Chen, 2020; 2021 Educause Horizon Report) 

3. University governance has experienced a shift in orientation towards a more administrative and 

business-like model while faculties are being managed more as 'human capital' and as resources; 

essentially, universities are gradually being run as 'business corporations' (Levin & Greenwood, 

2016; Nespor, 2018). This effort to change the governance philosophy of university institutions 

is due to the evolution of the new reality and the new strategic motivations for systemic 

governance (Middlehurst 2013). This trend is hinted at in Benjamin Ginsberg's book, The Fall 

for the Faculty (2011), where he notes that administrators are becoming determinants of core 

university functions. 

4. Due to the global economic crisis and the subsequent financial reductions in the state budgets 

of many countries around the world spanning several years, universities have been forced to 

seek funding from sources other than the state. Alternative sources of funding include business 

and industrial partnerships, both in terms of research and the commercialization of intellectual 

property. Moreover, student migration has contributed to an increase in tuition fees. In addition, 

according to the International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2020), a total of 3.5% of the 

total world population (272 million people) moved to another country in 2019. This number has 

increased steadily from 174 million in 1995. Students migrated mainly from low income to high 

income countries (to pursue education, employment, and economic security), indicating that 

economic concerns are a major factor in the decision to migrate but not the only one, while the 

number of international students reached 3.3 million (OECD, 2017). The majority moved from 

the east (China, India, Hong Kong, Singapore), constituting 58% of all international students, 

and headed mainly to Anglophonic countries such as the USA, Australia, UK, Canada, and New 

Zealand, which received 65% of these students (Arar et al., 2020). 

5. The increase in university tuition fees has led a large number of students in higher education to 

apply for a student loan (interest-free bank loan) whereby the bank pays the student the loan 

amount from the moment they apply and the student starts repaying the bank in instalments once 

they are in graduate employment. However, this manner of financing university studies raises 

questions such as whether higher education is ultimately able to maintain its public character 

and, more importantly, whether it can safeguard the public character of educational good. 

6. The COVID 19 pandemic has brought about significant changes in the way the relationships 

between higher education institutions and students are shaped. Technology now plays a leading 

role in the learning process and at the same time requires a range of different abilities and skills 

on the part of both academic teachers and students. The development of technology has always 

played an important role in the educational process. However, the COVID 19 pandemic has 

added another dimension to its importance and given it a role that seems to be the only way to 

manage the learning process in the midst of a pandemic. This one-way path seems to have 

continuity in the course and evolution of the learning process in higher education (Zackal, 2021). 

The degree of this one-way path may change, but technology and remote education may 

continue to play a leading role. Certainly, the application of technological tools in higher 

education, like all things, has advantages and disadvantages. An important benefit of remote 

education is that those who have not been able to access university institutions due to high costs 

can now do so, since the main cost has been the fees. On the other hand, technology has changed 

the way we communicate and interact, and so gives a new tone to the content of lessons. 
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Based on the above, regarding the governance of the higher education, the managerial model and the 

limitations on state budgets do not alter the fact that HEIs agenda to effectively meet the needs of the 

public while helping to implement the economic and social policies of governments. However, the term 

‘effectiveness’ should not be confused with economies of scale. Economies of scale are an economic 

term under which an economic unit, by increasing production, operates at the lowest possible cost in 

order to make a profit. In the case of an educational institution such as an HEI, we cannot enter into the 

rationality of the functioning of an industrial economic unit, but we can still rationalize about its 

effectiveness since the effective performance of an organization (public or private) does not depend on 

cost but on the efficient management of its available resources in order to achieve the desired results. In 

the case of university institutions, effectiveness is measured by their dissemination of knowledge, their 

provision of skills and competencies to learners, the accessibility they provide to higher education, as 

well as their respect for diversity and social values (Arar et al., 2020; Chen, 2020; De Witte & Lopez-

Torres, 2017). In a sector such as higher education which is particularly sensitive and extremely 

important for social development (since it is the basis for human prosperity), no corners can be cut. The 

good of education can be both an investment (in the sense that investing in education brings significant 

financial benefits for the future) and a consumable commodity (in the sense that it can satisfy needs and 

be enjoyed) and so it does indeed have an economic connotation (Chen, 2020). Nevertheless, above all, 

it remains a public good which, by definition, is something that everyone should have access to and that 

everyone (without exception) should be able to enjoy. 

 

Technological developments have certainly affected the functioning of higher education institutions and 

the development of the learning process. However, technology has not come to play the role of a 

substitute, if we want to speak in economic terms, but of a complementary element. Within this 

framework, technology provides a helping hand to support the learning process in higher education 

institutions, consolidate knowledge and collaborative processes and bridge any barriers to the 

accessibility of learning. In this way, the effectiveness of higher education is achieved but not at the 

expense of educational goals being achieved.  

 

The Future of Higher Education 

Traditionally, HEIs partition knowledge into different disciplinary faculties: science, liberal arts, 

medicine, engineering etc. Teaching and learning follow a linear structure through three stages: 

undergraduate, graduate and Ph.D. Socially, HEIs are highly selective institutions allowing access by 

an average thirty percent of the population (Drucker, 1993; Furlong & Whitty, 2017). Selection begins 

at the undergraduate level and continues more fiercely to the third level with remarkable difference 

between the selection rate of Ivy League1 institutions and community colleges. Hence, higher education 

institutions should not create an intellectual elite but should contribute dynamically to the cultivation of 

the conditions for an open society with life-long education for all (Chen, 2020). It is important, therefore, 

that higher education institutions facilitate a transition to collaborative educational communities in 

society. Thus, different goals should be set for each of the three HE stages in line with students’ abilities. 

  

(1) The knowledge society's nature has entirely changed from the Enlightenment focus on local 

national state, national culture and identity into an extended world perspective implying global 

problem solving, multiculturalism, English as a lingua franca, social networking, and wide 

cooperation rather than clash and conflict. The OECD (2018a) offers an international futuristic 

vision, suggesting an ecosystem approach that would change the static predetermined 

 
1 The term Ivy League was originally used in the field of sports and referred to an elite group consisting of the best 8 university 

institutions operating in the northeastern United States. Now, however, this term is essentially considered as a benchmark of 

excellence among US universities to which all universities and colleges can be compared in terms of quantitative indicators. 

University institutions included in this reference group, such as Harvard University, the University of Pennsylvania, Princeton 

University and Yale University, receive significant financial support to fund research. This funding is due to the fact that they 

belong to this group of institutions, which have a highly competitive nature, while the performance of other US universities 

relative to this reference group provides a valuable indicator that can attract funding for scientific research.  
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curriculum to a flexible, dynamic curriculum to cope with the various socio-economic problems 

in a complex uncertain new world. New skills to be developed would include: literacy, critical 

thinking, creativity, self-efficacy and regulation as well as self-regulation and autonomy. 

(2) The PISA international comparative study provides perhaps the best big data base to inform 

policies and practices, reflecting the realities of education, since it collects learning data from 

79 countries and millions of learners (OECD, 2018b). A critical evaluation of PISA 2018 by 

Andreas Schleicher (2019) provides essential guidance for any future design of a learning 

system as PISA results establish immense differences between and within countries, opposing 

the idealistic vision reflected in many policy papers. 

 

This section discusses the future of higher education. A readiness for future challenges not only 

constitutes a strong competitive element but is also a means of ensuring the sustainability of university 

institutions. However, as accurate as future forecasts may be, an element of uncertainty will always 

remain. The same applies to constraints in the societal environment (e.g., economic, political) since they 

are directly related to future uncertainty and limit the degree of freedom that universities have to adjust 

to a new reality (Chen, 2020). The next section discusses the uncertainty of the future and the 

transformation of higher education into a learning organization in order to raise awareness of 

uncertainty, to address it in a timely manner and to consolidate a sustainable HE strategy for the well-

being of all.  

 

Higher Education and the Emerging Reality 

Given this global debate on how knowledge, education and learning need to be reimagined in a complex 

and uncertain world, universities can play a crucial role in shaping the future through institutional 

transformation. This section identifies future challenges for the HEIs and sets the basis for a paradigm 

shift that also addresses issues of diversity and inclusion, as presented in Figure 1: 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Coping with diversity and individual differences in learner populations 

 

 

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are educational organizations. However, these educational 

organizations do not only provide teaching but aim to expand knowledge and particularly to expand the 

development of research. The knowledge produced by a university is a product of continuous utilization 

as it reveals new ways for creative thinking. As learning organizations, universities contribute 
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substantially to the evolution of society. Learning organizations respect the value and personality of the 

individual while relying on relationships and authentic leadership, which is the basis for organizational 

coalition. The integrated transformation of HEIs into learning organizations is certainly not an easy 

process and cannot be not done overnight, as it requires the transformation of an organization’s culture 

into one of lifelong learning and team spirit. 

 

Lifelong education and learning as well as the continuous utilization of knowledge certainly expands 

the age group of those involved in education but at the same time lays a solid foundation for 

comprehensive and integrated inclusive education and the development of social capital. This would 

cover both learning for an academic degree, and elective learning, addressing both high school and other 

age groups and including learning in the community, learning for retirees (e.g., cultural and leisure 

studies), professional development for industry (at work and in HEIs), second chance learners, special 

education, social projects (health, ecology, technology) and individual enrichment. Thus, college 

admission would no longer serve as the dreamy end point but rather as just one more chapter in a long 

life of learning. 

 

Opening up access to higher education and activating the systematic development of individuals will 

help overcome obstacles to social development by giving better-equipped individuals the confidence to 

engage with social forces that seek innovative solutions to fundamental social problems. Indeed, the 

practicality of acquiring knowledge needs to be strengthened so that HEIs are a commonly recognized 

source of wisdom and machine learning but also of knowledge for the business world (Gori, 2017). For 

this to happen, various obstacles (bureaucratic, etc.) need to be overcome while HEIs should be governed 

in a way that supports the efforts in finding effective solutions to the problems faced by society. That 

said, the essential agent that can contribute sound universal scientific knowledge remains the HEI.  

 

Technology Integration and Higher Education 

The rapid development of technology has brought to the surface innovative elements that can be used 

in all sectors of the economy (including education). The revolution of artificial intelligence (AI), along 

with other technologically innovative services (such as the voice assistant) created intelligent personal 

assistants (Gori, 2017; Roll & Wylie, 2016). These are services that can facilitate the learning process 

and the effectiveness of pedagogical/academic practices. The use of technologically innovative services 

in the higher educational process accelerates the learning and the practice of important skills and also 

enables a higher level of communication and interaction (Chen, 2020; Collins & Halverson, 2010; 

DuFour, 2014; Herrington & Herrington, 2007; Prestridge, 2012; Prestridge & Main, 2018). 

Developments in technology and the learning process address different learning needs. Personalization 

and the different learning styles offered by innovative technology services (such as AI) enable learners 

to choose the learning process and style that is most appropriate for their own personality and thus most 

able to meet their needs and expectations. In this way, pedagogical practices and the learning 

environment become more constructive, taking into account diversity in learning and a more learning-

centred approach to the educational process (Hope, 1997; Sugar Crawley & Fine, 2004). 

 

With the assistance of technology and AI, any obstacle related to opportunities in the learning process 

can be overcome to establish new educational environments that are openly accessible. Indeed, in recent 

years, the focus of AI and its application in education has been related to online and distance education 

(Dillenbourg, 2013; Goksel & Bozkurt, 2019; Roll & Wylie, 2016; Zhang et al., 2018). While these 

forms of educational environment increase the efficiency of learning, the use of AI should not alter the 

educational character and the basic function of higher education (and indeed all levels of education), 

which is to develop an inquisitiveness and strong social values in individuals. Greater personalization 

in education and new forms of interaction between learners and their environment offer new practical 

ways for end-users to absorb knowledge, thereby minimizing failure in exams / at work and facilitating 

the sharing of knowledge on an equal basis (Roll & Wylie, 2016; Zhang et al., 2017). Here, technology 

serves as a support tool for the consolidation of knowledge and the development of collaborative 

processes, which leads to the cultivation of an authentic learning environment (Herrington & Herrington, 

2006). The question is not who is involved in the learning process or when it will take place, but the big 

issue is the continuity of the learning process and the ongoing advancement of human well-being 



Higher Education Governance & Policy 

25 

 

through learning and critical thinking (Christensen & Knezek, 2018; Roach, Tilley & Mitchell, 2018; 

Sheehan & Nillas, 2010). 

 

Higher education plays an important role in development and is the basis for increasing productivity and 

social change. It is the means for enhancing knowledge and skills but is not limited only to this; it is 

rather an instrument of change. In recent years, several studies (such as Collins & Halverson, 2010; 

Goksel & Bozkurt, 2019; Prestridge & Main, 2018; Sheehan & Nillas, 2010) have been conducted that 

explore and analyze the role of technology in education. Moreover, the research discusses the role of AI 

(such as the role of machine learning) and how these technological developments may affect, but most 

importantly, assist the educational sector to meet new emerging challenges (Chen, 2020; Prestridge, 

Tondeur, & Ottenbreit –Leftwich, 2019; Roll & Wylie, 2016). And we say this because the new reality 

of the educational environment concerns the adoption of technological elements and tools that will help 

higher education in its transition to a new era. Understanding knowledge alone is not enough to face the 

new reality. 

  

Certainly, there is a fear that technology may replace higher education. Indeed, pessimistic visions 

suggest that technology would replace HEIs' faculty, curriculum, and classrooms as individuals learn to 

interact directly with the stock of knowledge, without mediating agencies. However, this hypothesis 

does not stand up to the test of reality since it is also true that technology and its tools have a 

complementary and supporting role in the learning process. Despite the success of Open Universities, 

MOOCs and CORSERA, 90% of students in Open University and CORSERA reported that they 

preferred to learn on an organization’s premises, indicating there is still a need for curricula, lecturers, 

and educational institutions. The learning environment still retains its importance and plays an essential 

role in the development and dissemination of knowledge (Christensen et al., 2013 as cited in Roll & 

Wylie, 2016, p. 592). HEIs need to maintain their role as learning organizations by embracing 

technological developments and new opportunities. 

  

While the reservoir of public knowledge grows exponentially, people’s ability to absorb that knowledge 

remains static due to the inherent limitation of individual memory capacity. However, knowledge 

technologies can now extend human capacity to make choices in both chaotically organized and public 

stock knowledge.  An individual cannot make smart choices, nor can a professional committee construct 

a reasonable curriculum without the support of a knowledge technology such as AI or Learning 

Analytics. These technologies are not yet mature enough to be used in education, but they are the only 

tools that can cope with the complex amount of public knowledge currently available. 

 

Nowadays jobs require the application of knowledge, collaborative thinking, and the individualization 

of learning skills. Therefore, knowledge needs to be accompanied by personalized support for its 

application; people need to have tools at their disposal so that they can apply the available knowledge 

to their job (Goksel & Bozkurt, 2019; Prestridge et al., 2019; Roll & Wyllie, 2016). Therefore, teaching 

practices in higher education can be characterized by complexity in terms of learning objectives, 

curricula, and interaction. Individual support for the process of applying knowledge and learning is 

related to the personal particularities and personality traits of those involved in higher education. 

  

The Personality Profile shows that students' emotions are intertwined with learning, and universities 

should apply the concept of "adaptive education while aiming to meet learners' diversity" (Chen, 2020). 

As science progressively reveals how different people learn and how to produce conditions that optimize 

learning, HEI pedagogies should be reconsidered so that they can better adapt to students' diverse needs. 

New technologies can collect precise data on what is and is not helping students, enabling instruction 

and scientific theories to be continuously revised and improved. Studies can be adapted to individual 

differences by increasing choice, personalizing curricula, offering flexibility in the time and place of 

learning, and providing differential graduations. Adaptive education should replace the present rigid 

mechanical organization of learning. Open access universities (which account for up to 30 % of the 

student population) should adopt a more flexible modular organization of knowledge beyond the present 

B.A, M.A, PhD pathway. They should create smaller modules that can be accumulated towards an 
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academic degree and offer professional learning that individuals can access throughout their working 

life to enable continuous learning. 

  

Attitudes towards technology are influenced by learners’ ability to use it for study and learning but also 

through their experience of acquiring knowledge in an environment that fosters discipline and 

commitment. The criteria for evaluating the learning process have now been oriented towards a more 

constructive approach. In other words, they are not limited only to an evaluation of performance but 

extend to an evaluation of the support tools used for acquiring and applying knowledge (Herrington & 

Herrington, 1998; Herrington, 2006). 

 

Within a workplace, working relationships develop between the organization and employees. In 

addition, through the market environment, customer relationships develop between organizations and 

customers. If we try to draw parallels between the working and the customer relationships in the higher 

education environment, "customers" in the strict sense of the word perhaps do exist, but there are also 

relationships that are developed between universities and students. These relationships, such as the 

working and customer relationships, are based on the balance between the preferences and satisfied 

expectations of both stakeholders. This means that both parties (universities and students) have 

expectations and needs that they want to have met. This silent agreement is a kind of psychological 

contract as it is in all relationships related to a workplace (Mullins, 2010; Zackal, 2021). Certainly, the 

introduction of technology, due to the COVID 19 pandemic, opened new avenues in higher education 

and launched new ways of learning and developing. What has not been changed, however, is that 

students remain a source of added value for the university institutions. This means that university 

institutions cannot be limited to attracting and selecting students and having them simply complete a 

learning process. The psychological contract between students and universities needs to be fully active 

whereby it is made clear what both stakeholders expect and receive (Mullins, 2010). And for this to 

happen it is necessary to constantly monitor and evaluate the learning process in a responsible spirit and 

away from stereotypes and prejudices. Moreover, technological developments can provide valuable 

information which, with proper management, can help improve experiences and personal development. 

In this way, a harmonious coexistence will be cultivated between new practices in the learning processes 

and the expectations of both the students and the university institution itself. 

 

All of the above outline the changes taking place in the learning process in higher education. While it is 

well known that not all changes are successful, the secret to a successful change lies in the readiness of 

those involved and in their commitment to the goal (Reeves, 2009; Zackal, 2021). 

 

Learning and instruction needs to consider a growing understanding of the learning process and teaching 

strategies (neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and education). It is important to recognize the 

distinction between declarative (symbolic) knowledge - the dominant knowledge delivered in 

universities transmitted in lectures and texts - and non-declarative knowledge that is non-verbal 

(emotional knowledge, motoric knowledge, visual knowledge), which has been largely overlooked until 

recently. It stems largely from learning through experience in tacit knowledge, learned through 

experimentation (e.g., chemistry, engineering, physics). This knowledge is rarely given adequate 

coverage in educational institutions and should be recognized and employed in entrance exams, in the 

selection of candidates and in academic programs. HEIs, due to their special importance in social 

development, are accountable to society and for this reason the learning process and 

pedagogical/academic practices should aim to maximize the contribution of HEIs to the development of 

creative thinking, the spirit of solidarity and student collaboration. Evaluation methods should change 

accordingly: from assessing mastery of the taught knowledge to assessments that evaluate whether 

students are prepared for future learning (Chen, 2020). Furthermore, students need to be familiar with 

the new way that HEIs are being assessed in terms of their study programs, tools and environment, so 

that those students can make better choices in higher education and thus maximize their development 

through their studies. 

 

The transformation of higher education into an integrated learning organization, with a more 

constructive and realistic orientation of pedagogical/academic practices, requires a change in philosophy 
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and culture for the use of technological developments in education. What needs to be understood is that 

technology is simply a tool that helps higher education evolve and advances the learning process (Chen, 

2020; DuFour, 2014; Prestridge, 2012; Prestridge & Main, 2018; Tseng & Kuo, 2014). It is not the 

learning process itself but a specific mechanism that facilitates timely support of that process. The 

development of a mechanism that can manage the modern learning process is complex, as it needs to: 

a) protect learners from any deviation from the use of technological innovations in order not to violate 

the educational goals and educational values, and b) ensure that it supports personalized learning so as 

to meet the needs of learners in terms of knowledge and the way they interact with their environment.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

The correlation of innovative technology and pedagogical/academic practices contributes to the creation 

of an expert system that allows the transfer of knowledge through an intelligent learning system that 

manages barriers to learning in an effective way (Collins, 2018). In this context, such a learning 

environment would be socially active and encourage collectivity in the participation and commitment 

of stakeholders for the continuous flow of knowledge and information. Such a system would help 

institutions of higher education achieve their specific educational goals by facilitating the acquisition of 

knowledge and the learning process. There needs to be no devaluation of technology but only convergent 

cooperation. Like all systems, HEIs need to adapt to the new shaping of reality and the ever-changing 

environment. This requires educational programs to ensure that they promote productive members of 

society so as to optimize their contribution to long-term social and economic development. The effort 

for growth and progress is a struggle waged through education, knowledge, and the further improvement 

of living standards. Technology must be developed in line with cognitive objectives so that knowledge 

can be managed using technology as a tool to facilitate user-friendly access and data gathering for an 

ongoing evaluation of the process. 

 

Based on the above, if the foundation of learning is uneven, there will be no balance in the system and 

therefore no prosperity. Inclusion in the learning process is the precondition for achieving a balance in 

human well-being. Therefore, higher educational institutions today are called upon to welcome 

technology and to consider technology as a source and tool of learning rather than a problem. Higher 

education should be responsive to the challenge of this reality by pursuing the implementation of 

practices that support and applaud diversity among learners. 

 

As was mentioned above, the idea of technological development as a tool for the promotion of co-

participation in education and the provision of equal opportunities for all learners, requires a change in 

the philosophy and culture of HEIs and hence demands a new starting point in leadership. Indeed, 

university governance is at the heart of the learning process since the majority of the applied leadership 

processes and practices lead mainly to temporary changes focused on specific areas. University 

governance develops or adopts and maintains good learning practices, which are then integrated into the 

curriculum and school culture for lasting benefits. According to Fullan (2005), modern society is so 

complex that no leader alone can control everything. It is easy to conclude, then, that university 

governance needs to be shared but the sharing of responsibility requires the involvement of all members: 

those in the lower as well as the upper organizational levels (Harris, 2010; Humphrey, 2002; Rice, 2006; 

Sinderal, Shearer, Yendol-Hoppey & Liebert, 2006). 

 

Education (and hence higher education) is a human right. The concept of human rights is something 

philosophical and it is not specific whereas education is a public and basic good. Despite the Knowledge 

Revolution, the long-awaited change is not a simple case of choosing one of two alternatives. Despite 

the current experience of online academic studies in the wake of the pandemic and the Open University's 

attempts to lead international learning through radio, television and the Internet, there is still an urgent 

need for on-campus learning. The research conducted by HEIs, especially in science, agriculture and 

engineering, and academic mentoring, cannot be carried out remotely. Furthermore, most people are 

unable to learn autonomously and need mediation, with most preferring to learn in groups. Universities 

should move to eco-system planning, granting communities access to knowledge, delivering services, 

and sharing platforms for the public good. This paradigm shift can be catalysed and led by IAU, 
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especially in encouraging universities to carefully plan their eco-systems, making knowledge available 

to the community and sharing global platforms for the public good. 

 

If we are seeking continuous and systemic improvements, the universal right to participate in education 

should not be upheld only on paper  but should also be upheld in practice. Within this framework, this 

can only happen through collective action, with inclusive and sustainable leadership at its core. Without 

this, the civilized world cannot progress. 
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Abstract 

Universities are increasingly expected to contribute to regional development and the wellbeing of communities in the places in 

which they are located through a wide range of third mission activities. However, this is an arduous task as these regional 

activities are usually pitched against other missions, namely teaching and research, and global orientation strategy. While the 

literature has recently implied that rankings might be the cause of universities’ insufficient regional contributions, the manner 

in which they inhibit regional engagement is yet to be uncovered. This paper therefore explores how rankings permeate 

universities and guide the behaviours of academics and top managers and thereby influence their regional engagement activities. 

Using a multiple case study design entailing semi-structured interviews carried out in Dutch, English and Finnish universities, 

we demonstrate that rankings inhibit universities’ regional contributions in two ways: i) by exacerbating universities’ difficulty 

of justifying regional engagement activities to the funders through an emphasis on quantitative third mission indicators, and ii) 

by encouraging universities to shift their focus from regional relevance to global excellence through stronger institutional 

profiling. We argue that rankings are not the cause of universities’ insufficient regional contributions per se, but rather a 

symptom of it; the cause is increasingly global competition between higher education institutions. 

 

Keywords: Rankings, universities, regional development, third mission 

 
Introduction 

University rankings have recently become highly influential in guiding behaviour of higher education 

institutions, academic staff and prospective students. Indeed, some governments have taken them as a 

benchmark, according to which extra funding has been mobilized for universities (Hazelkorn, 2015) and 

more countries now formulate policies and strategies aimed at placing as many higher education 

institutions as possible in the upper ranks of such global league tables (Rose & McKinley, 2018; 

Matveeva & Ferligoj, 2020; Yudkevich et al., 2015). Likewise, studies focusing on rankings and their 

impact on universities have increased considerably over the past two decades. The literature in this realm 

has so far explored a) how rankings create and reinforce competition among universities (e.g. Brankovic 

et al., 2018; Krucken, 2021), b) the way internationalization bolsters league tables and is driven by them 

(e.g. Delgado-Marguez et al., 2011; Horta, 2009), c) the nature of their methodology with particular 

focus on sets of indicators (e.g. Spence, 2019; Uslu, 2020), d) comparison between different league 

tables ranking universities (Cakir et al., 2015; Moed, 2017), and e) a geopolitical perspective towards 
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university rankings (Jons & Hoyler, 2013; Koch, 2014). While these studies have enriched 

understanding of the way such league tables exert influence on individual academics, higher education 

institutions and policymakers, these insights have so far largely been confined to the first and second 

mission of universities, namely teaching and research. How rankings impact universities’ contributions 

to regional development and the broader third mission activities have surprisingly attracted little 

attention given the growing external pressure for greater regional engagement. 

 

Since the onset of the financial crisis in 2008, the role of universities in regional development has been 

accentuated, particularly in Europe and within innovation, regional development, and higher education 

policy spheres. Universities, especially those located in more peripheral regions, have been asked to 

increase the depth of their regional contributions to assist tackling complex societal challenges. 

Moreover, policymakers and external regional stakeholders now expect higher education institutions to 

move beyond purely commercially oriented engagement activities to also contribute into social, 

environmental, and cultural development (European Commission, 2018a; 2018b; 2018c) in order to 

have a broader impact within their cities and regions. Nevertheless, this is quite complicated and arduous 

for universities to justify to funders as on most occasions, the impact of non-economic contributions is 

hard to measure and cannot be necessarily quantified due to its tacit nature. One of the major rankers, 

Times Higher Education, has recently released an Impact Ranking, which is based on universities’ 

engagement with United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals. However, such rankings may not 

fully capture the wide variety of impactful third mission activities universities engage in, particularly 

those involving the social sciences and humanities. 

 

Recently emerging studies have indicated-either explicitly or implicitly- that rankings may have a 

negative impact on universities’ regional contributions. Cinar (2020) demonstrated that they can pose 

systemic challenges to the institutionalization of bioeconomy activities. Furthermore, Lee et al. (2020) 

revealed that the higher a university is ranked, the less explicit it becomes about its commitment to 

regional engagement and third mission. What is less known, however, is the nature of such a negative 

impact on academics and universities. In this paper, we are therefore interested in exploring the manner 

in which rankings inhibit universities’ engagement in a comprehensive set of third mission activities 

that are geared towards broader regional benefits. 

  

First, we provide a brief overview of recent developments that have led to increasing expectations from 

universities to play a more proactive role in regional development. We then elaborate on the nature and 

technicalities of university rankings, in which we explore their relevance for regional contributions. 

Following this, we present case studies of three universities located in Finland, the Netherlands, and the 

United Kingdom to highlight the way rankings manifest a negative impact on regional engagement 

activity. Our findings demonstrate that rankings inhibit universities’ regional contributions in two ways: 

a) by exacerbating universities’ difficulty in justifying regional engagement activities to the funders 

through an emphasis on quantitative third mission indicators and b) by encouraging universities to shift 

their focus from regional relevance to global excellence through stronger institutional profiling. We 

conclude by arguing that rankings are not the cause of universities choosing to under-emphasise regional 

contributions per se, but rather a symptom of it; the cause is increasingly global competition between 

higher education institutions. 

 

Changing Role of Universities in Regional Development and the Nature of Rankings 

The notion that universities can contribute to regional innovation and local economic development has 

become widespread since the 1980s. The following three decades witnessed universities across the world 

being expected to collaborate with local firms, engage in technology transfer and invest in start-ups, 

activities that are generally associated with the entrepreneurial university (Audretsch, 2014; Clark, 

2004). However, since the early 2010s, expectations of universities have evolved. Partly triggered by 

the financial economic crisis of 2008 and increasing territorial disparities, policymakers (regional and 

innovation) have been expecting universities to assume more roles in regional development. These new 

roles range from greater involvement in the formulation of regional innovation strategies to contribution 

to social innovation and tackling societal challenges: university activities that are often characterized by 

the concept of the engaged university (Uyarra, 2010; Weerts, 2014). 
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On the other hand, national higher education policies are often focused on international research 

excellence (e.g., Goddard & Vallance, 2013). These different expectations can widen the mismatch 

between academic (research) profiles and regional assets (Goddard & Vallance, 2013), also within 

regionally-oriented higher education institutions (e.g. Salomaa & Charles, 2021). Although there is 

some evidence on the positive impact of university-industry engagement on research quality (e.g., 

Degl’Innocenti et al., 2019), finding a balance between “borderless academic excellence as defined by 

international peer review and reflected in institutional league tables and generating and applying 

knowledge to meet specific regional specialisation opportunities” (Goddard & Vallance, 2013, p. 96) 

requires extensive strategic capacity to find synergies between different missions. 

 

Despite the growing body of literature discussing the ‘third mission’, university engagement is typically 

focused either on knowledge transfer outcomes (science-based activities) or more generic contributions 

to regional development. Bringing these two different types of engagement activities together ‘into a 

single coherent third mission’ is complicated (Sánchez-Barrioluengo & Benneworth, 2019), especially 

in the absence of the third mission from global ranking schemes. This can lead to de-prioritization of 

non-entrepreneurial, social and cultural activities (‘soft outputs’) related to the third mission (Lee et al., 

2020), which can limit the university’s overall contribution to regional development. 

 

Ranking tables for universities have been developed over a period of many years and there are multiple 

versions now available, some at national level, but the most significant being international, such as the 

Times Higher Education (THE), QS World University Rankings and Shanghai Jiao Tong (ARWU). U-

multirank was developed as an alternative approach which allows the user to select the indicators and 

weighting (Van Vught & Ziegele, 2011). The purpose of the rankings is supposedly to provide a guide 

to the quality of universities for prospective partners and students, and hence the design of the ranking 

methodologies provides an implicit set of assumptions about what quality might mean (Taylor & 

Braddock, 2007), although there is no consistent view of what quality might be or how to measure it 

(Hazelkorn, 2015). Different rankings use different combinations and weightings though, producing 

different rank orders (Soh, 2017). 

 

Generally, the core elements of most ranking systems are focused on research quality, to some extent 

teaching, and to a lesser extent internationalisation. Many of the weighted variables used are metrics 

taken from published data, such as on publications or staff/student ratios, but some ranking systems also 

place emphasis on the views of other academics and stakeholders through surveys. The underlying 

assumption though is that research excellence is the best indicator of quality (Taylor & Braddock, 2007) 

hence an emphasis on citations, awards, and suchlike. Teaching excellence is less amenable for 

international comparison, although may be an important factor at national level through student surveys 

(as in the UK) and hence resources (staff/student ratio) tend to be used as a proxy for this. THE also use 

doctorates as part of the teaching indicator although this is also a sign of research activity. 

Internationalisation is often seen as an important element in that the attractiveness for international staff 

and students is claimed to be a sign of quality, although this is moderated by the effect of national 

systems which are more or less open to international staff and students. The QS World University 

Rankings places particular emphasis on reputation with both a survey of academics and of employers’ 

accounting for half of the weighted score. THE also uses reputation, but to a smaller degree. This 

indicator is problematic given the subjective nature of the measures, the lag effects of reputation, and 

the bounded rationality of the survey respondents. 

 

Regional engagement tends not to be an important element in ranking systems, with just one variable 

accounting for 2.5% of the THE ranking. Some attempt has been made to include a few variables in the 

U-multirank system and the Times Higher has introduced a separate ranking on impact which is based 

on variables related to the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Overall though the main rankings are 

primarily based on research, staff ratios and reputation. We therefore lay out our first proposition: 

Proposition 1. There is no clear consensus among ranking tables that regional engagement is a sign of 

quality of institution, or how that could be measured, and this message is generally accepted by 

universities . 
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The significance of what is included in the rankings depends on the responses made by universities to 

their scores and relative positions. If universities assume that the rankings influence their attractiveness 

to international students or research partners, then they will invest effort in maximising those ranking 

scores. More significantly many governments have sought to use rankings as an indicator of the 

international competitiveness of their university sector with investment and targets to encourage 

universities to move up the league tables (Hazelkorn, 2015). This has become clear in terms of the ways 

in which many universities explicitly refer to rankings in their strategic plans. They may for example 

refer to moving into a higher category on the main listing or being in the top x universities for their 

particular country. Such objectives may be asserted almost ignoring the behaviour of other universities 

– so there may be 20 or more universities seeking to be in the top ten, when clearly the existing top ten 

have advantages of incumbency. The consequence is that universities decide their key performance 

indicators depending on what might help lift them up league tables, in some ways seeking to ‘game’ the 

various indicators contributing to overall rankings (Hazelkorn, 2015). High or rising ranking positions 

reinforces the advantages of high performing universities, attracting more resources to maintain those 

positions (Marginson, 2014). It is therefore possible to propose the following: 

Proposition 2. Universities use rankings as important signifiers and seek to manage their performance 

through targeting improvement on key indicators. 

 

In those limited cases where regional engagement data is used in rankings, or is collected and may be 

amenable to be used in future or modified rankings, what kinds of data are collected? Taking U-

multirank as an example there are both knowledge transfer and regional engagement indicators. 

Knowledge transfer is measured through co-publications with industrial partners and patents awarded, 

whilst regional engagement is measured through graduates working in the region and regional joint 

publications. Whilst these are indicators of engagement, they are highly selective and represent a narrow 

slice of the broad range of forms of interaction. The THE uses income from industry as its only measure 

of knowledge transfer. 

 

In 2021, the UK published its first iteration of the Knowledge Exchange Framework (KEF), which 

collects indicators against 8 themes and gives a modified ranking for each theme (in the top 20% of 

universities of that type for example). Here again many of the themes are assessed using simple 

quantitative indicators such as the level of income from a particular source as proportion of total 

university income. There is also a particular problem with assessing engagement as the measure used 

will be applied to the university and might be an indication of the value or benefit received by the 

university – number of projects, income, number of spin off firms. What is much more difficult is to 

represent the benefit to the region from such activities. Not only are there insuperable problems in 

assessing the level of aggregate benefits that might be attributable to university activities (although direct 

economic multipliers are often calculated based on employment and purchasing only), but values could 

be manipulated depending on the choice of ‘region’ and account would need to be taken of the level of 

opportunity realised by different locations. So, whilst some universities are based in regions with a 

positive absorptive capacity, which can utilise university knowledge and easily convert it into economic 

activity, others are based in much less propitious locations where it is harder to have an impact, yet that 

smaller impact might be more significant. Departing from such a background, we can arrive at our last 

proposition:  

Proposition 3. Any inclusion of regional engagement in rankings is likely to focus on business links and 

on easily measurable university benefits rather than the benefits to the region. 

 

These three propositions, taken together, suggest that university objectives to support engagement may 

come into conflict with the desire to manage league table positions, and that the focus on narrow business 

or income targets potentially skews the emphasis of engagement strategies towards the measurable 

rather than a wider concern for social benefit. 
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Methods and Materials 

In this study, we are concerned with the way rankings may inhibit universities’ regional engagement. 

We followed an exploratory multiple case study design to delve deeper into this particular phenomenon. 

Multiple case studies allow employing the ‘replication strategy’ in order to strengthen the analytical 

generalization (Yin, 2003) and the robustness of the key findings by replicating them across comparable 

case settings (Eisenhardt, 1989).  We needed to select universities that are both regionally oriented- 

established with a mission to serve to the regional social and economic needs- and strive to be globally 

recognized at the same time, thereby paying more attention to the rankings. In order to cover a broad 

geographical and institutional diversity, we selected two universities and a university consortium 

involving different higher educations that formulate and implement a common strategy: University of 

Twente in the Netherlands, University of Lincoln in UK, and University Consortium of Pori in Finland. 

These higher education institutions claim to be both regionally relevant and globally oriented, which 

renders them appropriate cases to delve into. We then determined key people that can provide us with 

the insights into how rankings may inhibit further regional contribution: academic staff specializing on 

higher education research, executive board members, current and former rectors, employees working 

along the lines of strategy development, regional authorities, and administrative staff. Altogether, 87 

semi-structured research interviews were conducted which involved questions on how these particular 

universities interpret third mission, how they justify their regional relevance and ranking-related 

strategies, and how rankings affect individual academics as well as the whole organization and overall, 

how rankings shape their regional engagement behaviour. The research interviews were conducted 

between 2017 and 2019 as part of two individual PhD studies within framework of the RUNIN project.1 

The distribution of interviews across cases can be seen in Table 1 below.  

 

Table 1. Distribution of interviews across cases 
Institution Researchers Top management Admin staff Others Total 

University of Twente 10 3 3 2 18 

University of Lincoln 15 5 8 5 33 

University Consortium of Pori 3 
3 (36 overall 

for UC-Pori) 

Tampere University of 

Technology 
5 6 2 0 13 

University of Tampere 3 4 0 0 7 

Aalto University 2 1 0 0 3 

University of Turku 4 2 4 0 10 

Total 39 21 17 10 87 

 

All of the interviews were transcribed and coded in NVivo and were re-examined for evidence relating 

to rankings and their impact on the universities and their engagement in regional issues through a content 

analysis approach. Findings from interviews were triangulated against secondary data sources such as 

the strategic plans of universities and website content. We now turn our attention to the characteristics 

of the selected universities and the regions in which they are located. 

 

Case Study Overview 

 

University of Twente  

Twente region is located in the eastern Netherlands, bordering Germany. Twente has a population of 

approximately 626.500 with its major city being Enschede. Until the 1960s, the region was strong in the 

textile industry, but subsequently experienced a gradual decline. The region is generally defined as 

peripheral compared to the rest of the Netherlands (Benneworth & Pinheiro, 2017). The University of 

Twente (UT) was established in 1961, with a specific expectation of contributing to the revival of 

regional economic activity. In order to meet these expectations, UT has engaged with the region closely 

and invested in entrepreneurship, which generated more than 1000 start-ups/spin offs since 1980 (Cinar, 

2019). Furthermore, it has played a key role in the emergence of the ICT sector and transforming the 

region into a high-tech hub both nationally and internationally. It is thus characterized as an 

 
1 ‘RUNIN – The Role of Universities in Innovation and Regional Development’ H2020-MSCA-ITN-2017. 
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entrepreneurial, technical, and research-intensive university. However, more recently, it is expected to 

diversify the scope of third mission activities by moving beyond (not abandoning though) economic 

oriented regional engagement activities. It has 11740 students, 1898 academic staff (including PhD 

students as employees) as of 2019 (UT, 2019). As of 2021, it ranks between 200-250 (Times Higher 

Education), and 197th (Quacquarelli Symonds). The expectation to perform better in such league tables 

has likewise increased, particularly since 2010.  

 

University of Lincoln 

Lincolnshire is a large, rural county in the East Midlands of England with ca. 751 000 habitants. The 

University of Lincoln (UoL) was first established in 1996. It was formerly a branch campus of the 

University of Humberside, which was developed after a long local lobbying process to attract a 

university to Lincolnshire. Subsequently, the whole university relocated to Lincoln (UoL, 2010). 

Currently, it has over 14 000 students and 1600 staff members on three campuses. Aside from the main 

campus in the centre of Lincoln there are two small campuses serving the local agriculture sector and 

food industry: Lincoln Institute for Agri-Food Technology (LIAT) in Riseholme near Lincoln and 

National Centre for Food Manufacturing (NCFM) in Holbeach in southern Lincolnshire. 

 

UoL has always been a ‘regionally-oriented’ higher education institution and it has a strategic aim to 

serve the local job market. This has been delivered through for example a purpose-built Engineering 

School, which was a joint-initiative with Siemens Ltd to secure access to a highly-skilled workforce. 

UoL has also developed a range of interface structures to support local SMEs and to retain graduates 

within the area2 (e.g., Sparkhouse incubator). One of its strategies is to attract large-scale businesses to 

the region by providing state-of-the-art facilities (e.g., Lincolnshire Innovation Park, NCFM). Most of 

these collaborative initiatives are based on strategic partnerships with regional actors (e.g., Lincolnshire 

County Council, Lincoln City Council) and businesses (e.g., Siemens Ltd). 

 

University Consortium of Pori  

The Satakunta region is one of the oldest historical provinces in Finland located on the southwest coast, 

combining 17 municipalities with a population of 220 398 habitants (OFS, 2017). The major regional 

centres are the cities of Pori and Rauma. The main industrial sectors of the Satakunta region are energy 

production, engineering, offshore process industry, ports and logistics and food industry.3  

 

The University Consortium of Pori (UC-Pori) is one of the six university consortia located in peripheral 

areas of Finland offering local higher education activities. In the Satakunta region, both UC-Pori and 

Satakunta University of Applied Sciences are among the key institutions to increase the knowledge 

capital as well as the number of start-ups (Satakunta Regional Programme 2014-2017). The university 

consortia are network organisations of remote university unit’s belonging to Finnish universities located 

in more central areas. Since early 2000, the consortia’s purpose has been to enhance the societal role of 

higher education by responding to local needs (FINHEEC, 2013.) They became part of the Finnish 

University Act in 2009 (558/2009), and additional regulations on their state funding allocation were 

confirmed in 2012. The University Consortium of Pori’s roots are in the former Tampere University of 

Technology, which has offered engineering education in Satakunta since the 1980s. It was also the 

coordinator of the UC-Pori until its recent merger with the University of Tampere in 2019.4 At the time 

of the interviews, the other partner universities with remote units at the Pori campus were the former 

University of Tampere (UTA), University of Turku (UTU) and Aalto University (Aalto)5. Currently 

UC-Pori has 2500 degree students and 170 staff members. It provides education and/or research 

 
2 According to 2014/2015 graduate destination survey, 42.7% of graduates stayed in East Midlands and 13.4% in the East of 

England. The East Midlands breakdown shows that Lincoln is the most popular destination (40.5%), followed by North 

Kesteven (10.0%) and Nottingham (8.0%). 
3 Regional Council of Satakunta website, http://www.satakuntaliitto.fi/english, accessed 12th November 2018.  
4 Tampere University of Technology and University of Tampere merged on the 1st of January 2019 forming a new Tampere 

University (TUNI). TUNI is also the biggest shareholder of Tampere University of Applied Sciences. However, these two 

HEIs, TUT and UTA, were investigated separately in this study because the merger process was not completed at the time of 

the research interviews.  
5 Since 2020, Aalto University has no longer presence at the Pori campus. 
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activities in technology and engineering (former TUT), social sciences (former UTA) and economics 

and maritime studies (UTU).6  

 

The UC-Pori personnel are part of faculties located in the main campuses, but they work permanently 

at the Pori campus. The coordinating university of the consortium recruits a director, who is responsible 

for promoting collaboration between the UC-Pori units, parent universities and regional stakeholders. 

For this purpose, the coordinating university, currently the new Tampere University, receives an 

earmarked funding (ca. 600 000 EUR per year) from the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture. 

 

Empirical Evidence 

 

TWENTE 

The University of Twente (UT) has recently formulated its strategy titled Shaping2030: Mission, vision 

and strategy. This document mentions the word “region/regional” 10 times and contains a section 

devoted to how the university should reach out beyond the campus to the communities. While this 

exemplifies the  regional relevance of UT and commitment to regional development, it also shows how 

UT is simultaneously situating itself between regional and global, including when it comes to societal 

contributions as the following statements sum up: “Be it locally or globally, physically or virtually, we 

strive to connect with people and their needs and wishes” (UT, 2020, p. 17) and “We encourage 

researchers, teachers, support staff and students actively participate in off-campus connections with 

regional, national or international partners, either digitally or physically” (UT, 2020, p. 22). Its research 

strategy puts a clear emphasis on strong visibility on rankings: “To shape the way in which the UT with 

its research activities adds value, and creates a distinct UT profile within various networks, lobby 

interactions, rankings and media outings etc. we will…” (UT, 2020, p. 29). The statement continues 

with a set of suggestions on how to achieve this. Furthermore, the university has a full section in its 

website, devoted to rankings and achievements in five different league tables7.  

 

Most of the academic staff were very much aware of both external pressures: delivering regional impact 

and better performance at global rankings. However, they perceive that these two are generally pitched 

against each other due to their current nature:  

“On the one hand, we are expected to engage more with the region. On the other hand, we are also 

expected to go up in the rankings. Currently, our position is not one of the best among Dutch universities. 

There are not really many third mission activities that you would engage and that these activities would 

still contribute to your position in the rankings. Perhaps industry collaboration to some extent, but other 

than this, not really.” (Academic staff, 6) 

 

The underlying reason as pointed by the interviewed academic staff seems to be the way impact is 

accentuated within academic and policy discourse. More specifically, many interviewees pointed out to 

the way regional impact is measured and even further conceptualized by external stakeholders as the 

following statement indicate:  

“When universities argue their impact on society, you see statements like ‘for every euro invested, the 

university returned it back with two or three euro contribution’. Or that we collaborated with X number 

of firms, generated X number of start-ups…These start-ups provide jobs to X number of people…. This 

is because national and regional stakeholders want the impact to be visible and quantifiable. I think this 

determines the type of regional engagement activities the university chooses” (Top Management, 8). 

 

Furthermore, there was a discontent about the way global league tables impacted universities’ regional 

engagement and the broader third mission:  

“In academia, we had a debate that the third mission is narrowly understood and there are many other 

activities universities can engage. Instead of solving it, I think rankings exacerbated this problem by 

putting so much emphasis on things that are quantitatively measured.” (Academic staff, 11). 

 

 
6 UC-Pori website, http://www.ucpori.fi, accessed 12th November 2018.    
7 https://www.utwente.nl/en/organisation/facts-and-figures/rankings/#most-entrepreneurial-university  
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The negative impact of rankings on regional contribution is felt quite strongly in universities that are not 

only regionally focused but also research-intensive and global-oriented simultaneously such as UT. This 

is manifested by gradual shift of organizational focus from regional relevance to global excellence. More 

specifically, the league tables put emphasis on highly cited research outputs, which is usually the result 

of delving into universal research topics that have global relevance and are conducted via international 

collaboration. This occasionally results in academic staff working on topics that are of international 

value instead of specifically regionally relevant research and prioritising such research activities over 

regional engagement. Nevertheless, interviewees, particularly those who have been in the university for 

a long time, have expressed that this particular shift existed before rankings, albeit much less severely:  

“We had this dilemma [world-class vs regionally oriented] even before the league tables emerged. They 

intensified it and speeded it up the process [towards the world-class] I think what needs to be addressed 

first is the increasing competition between universities”. (Administrative staff, 3).  

 

LINCOLN 

The University of Lincoln has identified its major priorities through its Strategic Plan 2016-21 (UoL, 

2016) which identifies five main principles. These refer to regional engagement only obliquely as part 

of promoting enterprise and innovation, employer engagement, and the contribution of graduates to 

society. Whilst there is no explicit mention of league tables, there are a number of measures of success 

which identify indicators that do contribute to league tables: student satisfaction, increasing income, 

graduate employment, a ‘step-change improvement in any research assessment framework’, increasing 

high quality national and international research collaborations, improved citations, consultancy income 

and spin outs, and improving staff-student ratios. Meanwhile the university management watch closely 

the UK rankings and are quick to celebrate any improvement. 

 

Most of the interviewed academics from the University of Lincoln were familiar with the expectations 

of the national research excellence framework (REF) and the UK HE landscapes, and how they may 

hinder successful implementation of regional engagement activities. Many of the researchers thought 

that regional engagement is valued within the university only “as long as it fits within the university's 

research profile. --So, we, for example, have to constantly show how our research is going to fit into the 

REF in the UK”. (UoL, Researcher 2). This may decrease academic personnel’s motivation to get 

involved with regional engagement activities, because of “pressures from teaching and paper writing 

and REF” (UoL, Researcher 12), unless the researchers have individual interest towards such activities 

beyond indicators of ‘academic excellence’. Even in the latter case, some academics did not feel that 

the university management supports such efforts, even though the UoL has a strategic aim to build 

research on regional needs:  

“I am trying to do all these what I think is a very important work that actually will make, will generate 

social and economic impact. I feel that -- instead of supporting me they (line managers) try to prevent 

me of being successful (in engagement).-- if they do not give me the time (from teaching) bought out 

for this (engagement activity through external funds), it is an obstacle.” (UoL, Researcher 14). 

 

“--The Golden Triangle and all that and, that has been difficult for regional universities. -- if you strip 

the research out of regional universities then you damage the local economies so they are (higher 

education policies) now much more balance back to the idea that they should be thinking about 

regional identity and so on. I think seeking to support research excellence which is aligned with 

regional needs clearly makes sense.” (UoL, Management 1). 

 

One of the key drivers to engage with regional development was generating external funding from these 

sources, which is not, however, uncomplicated:  “I think the big challenges in terms of regional 

engagement are how university funding --works. So, it is inevitable that activity is driven in any 

organization by what is funded. -- the lion's share of university funding comes from --through teaching 

or research grants and therefore sort of by definition that is where most of your focus has to go. You 

need to deliver the things you’re funded for.” (UoL, Management 1). However, regionally funded 

initiatives do not automatically support international networking or profile-building, which were 

considered to be important for rankings:  
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“It is important for extending our international networks and visibility, which to a university like 

Lincoln, I think you when look at globally rankings, we're very poor because we  are new and where we 

do not have that international exposure. So, I think those are the strategic reasons. I would love to say 

it is because universities really should be delivering high quality research and impact. But I think, you 

know, I think it is much more about playing the game and then  you hope that through playing the game 

in the way you set up, the research and the impact and the real value will follow.” (UoL, Researcher 4). 

 

“On the other side, the university assisting in regional development funding, is partially driven, or 

wholly driven, by what would happen in the research excellence framework, the REF. Will it produce a 

four-star paper? Well, if  - first step back to what I have just said - if you do something for industry and 

(they) might not publicise it so, there is no four-star paper.”(UoL, Researcher 8). 

 

Also, conducting research that is limited to a certain regional context might not be attractive for 

academics, as rooting university’s activities too much in the local needs can have a negative impact on 

both academic career development and research excellence: 

“I have done a lot of Lincolnshire based research and I feel myself becoming Mrs Lincolnshire 

sometimes. And a lot of academics are looking global although, you know, they want to be the world 

expert in this. And so, they do not see the appeal necessarily of working on a project with local SMEs 

because it feels too parochial perhaps.” (UoL, Researcher 12).  

 

Furthermore, the regional funding authorities from Greater Lincolnshire Local Enterprise Partnership 

confirmed, that finding synergies between research and expected outputs is complicated in the regional 

development projects, e.g., funded through Structural Funds: “And I think where the sticking points will 

be for that particular project, giving an example, is the research elements which do not have a direct 

coherent link to outcomes that are expected--.”(GLLEP, 1). 

 

UC-PORI 

UC-Pori’s strategy for 2021-2025 highlights three key areas to strengthen multidisciplinary and 

impactful collaboration, education, and research activities in the region and beyond. It focuses on 

profiling of the university consortium within the Satakunta region, increasing its visibility, impact and 

cooperation with regional stakeholders (UC-Pori, 2020). However, the strategy is a one-page document 

only stating the values, mission, and vision of the consortium, but not how these are achieved or 

measured. In practice, as also mentioned as part of the profiling activities, UC-Pori’s activities are 

heavily guided by the strategies of the parent universities, whereas the role of the university consortium 

is not mentioned in any of the parent university’s strategic plans. Although the societal role and 

interaction with different stakeholder groups were emphasised in parent universities’ strategies, the 

quality and impact of university operations were perceived mainly through research and education. 

Furthermore, their aim towards global research excellence was explicitly stated. 

 

Both the parent universities and the local management raised the issue of performance-based indicators 

defining the amount of state funding allocated to universities in Finland, which do not directly encourage 

regional engagement activities. These indicators are widely based on traditional education and research 

outputs, indeed steering the focus towards international research excellence, e.g., through research 

funding and highly-ranked journal articles. All parent universities had a strategic focus to increase the 

volume of research funding, also in remote campuses, and to push them towards the EU framework 

programme funds. Considering challenges related to regional engagement activities, which in the case 

of UC-Pori are mainly funded through Structural Funds of EU Cohesion Policy, one of the main issues 

is that locally funded R&D does not count as ‘research funding’, which can “obviously be frustrating 

for academics” (UTU, Admin 5). As an exception, UTU had an aim to develop institutional impact 

indicators for engagement activities to make these (regional) initiatives more visible, which was, overall, 

considered to be very challenging:  

“How can we measure (the impact of) engagement activities? It is not easy, and if it would be up to me, 

then I would only look at STEM but there are so many different ways to interact and engage ---journal 

articles are not a great indicator because they can be published years after the activity ---and businesses 

do not necessarily share openly if they have adapted results from joint R&D activities. Maybe it would 
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be easier to track down social innovations as they are often developed together with public 

actors”.(TUT, Management 3). 

 

On the other hand, the top management of the parent universities prioritised international prestige, and 

were cautious that “—too much enthusiasms towards local activities (within university consortia) might 

damage the scientific quality.” (UTA, Management 3). This view was widely shared by the top 

management of the parent universities: 

 “All research, despite the source funding-- will be measured globally through publications. –There is 

no ‘regional’ research-- but the results must be applicable elsewhere too.”(UC-Pori, Management 2). 

“The ambition should be tied to internationally recognised research – I get that it is also important to 

develop regions – but I do not think it is in the core of academia.” (UTA, Management 4). 

 

In general, UC-Pori’s regional development initiatives, typically SF projects, were not based on cutting-

edge technology, but their aim was to transfer existing results. These kinds of ‘capacity building’ 

projects, again, may not strive for research excellence.  

“The goals (of SF projects) are quite modest from the university’s point of view. If we just focus on 

serving the SMEs, it is just transferring existing knowledge and there is no time to develop anything 

new.” (TUT, Management 3). 

 

Although the Finnish university consortia have a specific mission to serve their regions as written in  the 

University Act, in practice, the interviewees confirmed these remote units in peripheral areas follow 

their parent universities’ strategies and are thus forced to balance between their regional engagement 

mission and delivering high-quality research outputs for gaining international reputation. The many 

organisational changes within parent universities of the UC-Pori had not reinforced the regional 

engagement within the UC-Pori units, but rather highlighted the policy push towards (global) research 

excellence. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study, we explored how rankings may inhibit universities’ broader regional contributions and 

societal engagement. We found out that while rankings do not directly prevent universities from regional 

engagement, they have an impact on how regional engagement and the overall third mission is 

perceived, operationalized, and evaluated. Our findings demonstrate that there was a general implicit 

acceptance by university management and by academic staff that the rankings provided measures of 

quality, in that the universities sought to use and respond to those rankings.  

 

The nature of the rankings used by universities differed so that whilst Twente were focused on the main 

global rankings and this drove research strategy, Lincoln was more focused on the UK Research 

Excellence Framework (REF), as this drove research income, but also on UK-based newspaper league 

tables which emphasised teaching performance, which were felt to influence undergraduate applications. 

Success measures such as Modern University of the Year in the Times/Sunday Times Guide, and Gold 

rating in the Teaching Excellence Framework are prominent on the website and social media. By 

emphasising these rankings with a primary focus on teaching and research, there was an implicit 

acceptance that regional engagement was less important, even though it was acknowledged as an 

important objective of the university. Regardless of the prioritisation of engagement, the funding for 

teaching and research was much more significant to the university and was directly affected by the 

performance on the main rankings. Consequently, universities included the aim to improve on their 

rankings in their strategies and sought to use indicators relating to rankings as targets. So, researchers 

reported a focus on international excellence in research over regional engagement. 

 

Where regional engagement was evaluated, there was a tendency for this to be done in terms of simple 

measures focused on business links and income. Even though regional engagement was acknowledged 

to be a good thing, the benefits were often couched in terms of quantifiable economic benefits, and the 

advantages to the university in research and teaching. Funding was a key measure used by the 

universities, even if funding was a poor indicator of the benefit to the community. Those researchers 

that were keen to work with the local community often faced these tensions, and in some cases felt that 
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a regional focus was career-limiting, that they could see faster promotion and better opportunities by 

playing the game and doing what the university needed to raise its reputation via the rankings. 

 

The suggestion that rankings of universities have an impact on their contribution to regional 

development and the third mission appears to have some merit, and in these three cases there was a view 

expressed by academic researchers that there is certainly conflict between the objectives of regional 

engagement and success in rankings. The relationship is complex though and may often be perceived 

more as a conflict by researchers than by senior managers, inasmuch as researchers receive what they 

see as conflicting signals. It is certainly the case though that universities tend to see the prime indicators 

behind rankings as signs of quality and hence seek to manage their performance in rankings as a way of 

attracting students and funding, especially when governments use rankings or similar indicators as 

drivers of funding. 

 

The three universities examined here were all institutions with considerable regional commitments and 

were not institutions with very high positions in the global rankings. Thus, whilst they potentially had 

something to gain from enhancing their position in the rankings, they had made commitments to regional 

partners and to their own staff on their regional engagement. The staff interviewed in all three cases felt 

that there was a perceived tension in that university management was asking for increased international 

research performance and that regional projects were seen as less desirable in that respect. In all three 

cases it was national expectations that mattered more than the international rankings, but these were still 

expressed in terms of global research excellence. 

 

It is clear that university strategies are not unnaturally being driven by funding priorities and as national 

governments seek to reward excellence, then research performance is an uncontroversial measure of 

excellence which rankings also tend to emphasise. Teaching income is usually driven by student 

numbers, especially fee-paying international students in the cases of the UK and Netherlands 

(significantly higher fees than their national/EU counterparts), and these students are also assumed to 

be following the rankings, and indeed success follows success as internationalisation is one of the 

metrics used by the rankings. Regional engagement is rarely built into rankings and even when done so 

is so narrowly drawn as to focus on the benefits to the university in terms of income from industry or 

spin off firms established to commercialise university knowledge, thereby reinforcing a research 

excellence-led view. 

 

The rankings, however, are not the main cause of this problem, although they do contribute by making 

selected metrics visible. The real problem is the emergence of a culture of global competition in higher 

education, actively promoted by governments, which puts research excellence at the heart of their 

support for universities, even whilst simultaneously calling for greater regional contribution. The 

solution is not to add a few new metrics to the rankings to include regional engagement in the assessment 

of quality, as the metrics used would typically capture a particular form of research-led engagement 

whilst failing to capture much socially oriented and pro bono activity. Instead, a far more inclusive and 

sophisticated understanding of regional engagement is needed with institutions being rewarded for the 

impacts they have on local society, both through third stream funding and through mainstream research 

funds. 

 

Lastly, we want to emphasize that this is a multiple case study of regional-oriented universities situated 

within European context. Further studies should thus uncover whether and how rankings influence 

regional engagement of higher education institutions located in other parts of the world as well as 

universities that characterize themselves as global and world-class. 
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Abstract 

This study investigates the accomplishments of national initiatives for building research universities in South Korea. Focusing 

on the top six research universities, it analyses whether they have achieved world-class university status in terms of three 

dimensions: sufficient research funding, talented human resources, and shared governance and academic freedom. Through 

government initiatives such as the Brain Korea 21 project, the Korean government actively invests in university research 

because of its importance to the country’s economic development. As a result, the research productivity of Korean universities 

has grown immensely. This study’s findings suggest, however, that despite this rapid growth and strong financial support, 

Korean research universities are still lacking in terms of the quality of their doctoral education and have not yet achieved shared 

academic governance and a culture of academic freedom. The study concludes that Korean research universities still have 

challenges to overcome before they can be considered truly world-class universities 

 

Keywords: Research university, research funding, talented human resources, shared governance, academic freedom, South 

Korea 

 
Introduction 

Worldwide, the notion of “world-class universities” has affected many countries’ higher education 

policies and led to research universities embracing strategies to gain high positions in international 

university rankings (Deem, Mok, & Lucas, 2008; Hazelkorn, 2015; Shin & Kehm, 2013). Asian higher 

education is no exception, especially in South Korea (hereafter, Korea). Korea has shown remarkable 

achievements in education (Lee, Kim, & Adams, 2010), and the idea of “post-secondary education for 

all” is closer to reality in Korea than in any other country (Grubb, Sweet, Gallagher, & Tuomi, 2006, p. 

16). In addition, the Korean government has, for decades, invested heavily in research and development 

(R&D) through university-based research funding projects (Shin & Jang, 2013). One of the most famous 

government initiatives to strengthen university research is the Brain Korea 21 (BK21) project. The 

motivation of the BK21 project is to improve the global competitiveness of Korean universities and to 

restructure university systems (Shin, 2009). Such policy initiatives have been successful in leading to 

the emergence of strong research universities in the Korean higher education system. Through these 

policy initiatives, the research performance of Korean research universities has grown significantly at a 

time when increased research competitiveness is being emphasized in international comparative 

research and global rankings (NRF, 2019; Teichler, Arimoto, & Cummings, 2013). However, Korean 

research universities still may face challenges to becoming competitive world-class universities (Kim & 

Cho, 2014), and whether they have succeeded is open to question (Shin & Lee, 2015). One of the main 

issues for Korean research universities is their reliance on external policy involvement and strong 

government-led policies. Furthermore, just because a university is at the top of the international 

university rankings does not necessarily mean that it is the best in all aspects (Altbach, 2004). A truly 

world-class university must be able to demonstrate not only academic achievement but affective 
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achievement (e.g., intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy), talented human resources, academic freedom, 

shared governance, and a well-established academic culture (Kim & Cho, 2014). 

 

This review article aims to examine the accomplishments and challenges of Korean research universities 

in terms of important characteristics of world-class universities. The study focuses on how Korean 

research universities have developed under government-driven and growth-oriented policies and the 

specific challenges they face on the road to becoming world-class universities. 

 

National Initiatives for Building Research Universities in South Korea 

The Korean government designed systems for R&D to efficiently support national economic 

development (Kim, 1997). Given the country’s scarce natural resources, R&D and human resources are 

the main drivers of economic development in Korea (Adams, 2010; Kim & Cho, 2014). The government 

has strengthened education in science and engineering, and as part of this effort, the Korea Advanced 

Institute of Science and Technology (KAIST) was launched in 1971 and the Pohang University of 

Science and Technology (POSTECH) was established in 1986. The Korea Science Foundation initiated 

projects to promote excellent research groups such as the Science Research Center (SRC), the 

Engineering Research Center (ERC), and the Regional Cooperation Research Center (RRC) during the 

1990s. The demand for talent to carry out creative research activities has continued to increase, and 

universities continue to fulfill important functions for national economic development (Lee et al., 2010). 

The number of students in higher education rapidly increased during the 1980s and 1990s, from 402,979 

students in 1980 to 1,040,166 in 1990 to 1,665,398 in 2000 (MOE & KESS, 2019). The number of 

universities also expanded following the Kim Young-Sam administration’s 5.31 Education Reform in 

1995, from 131 in 1990 to 161 in 2000. Figure 1 shows the increase in student numbers at Korean 

universities between 1980 and 2019. 

 

 
Figure 1. Increase in numbers of undergraduate and graduate students in Korea, 1980–2019 

Data source: MOE & KESS, 2019 

 

Government initiatives emphasize basic research and the training of human resources at universities 

(Ministry of Science & ICT, 2017). For instance, the BK21 project, launched in 1999 and currently in 

its fourth stage, aims to cultivate high-quality professional manpower, secure research performance, and 

foster graduate schools with international competitiveness. The first phase of the BK21 project spent 

KRW 1.3 trillion to support 438 project groups at 72 universities from 1999 to 2005. The second phase 

spent KRW 1.8 trillion in supporting 568 project groups at 74 universities from 2006 to 2012. In its third 

phase, the BK21 project merged with the World-Class University Project (2008–2012), which aimed to 

recruit internationally renowned faculty members, build innovative educational and research 
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environments, and further enhance the international competitiveness of Korea’s universities (Byun, Jon, 

& Kim, 2012). From 2013 to 2020, the third phase of the BK21 project spent KRW 1.9 trillion and 

supported 522 project groups at 65 universities. The BK21 project is now in its fourth phase, during 

which it plans to invest KRW 2.9 trillion to support 562 project groups at 68 universities from 2020 to 

2027 (MOE, 2019; 2020). To date, the BK21 project is the longest running and most successful project 

to enhance the global competitiveness of Korean universities (Shin, 2009). It has led to improving the 

research productivity of Korean universities, and as a result, the number of Science Citation Index (SCI)-

level journal articles published by faculty members participating in the BK21 project increased 

significantly from 4,392 in 1999 to 24,968 in 2017 (MOE, 2019). The numbers of master’s and doctoral 

students almost doubled between 1995 and 2000: from 93,993 to 197,436 master’s students, and from 

18,735 to 32,001 doctoral students (MOE & KESS, 2019). The BK21 project has changed the landscape 

of Korean universities by increasing the competitiveness of university research, enhancing graduate 

schools, and pushing top universities to shift toward a research orientation (Shin, 2009; Shin & Lee, 

2015). 

 

Outcomes of Research University Initiatives in South Korea 

Through governmental policy involvement and funding, the research capability of Korean research 

systems has grown enormously. This increased research capability is reflected in international 

comparative studies and global rankings. For example, a 2013 study on the Changing Academic 

Profession (CAP) project reported that the research productivity of Korean academics per professor was 

the highest among the 19 countries that participated (Teichler et al., 2013). In 2019, Korea ranked 12th 

in the world in Science Citation Index (SCI) publications and 13th in number of citations (KISTEP & 

KAIST, 2020). The number of SCI journal papers published by Korean researchers in that year was 

69,618, up 8.47% from the previous year (i.e., 64,179 in 2018; NRF, 2019). Twenty top Korean 

universities accounted for 42.4% of all of the 2019 journal publications from Korean institutions, with 

Seoul National University producing the largest number of SCI journal publications (4,372 based on 

first author or corresponding author, 8,289 based on co-author; KISTEP & KAIST, 2020). Figure 2 

shows the increase in publications from Korean researchers between 2005 and 2019. 

 

The number of research institutes affiliated with universities increased by 12.5% from 4,528 in 2014 to 

5,092 in 2018, and the number of full-time researchers in university-affiliated research institutes 

increased by 36.8% from 2,794 in 2014 to 3,822 in 2018 (NRF, 2019). 

 

 
Figure 2. Increase in international publications by Korean researchers, 2005–2019 

Data source: KISTEP & KAIST, 2020 

 

According to the Times Higher Education (THE) World University Rankings, the number of Korean 

universities ranking in the top 200 grew from four (Seoul National University, SNU; Korea Advanced 
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Institute of Science and Technology, KAIST; Pohang University of Science and Technology, 

POSTECH; and Yonsei University) in 2011 to six (the previous four plus Korea University and 

Sungkyunkwan University, SKKU) in 2020. Table 1 presents status data on these six research 

universities. 

 

Table 1. Top Six Research Universities in South Korea, 2020 

University 

Number of 

full-time 

faculty 

members 

Number of students Number of SCI 

journal 

publications  

2019 

Third-party funded 

research funding per 

professor  

(KRW 1,000) 

THE 

ranking 

2020 
Undergraduate Graduate 

SNU 2,256 16,608 11,205 4,372 217,217.2 64 

SKKU 1,487 19,310 7,790 2,429 194,653.2 89 

KAIST 634 3,766 6,738 1,748 623,739.6 110 

POSTECH 291 1,422 2,159 854 504,493.5 146 

Korea 1,477 20,822 8,758 2,279 199,041.1 179 

Yonsei 1,724 17,825 11,100 3,038 225,314.9 197 

Note: Number of SCI journal publications is based on first author or corresponding author. 

Data sources: KISTEP & KAIST, 2020; www.academyinfo.go.kr; www.snu.ac.kr; www.skku.edu; www.kaist.ac.kr; 

www.postech.ac.kr; www.korea.ac.kr; www.yonsei.ac.kr 

 

Research Universities in Korea: Globally Competitive? 

The BK21 project was successful in supporting university research and the emergence of research 

universities (Shin & Lee, 2015). But, as Shin and Lee (2015, p. 192) pointed out, “there is still 

controversy over whether the newly emerged research universities in Korea are truly competitive, and 

whether they are sustainable in the long run because the rapid growth of research performance has been 

mainly obtained through external policy intervention.”  

 

This paper addresses the question of whether today’s Korean research universities are truly world-class 

universities by assessing them in terms of a set of specific characteristics. While the concept of the 

world-class university has become embedded in higher education policies and strategies, its definition 

remains ambiguous (Deem et al., 2008; Huisman, 2008; Yang, Yang, & Wang, 2021; Yang & Welch, 

2012). This is partly because the definition varies depending on focus and perspective (Huang, 2015). 

However, they do share some common characteristics (Altbach, 2009; Salmi, 2009), of which the most 

basic is that they are research universities (Altbach & Balan, 2007). Lee (2013) suggested that a world-

class university must be research-intensive, resource-intensive, and technologically smart, and have 

institutional autonomy and high-level internationalization. Shin and Kehm (2013), focusing on the East 

Asian context, emphasized world-class universities’ global competitiveness, value orientation for 

humanity, and primary goal of teaching and research. Altbach (2009) described world-class universities 

as having the most funding from public resources, fulfilling multiple functions, being resource-intensive, 

and having the best students and professors. Salmi (2009) proposed that the three critical factors are 

flexible governance, sufficient research funding, and talented human resources. Drawing on these 

previous studies, this study reviews research universities in Korea in terms of three main factors: 

sufficient research funding, talented human resources, and shared governance and academic freedom.  

 

Sufficient Research Funding 

The Korean government actively supports the economy and research development with large 

investments in R&D. According to the 2018 Main Science and Technology Indicators, gross domestic 

expenditure on R&D (GERD) as a percentage of GDP is 4.52% in Korea. This figure is relatively very 

high (see Figure 3); for example, the corresponding numbers are 2.42% for the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and 2.07% for the European Union (27 countries). 

In Korea, while most of these resources for research are used by private companies (80.29%) and public 

research institutes (10.07%), a substantial portion goes to universities (8.22%). The newly emerged 

research-focused universities receive most of the competition-based research grants given to universities 

by the Korean government. For instance, for 2012, Shin and Lee (2015) examined public research 

funding to 212 universities and found that the research universities received 37.2%. Similarly, in the 

United States, about 150 research-focused universities obtain about 80% of competitive research grants 

from public resources (e.g., Altbach, 2009). Shin and Lee (2015) concluded that, considering the amount 
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of research funding as share of GDP and the concentration of resources, selective research-focused 

universities have a well-developed financial foundation in Korea.  

 

Nevertheless, coordination between the different types of research—pure, applied, and developmental 

research—may or may not be ideal from an international comparative perspective as shown in Figure 4. 

Korea, like China and Singapore, invests a great deal in applied and developmental research, and 

relatively little in pure research. The heavy emphasis on applied and developmental research and on 

short-term results can translate to a weak foundation for research universities and the discouragement 

of pure and/or long-term research.  

 

 
Figure 3. Gross domestic expenditure on R&D (GERD) as a percentage of GDP, 2018 

Data source: https://stats.oecd.org 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Percentage of gross domestic expenditure on R&D by type of R&D in higher education 

sectors of six OECD countries, 2018 
Data source: https://stats.oecd.org 
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Talented Human Resources  

The admission process to enter top universities in Korea is highly competitive; only very high achievers 

in the National Assessment for College Admission are admitted to undergraduate programs at the top-

ranked universities. Research universities, therefore, have highly talented students in their 

undergraduate programs. The so-called SKY universities (Seoul National, Korea, and Yonsei) have long 

been the three most prestigious in the country. KAIST and POSTECH are top science and technology 

universities, and SKKU is emerging as a prestigious university with the support of the Samsung group. 

However, their graduate programs are not as competitive as their undergraduate programs because many 

Korean students prefer to do their graduate work, particularly doctoral studies, abroad (Shin & Lee, 

2015). From this point of view, Korea’s research universities are successful for their undergraduate 

programs, somewhat less successful for their master’s programs, and somewhat unsuccessful for their 

doctoral programs.  

 

Foreign students are also important resources in universities. As shown in Figure 5, the number of 

foreign students in Korean undergraduate programs went up and down between 2005 and 2014, and has 

since been increasing slightly, reaching 66,479 in 2020. On the other hand, the number of foreign 

students in graduate programs has steadily increased from 5,742 (4,023 in master’s programs, 1,719 in 

doctoral programs) in 2005 to 38,152 (24,996 in master’s programs, 13,156 in doctoral programs) in 

2020. Research universities actively recruit excellent international students, and the proportion of 

foreign students at them is relatively high, with the exception of the undergraduate programs at SNU 

and POSTECH, as shown in Table 2. 

 

 
Figure 5. Changes in the numbers of foreign students in Korea, 2005–2020 

Data source: MOE & KEDI, 2020 

 

 

The number of full-time faculty members at all Korean four-year universities has increased from 25,337 

in 1990 to 66,054 in 2020, and 87.9% of full-time faculty members have doctoral degrees (MOE & 

KEDI, 2020). Of full-time faculty members at all universities, 35.2% have doctoral degrees from foreign 

countries, while at the research universities, most of the professors have earned a Ph.D. abroad, 

especially in the United States. This is one of the interesting characteristics of Korean research 

universities. In addition, research universities have begun to aggressively hire international professors 

in recent years, but the share of foreign professors is still low. For example, at SNU, the leading 

university in Korea, foreign professors comprised only about 4.83% of all full-time faculty members in 

2020, a much lower proportion compared to the competing research universities in Singapore and Hong 

Kong.  
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Figure 6. Change in the number of full-time faculty members in Korea, 2000–2020 

Data source: MOE & KEDI, 2020 

 

 

Table 2. Internationalization in Research Universities in South Korea, 2020 

University 

Number of full-

time faculty 

members 

Number of full-

time foreign 

faculty members 

Number of students Number of foreign students  

Undergraduate Graduate 

Undergraduate 

(Training 

courses) 

Graduate 

SNU 2,256 109 (4.83%) 16,608 11,205 
226 

(725) 
1,087 

SKKU 1,487 105 (7.06%) 19,310 7,790 
2,677 

(899) 
1,516 

KAIST 634 53 (8.36%) 3,766 6,738 
309 

(39) 
546 

POSTECH 291 8 (2.75%) 1,422 2,159 
0 

(16) 
96 

Korea 1,477 111 (7.51%) 20,822 8,758 
2,154 

(981) 
597 

Yonsei 1,724 129 (7.48%) 17,825 11,100 
1,282 

(1,402) 
934 

Note: Training courses cover language training courses, exchange programs, etc. 

Data sources: www.academyinfo.go.kr; www.snu.ac.kr; www.skku.edu; www.kaist.ac.kr; www.postech.ac.kr; 

www.korea.ac.kr; www.yonsei.ac.kr 

 

 

Shared Governance and Academic Freedom 

The Korean government has tried to make universities more autonomous and accountable based on neo-

liberal policies since the mid-1990s. National universities are legally government organizations, so they 

are bound by government rules and regulations in their personnel policy, organization structure, and 

financial management. For instance, they must release self-evaluation reports and disclose university 

budget information. In the 1990s, government regulations came to be considered a stumbling block to 

university innovation, and the Korean government-initiated reforms to the governance structure to 

provide flexibility in university management, leading to policies giving universities more autonomy. 

SNU obtained independent corporation status in 2012. Among the six top research universities, the two 

national universities (SNU, KAIST) are now independent corporations, and the other four are private. 

Thus, all six top research universities in South Korea have relatively flexible governance structures 

compared to other universities (Shin & Lee, 2015). 

 

Shared governance and academic freedom are considered core components of a research university 

because academic excellence is not obtainable without academic freedom and faculty autonomy (Salmi, 
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2009). Faculty members of world-class universities are empowered to make decisions, such as when 

recruiting new faculty members and developing curricula. Because both learning and research are 

complex and unpredictable processes, they require a high degree of freedom from intellectual constraints 

to be performed effectively by higher education institutions (Schmidtlein & Berdahl, 2011). However, 

Korean research universities have a seniority-based academic culture, institutionalized during the 

country’s long history of respect for Confucian traditions (Shin & Jang, 2013; Shin & Lee, 2015). Junior 

academics are not independent of their seniors in their academic activities. The strong seniority culture 

has been reinforced by a closed disciplinary culture, where professors major in the same field from their 

undergraduate to their doctoral degree. Academic disciplines are channels for knowledge production 

and dissemination as well as for the training of younger scholars. When the discipline is the unit of 

academic training, faculty hiring and promotion, and academic activities, this situation reinforces a rigid 

hierarchy.  

 

Academic inbreeding is also associated with the strong seniority culture. The faculty inbreeding rates of 

the research universities are relatively high, especially at the three SKY universities, where over 50% 

of the faculty received their degrees from the same institution at which they now teach (Shin, Jung, & 

Lee, 2016). These high rates add to junior academics’ lack of independence in their academic activities, 

as their senior professors may well have been their professors when they were undergraduates.  

 

Nevertheless, there is a slow change occurring in academic governance and academic culture; for 

instance, a 2005 policy initiative was aimed at capping the percentage of professors who graduated from 

the same university (Shin et al., 2016). Nevertheless, Korean universities are far behind western 

universities in terms of shared academic governance and a culture of academic freedom, and how to 

change this situation is a critical challenge for the advancement of Korean research universities (Shin & 

Lee, 2015). 

 

Conclusion 

This study examined the accomplishments of Korean research universities through government-driven 

initiatives such as the BK21 project in terms of three main characteristics of world-class universities: a 

strong foundation of research funding, talented human resources, and shared governance and academic 

freedom.  

 

Korean research universities have developed under government-driven and growth-oriented policies 

based on the perspective that science should benefit national economic development. The research 

performance of Korean universities has therefore grown enormously in terms of the quantitative aspects, 

but it is aligned with industry needs and focused on applied and developmental research much more 

than is the case in other advanced countries. Although this approach of focusing on applied and 

developmental research based on the needs of industry might be efficient to quickly build research 

performance and support economic development, it also might explain why the foundation for academic 

research in Korea is relatively weak. The quality of research universities is more closely related to 

sufficient research funding, talented human resources, and shared governance and academic freedom 

than to quantitative figures on research productivity.  

 

Korean research universities have relatively sufficient research funds compared to other types of Korean 

universities, but most invest more in applied and developmental research and less in pure and basic 

research. The excessive emphasis on applied and developmental research and short-term results can lead 

to weak foundations for research universities and limit the ability of academics to conduct pure and/or 

long-term research. 

 

Korean research universities have highly talented students in their undergraduate programs, but they are 

less competitive in their doctoral programs because many talented students prefer to go abroad, 

especially to the United States, to obtain their doctoral degrees. This preference results from the history 

of the formation of research systems in Korea. The Korean government established research strategies 

to import new technologies from advanced countries and send top talented researchers abroad to study 

advanced knowledge and technology (Kim, 1997). Therefore, foreign degree holders have been 
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acclaimed in Korean academic society, and this tendency to prefer foreign degrees over domestic 

degrees has affected Korean academic culture. 

 

Korean research universities have actively recruited excellent international students and aggressively 

started hiring international professors in recent years, but the share of foreign professors and students is 

still lower than at other competing research universities in Singapore and Hong Kong. Therefore, Korean 

research universities need to strengthen their international competitiveness.  

 

Korean research universities have long played key roles in contributing to economic development 

through growth-oriented policies, but now they are faced with the need to establish the quality of their 

doctoral programs and to transition to shared governance and a culture of academic freedom to become 

genuinely competitive, world-class universities (e.g., Braxton, Luckey, & Helland, 2002; Smeby & Try, 

2005). The quality of academic work depends on academic freedom as well as funding, governance, and 

human resources because scholars are a self-motivated species; they prefer to choose their own research 

topics and develop their own ideas for their research careers (Shin & Lee, 2015).  

 

Korean research universities have enjoyed remarkable success in terms of research performance. As the 

enrolment rate for higher education is exceptionally high and research productivity has increased 

dramatically over recent decades, these universities have the potential to improve the quality of their 

systems. Based on their quantitative performance, Korean research universities are well-positioned to 

turn their efforts to improving their doctoral education systems and bringing in a more open academic 

culture that supports scholars’ initiative.  
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Abstract 

I compare the historical origins and current conceptions of university autonomy and academic freedom in Latin America and 

the US. I argue that the core distinction between the US and Latin America is the locus of autonomy. In the US, university 

autonomy is a bottom-up consequence of the academic freedom of the professors. Autonomy is the academic freedom of the 

university as a community of scholars. In Latin America, conversely, academic freedom is understood top-down as a 

consequence of the institutional autonomy of the university. Academic freedom is vested in the university, and the freedom of 

the faculty derives from that of the university. I explore the historical origins of this variance and the shortcomings of the Latin 

American version of autonomy: its blurring of the unique knowledge-based service of universities to society and the lack of 

scholarship on academic freedom in the region it begets. 

 

Keywords: United States of America, AAUP, Cordoba, university reform 

 
Introduction 

About 15 years ago, Álvaro Romo de la Rosa, then at the US Hispanic Association of Colleges and 

Universities, published a paper comparing the notions of autonomy and academic freedom current in 

the US and the Latin American context. He noted that:  
In spite of the numerous books and articles written on the subject, there remains considerable 

confusion regarding the very meaning of the terms' university autonomy' and 'academic freedom' 

(…). The confusion exists in great part due to the variety of meanings and interpretations given to 

these concepts. This polysemy is often rooted not only in the diverse historical and cultural 

circumstances represented in each distinct region of the world regarding these concepts and their 

development, but, perhaps more importantly, on the different and even opposed ideological positions 

of the authors or scholars who write about them. (Romo de la Rosa, 2007, p. 275). 

 

Romo de la Rosa states the problem, correctly, as I shall argue, as one emerging from the historical 

differences in the emergence of the notion of academic freedom and autonomy between The US and 

Latin America. However, he does not elaborate on those differences, except for recounting the relevance 

of the Córdoba movement of university reform (1918) for the current concept of university autonomy 

in Latin America.  

 

Rather, he sees the debate on autonomy in Latin America, unlike in the US, as one hinging upon the 

reluctance of scholars in public universities to acknowledge the private sector of higher education as an 

equal. There is some truth to this contention in the sense that university autonomy in Latin America is, 

for juridical reasons, different in public universities and private institutions (Bernasconi, 2018). But in 

my view, he misses the most important differences, rooted in history, between the conceptions of 

autonomy in Latin America and in the US. 
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I shall argue here that the core distinction between the US and Latin America is the locus of autonomy, 

that is, where it resides. In the US, university autonomy is a consequence of the academic freedom of 

the professors. The locus of academic freedom is the professor, and autonomy is, then, the projection of 

that freedom onto the university. Autonomy is the academic freedom of the university as a community 

of scholars. In Latin America, conversely, academic freedom is understood as a consequence of the 

university's institutional autonomy. The locus of autonomy is the university, and the freedom of the 

faculty derives from that vested in the university. 

 

In this paper, I take Romo de la Rosa's inquiry into the present by examining more recent writings on 

academic freedom and autonomy coming from the Latin American region. My intent is to show how the 

core difference between autonomy in the US and Latin America is where it resides or to whom it is 

vested. 

 

For reasons that will become apparent later on, autonomy in the context of Latin America cannot be 

written about without reference to the Córdoba movement of 1918. The ideological and symbolic force 

of the Córdoba reforms influences the Latin American discourse about the university to this day. Given 

that Córdoba is generally understood as the birthplace of autonomy in Latin America, it is obligatory to 

start our account with that event. 

 

However, the Córdoba movement has been mythologized to a point where the current narrative about it 

has lost much resemblance with what really happened at the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba in 1918. 

Therefore, a reconstruction of what the student protests in Córdoba were about is necessary to set our 

inquiry onto autonomy in the right track. 

 

Fortunately, that work has been done in a well-sourced but forgotten paper by Mark van Aken (1971). 

Forgotten indeed: the hundredth anniversary of the Córdoba reform brought us a good number of 

scholarly works on the legacy of Córdoba. I searched the Scopus database for recent articles on the 

Córdoba reform and the Córdoba movement, and found that not one of the more relevant papers retrieved 

reference van Aken (Abba & Streck, 2021; Carreño, 2020; Buchbinder, 2018; Donoso & Contreras 

2017; Tcach & Iribarne 2019; Moraga Valle, 2014; Hoyos Vásquez, 2012; Navarro, 2012). The only 

exception is Natalia Milanesio’s (2005) historical study of the generation that carried out the reform, 

from a gender perspective. 

 

It is worth, then, recuperating the events of Córdoba as they happened instead of resorting to the myth 

that was construed in the decades that followed it. This is important not just to set the record straight but 

because the Córdoba reform was pointedly not about autonomy.  

 

In what follows, I first summarize the findings by van Aken (1971) to lay the historical groundwork for 

my argument. I then move on to illustrate how recent statements and scholarly works on autonomy 

coming from the Latin American region draw from the notion that academic freedom is a by-product of 

university autonomy. This perspective is then contrasted with that of the US as expounded by US 

scholars of academic freedom. I close the paper by exploring these differences in perspectives on 

autonomy and submitting an explanatory hypothesis of the root cause of the diverging conceptual 

itineraries of both university communities. 

 

Methodologically, this is a selective literature review. It is selective in the sense that it is not exhaustive. 

An exhaustive review of the enormous literatures bearing on my subject, which have accumulated over 

a century, is impossible within the limits of an article. Rather, I present selected works that bear on my 

central thesis on the different loci of autonomy in the two models under comparison. If my argument is 

wrong, the burden shall be on others to contradict me if other pertinent works point to a different 

direction. 

 

As shall be apparent later on, in my view, the Latin American concept of autonomy, compared to that 

of the US, is a hindrance for nuanced explorations of the perennial and newer issues arising from the 

ideals of academic freedom.  
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From a comparativist point of view, it may seem odd to compare one country to an entire region. 

However, US higher education is influential as a model beyond the boundaries of one country. In turn, 

Latin American higher education, notwithstanding national variation, is nonetheless highly 

homogeneous concerning the matter of this article.  

 

The Absence of Autonomy in Córdoba Movement of 1918 

The main point of the van Aken (1971) piece is to demonstrate that most, if not all of the demands of 

the students striking in the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba in 1918 had been articulated previously at 

the First International Congress of American Students in Montevideo, Uruguay, a decade earlier. 

 

The aspirations for reform of the Córdoba students, as recounted by van Aken (1971, p. 460), were as 

follows: 
(1) Representation of students, along with alumni and professors, on university councils (…); (2) 

selection of professors by competition with student participation, professors to serve limited terms 

subject to review (…); (3) complete elimination of required attendance (…); (4) curriculum reform 

to include new courses in art, physical education, and social science (…); (5) improvement of the 

quality of teaching by means of docencia libre, i.e., more than one professor teaching one course 

(…); (6) university extension and night courses for workers (…); (7) social welfare for students (…); 

and (8) university education without fees or tuition (…). 

  

In van Aken’s account, a comparison between the reform program emerging from the 1908 First 

International Congress of American Students (and subsequent congresses of the kind previous to 1918), 

and goals of the Córdoba reform shows that "the ideas of the 'Cordoba movement' constituted no more 

than a refinement and evolution of the program elaborated in the Montevideo Congress" (van Aken, 

1971, p. 460). The only programmatic novelty was point 8 above, free tuition.  

 

More to the point of this article, note that autonomy is not part of the Córdoba program. Nor was it 

present in its Montevideo predecessor. The sole item in the list that somewhat alludes to university 

governance is point 1 above, the representation of students, alumni, and professors on university 

governing councils, thereafter, known as cogobierno (co-governance) and vastly introduced in the 

governing structures of public universities in Latin America in the ensuing decades.  

 

In fact, so much was Córdoba not about autonomy that the rioting students called upon de Argentine 

federal government in Buenos Aires to intervene in the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba to solve the 

impasse with the university authorities and faculty. 

 

Further, the Córdoba reform could not have been a cry for academic freedom, at least not the academic 

freedom of the professors, as it was a movement against the professoriate. As van Aken recalls (1971), 

through the 1900s and 1910s, there was student's restlessness across many universities in the region 

directed at the faculty's outdated teaching and examination practices and the oligarchical concentration 

of power among rectors, deans, and conservative sector of the professoriate. Students became 

increasingly intent on modernizing curricula, introducing freedom to choose courses and professors, 

abolishing mandatory attendance, revising the system of year-end oral examinations, and instituting 

periodic evaluation of faculty performance instead of lifelong appointments. Access to teaching 

positions, they argued, ought to be provided after open contest of applicants instead of direct 

appointments by faculty or deans.  

 

What caused the 1918 crisis in Córdoba was the stubborn opposition of the University's leadership to 

the reforms demanded by the students and the student's deployment of forceful acts of protest to break 

the stalemate. Córdoba was first not in demanding change in outmoded curricula, rote teaching, and 

unqualified professors, but in students' willingness to strike, occupy university buildings, and clash with 

the police to buttress their claims. It was these methods that made the fame of the Córdoba movement, 

together with the sense of epic of the protesters, much more than the content of their demands. 
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Insistence of student participation in governance was more a matter of practical expedience than of 

principle: only through students' role in governance would the reforms have a chance to be actually 

enacted. The power of the professors would have to be curtailed for the winds of change to enter the 

university. 

 

Córdoba did spark a wave of reform initiatives led by students' associations and national and regional 

students' congresses throughout the region (Abba & Streck, 2021; Buchbinder, 2018). Eventually, the 

notion of university autonomy, tightly coupled with student participation in university governance, 

became commonplace in the reform menu (Donoso Romo, 2020; Tünnerman, 2008). In turn, 

governments granted autonomy to public universities since the 1920s and into the 1950s, in legislation 

sponsored by progressive governments or by not so progressive ones forced by university activism 

(Tünnerman, 2008). 

 

I turn next to the notion of autonomy current in the Latin American discourse about the university. 

 

University Autonomy: The Latin American Version 

 

On the occasion of the hundredth anniversary of the Córdoba movement, the UNESCO International 

Institute for Higher Education in Latin America and the Caribbean (IESALC, for its acronym in Spanish) 

convened the III Regional Conference on Higher Education (CRES 2018) in Córdoba, Argentina. CRES 

2018 was attended by over 3,000 regional actors of higher education: scholars, administrators, students 

and student organizations, professional associations, unions, government agencies, and non-government 

organizations (UNESCO IESALC, 2018a, p. 25).  

 

The event's final Declaration (UNESCO IESALC, 2018b, p. 32) has this to say about the notion of 

autonomy: 
The autonomy that is being demanded is that which allows the university to exercise its critical and 

proactive role vis-à-vis society, without restrictions and limits imposed by the governments of the 

day, religious beliefs, the market or particular interests. The defense of university autonomy is an 

inescapable and highly relevant responsibility in Latin America and the Caribbean and is, at the 

same time, a defense of the university's social commitment. (p. 50). 

 

The higher education to be created should fulfill its cultural and ethical calling with full autonomy 

and freedom; thus, contributing to practical, political definitions which shall influence the changes 

needed and desired by our communities. Higher education should be the emblematic institution 

symbol of the national critical awareness of our Latin American and Caribbean region. (p. 35). 

 

The results of debates and discussions on university autonomy must have an impact on its legal 

status and should be developed within the framework of the Constitution of each of the region's 

countries. 

The processes of design, formulation, and application of higher education public policies must 

guarantee academic and financial autonomy and, consequently, the sustainability of higher 

education institutions. (p. 47). 

 

Autonomy is an essential condition if the institutions are to play a critical proactive role in the 

society. This is based on the right to have access to decision making, to representation and full 

democratic participation expressed in the co-governance as well as in the 

transparency and accountability of their actions. (p. 49) 

 

The Declaration is worth citing in length because it represents today's conceptions of the regional higher 

education community about autonomy and the role it plays in the social mission of the university. Also, 

it is quite telling about the point we are making in this article: academic freedom is nowhere to be seen. 

Indeed, the Declaration never uses the concept of academic freedom. It once mentions freedom of 

teaching as a tradition, in this context: “Thus, they [the higher education institutions of Latin America 

and the Caribbean] shall contribute, with social responsibility and commitment to new proposals which 

recreate the traditions of autonomy, social transformation, anti-authoritarianism, democracy, freedom 

of teaching, and specifically a political influence based on knowledge and reason” (p. 49).  
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Rather, freedom is used as a synonym for autonomy in one of the quotes above: “with full autonomy 

and freedom”. 

 

In its Latin American mode, autonomy has two faces: freedom from and freedom to. Freedom from 

external interests and powers: “the governments of the day, religious beliefs, the market or particular 

interests”. Freedom to exercise its critical and proactive role vis-à-vis society, to contribute to practical, 

political definitions which shall influence the changes needed and desired by our communities, to be the 

emblematic institution symbol of the national critical awareness. 

 

The actor here is always the university as a whole, not its scholars. Autonomy is not the enabler of the 

freedom of research, teaching, or opinion on campus, but the distance that universities take from the 

government and other societal forces to be able to exercise a critique of the works of power in society. 

The self-assigned social role of universities is overtly political. Herein resides the emphasis on autonomy 

as corporate freedom: a political role removed from the daily hustle of politics reclaims certain 

independence from the external political actors, albeit at the cost of internal politicization. Knowledge 

comes in only as the basis for the political mission of the university: “a political influence based on 

knowledge and reason”, as stated above. As Lamarra and Coppola (2014, p. 127) put it: “autonomy has 

ended up condensing the meaning of the political struggle against the State will to control the universities 

politically and ideologically” (my translation).  

 

If we turn now to scholarship on autonomy by Latin Americans, we find a canonical formulation of 

university autonomy with three elements: academic, administrative (or normative), and financial. It runs 

something like this (Serrano Migallón, 2020, p. 193-194):  
University autonomy cannot be understood without academic freedom, administrative freedom, and 

financial freedom. Academic freedom entails the authority to teach and to learn, and it manifests 

itself in the search for truth without restriction or coaction. The administrative and normative 

freedom is expressed in the right of self-determination through the institutions' bylaws and 

regulations and in the power to designate its own authorities without external intervention. Financial 

freedom allows the university to develop through the organization and administration of its own 

patrimony. (My translation). 

 

We see now that academic freedom is considered as one of the aspects of autonomy. In other words, the 

Latin American concept of autonomy does not ignore academic freedom but fails to put it at the centre 

of the purpose of autonomy. Academic freedom derives from autonomy, in the same manner, and equal 

standing as the other freedoms of the university. 

 

In another rendering (Casanova, 2020, p. 76): 
Thus, autonomy is constituted in an element that defines the complex relationship between the 

university and the state. This is a prerogative essentially deposited in the universities, but which 

defines the margins of the action of the state as well as a series of benefits for the universities, within 

the state, and inevitably within society. Autonomy refers to the government of the universities and 

their capacity to make and execute the main decisions in substantive matters:  the academic 

dimension, the financial dimension, and the election of its academics and leaders. (My translation) 

 

There are juridical grounds for the initial tense relationship between state and universities in Latin 

America, well exemplified in the history of autonomy in Mexico. During the nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century statesmen could not conceive of public services, such as the university, being 

autonomous of government control. If universities were to provide a public service, they needed to be 

under the direction of the government. Under this logic, in 1933, the Mexican federal Congress, 

responding to pressure for autonomy from the federal Universidad Nacional de México, answered by 

withdrawing funding to the university, changing its name to Universidad Autónoma de México, and 

turning it into a private institution (Martínez Rizo, 2020, p. 40). The university recuperated its public 

character and received autonomy in legislation passed in 1945 (Martínez Rizo, 2020, p. 43). Much has 

changed in administrative law since the 1930s. Public entities with autonomy within the state are now 

commonplace in public administration in Latin America. 
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Indeed, throughout the 20th century, the autonomy of universities was introduced in the constitutions of 

almost every country in Latin America. In my survey of the treatment of higher education in Latin 

American constitutions (Bernasconi, 2007), I came to the following conclusion (p. 521): 
Autonomy is generally defined in the constitutions examined here as the sum of the rights of self-

governance (including the selection of authorities and the right to dictate the institution's bylaws and 

regulations), free administration of the institution's resources, and liberty to create programmes of 

study, define their curriculum, grant valid degrees, undertake research, admit and teach students, 

and hire faculty and staff. In other words, autonomy has governance, academic and administrative 

implications. Also derived from the autonomy principle is the responsibility of the government to 

assure the financial sustainability of the university.  

 

It is no surprise, then, that the academic definitions of university autonomy would follow its 

constitutional standing. The three elements of autonomy: administrative or normative, academic, and 

financial, with equal importance, enshrined in constitutions, are hard to ignore. 

 

The grip of this conception of autonomy is so tight that often the academic side of autonomy is presented 

as two distinct features: the individual freedom of academics to teach and do research, on the one hand, 

and the institutional freedom to define programs of study, and entrance and graduation requirements, on 

the other (Casanova, 2020 p. 78; Ríos, 2016), as if the latter were not the consequence of the former. 

  

Another foundation of the Latin American notion of autonomy is etymological. Autonomy comes from 

the Greek: autós (from itself) and nomos (law or norm). Thence the association of autonomy with self-

governance and the prerogative of autonomous entities to define their own regulations (Serrano 

Migallón, 2020, p. 192).  

     

The "Napoleonic" model of the university, underlying the foundation in the nineteenth century of the 

national universities in the region after independence (de Figueiredo-Cowen, 2002), could be another 

source for the concept we are examining. In Simon Schwartzman words (1993, p. 9):  
Latin American universities are said to be Napoleonic, which means to be controlled and strictly 

supervised by the central government according to uniform, nationwide standards (…) They were 

meant to be part of the effort to transform the old colonies into modern nation-states, with 

professional elites trained according to the best technical and legal knowledge available at the time, 

and educated in institutions controlled by the state and freed from the traditional religious thinking. 

 

In fact, the Córdoba movement was a somewhat belated effort to transform a national university that 

was steeped in scholasticism, conservative Catholic religion, and an oligarchic spirit. The notions of a 

university in service of the state, and at the same time autonomous, were hard to reconcile. From this 

viewpoint, we can better understand the perplexity of governments in the first part of the 20th century 

at the idea of autonomous universities, as attested by the Universidad Nacional de México, now the 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM). The point successfully made by university 

reformers in the region after 1918 was that universities could be at the same time national and 

autonomous. 

 

Schwartzman (1993) goes on to point out that an important legacy of the Napoleonic model (as opposed 

to the Humboldtian ideas) was the slow and late reception in Latin American universities of the practice 

and ethos of scientific research. The political predominance of professional schools within the 

universities, Law, Medicine, Engineering, which persists to this date, also has its foundation in the model 

of the French Imperial University. 

 

Having outlined in the previous sections the Latin American concept of University autonomy, it is now 

appropriate to contrast it with the US notion anchored in academic freedom. 
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University Autonomy in the US 

Unlike Latin America, where autonomy was the handicraft of university leaders and politicians, in the 

US, autonomy is a consequence of academic freedom as defined by the academic profession. The basis 

for this notion is the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) 1915 Declaration of 

Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure. The Declaration was made widely influential 

by the academic profession that endorsed it, as well as the organizations that have agreed to abide by it. 

The Declaration was revised in 1940 in the Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure, 

jointly formulated by members of the academic profession and the Association of American Colleges. 

It remains the most consequential set of guidelines on academic freedom in the US, its contents, and its 

limitations. 

 

The drafting of the 1915 Declaration was prompted by cases in which professors were fired by the 

trustees of their universities, unhappy with the ideas the professors were teaching or publicly supporting. 

At stake was the question of whether faculty members, who were employees of an organization, were 

free to speak their minds or had to abide by a code of speech deemed acceptable by their employers, 

such as any other employee (Finkin & Post, 2009, pp. 30-33). 

 

The Declaration confronted this problem by distinguishing between appointment and employment. 

Faculty were appointees, not employees of the universities. The key point is that once appointed, the 

appointing authorities “have neither competency nor moral right to intervene” upon the exercise of 

professional functions by the scholar (Finkin & Post, 2009, p. 33). The Declaration states that “the 

responsibility of the university teacher is primarily to the public itself, and to the judgment of his own 

profession” and compares the relationship of the professors to the trustees to that between judges and 

the executive appointing them. The appointing executive cannot exert control over a judge's opinion, 

and for the same reason, the appointing executive cannot be made responsible for the judge's opinions, 

nor can it be presumed that she shares them. The same rationale holds for faculty opinions and teaching 

(Finkin & Post, 2009, p. 34). 

 

But why should professors be entitled to this privilege? Because of the nature of the university as an 

institution and because of the professional expertise of the faculty. The Declaration asserts, in Finkin 

and Post's account (2009, p. 35): 
that an essential objective of the university is to 'promote inquiry and advance the sum of human 

knowledge.' What constitutes true knowledge is not to be determined by the private views of 

individuals, even those individuals who happen to own universities. Knowledge is the result of the 

public disciplinary practices of professional experts. Because faculty are professional experts trained 

in the mastery of these disciplinary practices, they are appointed to discharge the essential university 

function of producing knowledge. In this task they are answerable to the public at large rather than 

to the particular desires of employers. 

 

Academic freedom is thus necessary for universities to accomplish their mission. It includes “complete 

and unlimited freedom to pursue inquiry and publish its results”, and “the university teacher's 

independence of thought and utterance” (Finkin & Post, 2009, p. 35). 

 

The Declaration views faculty as “professional experts in the production of knowledge”. I draw on 

Finkin and Post, again (2009, p. 37): “Universities can advance the sum of human knowledge only if 

they can employ persons who are experts in their disciplines and only if universities liberate these 

experts to apply freely the disciplinary methods established by their training”. 

 

The notion of professional standards is, therefore, key. Academic freedom needs to be distinguished 

from freedom of speech, which is standard-less:  
The Declaration conceives of academic freedom not as an individual right to be free from any and 

all constraints but instead as the freedom to pursue the 'scholar’s profession’ according to the 

standards of that profession. Academic freedom consists in the freedom of mind, inquiry, an 

expression necessary for proper performance of professional obligations (…) the Declaration 

necessarily and explicitly rejects the position that ‘academic freedom implies that individual teachers 
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should be exempt from all restraints as to the matter or manner of their utterances, either within or 

without the University.’ (Finkin & Post, 2009, p. 38). 

 

This is why universities can and do establish and enforce norms of professional scholarly practice, 

evaluate the performance of the academics, and establish requirements for tenure. None of these can be 

construed as limitations to academic freedom. “Academic freedom, therefore, does not protect the 

autonomy of professors to pursue their own individual work free from all university restraints. Instead, 

academic freedom establishes the liberty necessary to advance knowledge, which is the liberty to 

practice the scholarly profession.” “Academic freedom protects the interests of society in having a 

professoriate that can accomplish its mission” (Finkin & Post, 2009, p. 39). In turn, freedom of speech 

protects the right of any individual to speak as they wish.  

 

Note that what universities claim from society is not freedom of speech. Freedom of speech is not a 

special attribute of universities or of scholars, for that matter. Rather, it is a universal right for all people 

regardless of the truth, merit, or intrinsic value of their opinions. In scholarship, by contrast, not all 

statements are of equal value. They are weighed on the basis of their conformity to the standards of 

professional practice of each academic community. 

 

The privilege of self-regulation by the professoriate, as opposed to external regulation, rests on the 

expertise of professional scholars –absent in laypeople—and the interest to avoid non-scholarly criteria 

for the assessment of the professional work of scholars.  

 

As to the substance of academic freedom, the 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and 

Tenure declares: 
1. Teachers are entitled to full freedom in research and in the publication of the results, subject to the 

adequate performance of their other academic duties; but research for pecuniary return should be 

based upon an understanding with the authorities of the institution. 

2. Teachers are entitled to freedom in the classroom in discussing their subject, but they should be 

careful not to introduce into their teaching controversial matter which has no relation to their subject. 

Limitations of academic freedom because of religious or other aims of the institution should be 

clearly stated in writing at the time of the appointment. 

3. College and university teachers are citizens, members of a learned profession, and officers of an 

educational institution. When they speak or write as citizens, they should be free from institutional 

censorship or discipline, but their special position in the community imposes special obligations. As 

scholars and educational officers, they should remember that the public may judge their profession 

and their institution by their utterances. Hence they should at all times be accurate, should exercise 

appropriate restraint, should show respect for the opinions of others, and should make every effort 

to indicate that they are not speaking for the institution. 

 

I ask for the indulgence of the US readers of this article for citing at length paragraphs that they so 

well know, but, again, it is Latin American readers that I have in mind. These propositions are not 

common knowledge in Latin American universities. 

 

The 1940 Statement opens with a sentence that brilliantly summarizes all I have asserted so far: 
Institutions of higher education are conducted for the common good and not to further the interest 

of either the individual teacher or the institution as a whole. The common good depends upon the 

free search for truth and its free exposition. 

 

I have taken the license to quote extensively from Finkin and Post’s masterful book on academic 

freedom For the Common Good. Principles of American Academic Freedom (2009) for two reasons. 

First, because it’s the most eloquent explanation of academic freedom in the US context I have come 

across.1 Second, in the interest of my colleagues in Latin America for whom these ideas remain largely 

unknown and unexamined. 

 

 
1 Other commendable, more recent works are Reichman (2019) and Bilgrami and Cole (2015). 
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It is also telling that in this book, the expression “university autonomy” never occurs. The word 

autonomy is brought up only as an attribute of the profession, as in “professional autonomy” (Finkin & 

Post, 2009, pp. 151-155), to refer to the medieval university’s “institutional autonomy” (Finkin & Post, 

2009, pp. 151-155), or to refer to the early twentieth-century view that autonomy was vested in the 

trustees of the university.2  

 

Indeed, the concept of autonomy is seldom used in the US discussion of academic freedom. Instead, the 

comparable notion is that of institutional academic freedom. As Finkin and Post explain (2009, pp. 41-

42), the value of universities to society underlies the university's academic freedom, as the university's 

self-regulation protects all scholars within it. Society grants universities academic freedom in exchange 

for knowledge.  

 

There is no constitutional recognition of university autonomy in the US. However, the First Amendment 

of the US Constitution, on the freedom of speech, has served as a basis for judicial examination of cases 

involving academic freedom. There isn’t space here to delve into the problem of constitutional law and 

academic freedom in the US. A good, concise revision of the subject can be found in Post (2015). But 

in a US Supreme Court decision in 1957, justice Felix Frankfurter identified: “four essential freedoms 

of a university-- to determine for itself on academic grounds who may teach, what may be taught, how 

it shall be taught, and who may be admitted to study” (Reichman, 2019, p. 10; and, on another court 

case, p. 100). 

 

This succinct formulation is as close as constitutional recognition of autonomy as can be found in US 

constitutional law. As such, it resonates with the Latin American idea of academic autonomy of 

universities. Let’s turn now to the contrasting visions on autonomy (and now, academic freedom) 

between the US and Latin America. 

 

Conclusion from the US-Latin American Contrasts 

The history of the 1918 Córdoba reform movement rehearsed above suggests how unlikely it would 

have been for autonomy to be conceived from the point of view of the academic freedom of the 

professors. Córdoba was a rebellion against the professoriate: their teaching and examination methods, 

their idea of a curriculum, their concentration of power, their lack of genuine scholarly stature. Student 

participation in university government was to be insurance against retrograde faculty.  

 

University autonomy in Latin America developed as a means to protect the university as a societal actor 

against the intrusion, first of the State and the Church, and more recently, also of business interests and 

supranational agencies (Ríos, 2016, p. 92). Freedom of the university is the paramount notion, which 

carries significant juridical consequences, especially for public universities, erstwhile part of the state 

they are set to put distance with. Therefore, autonomy had to be first legislated into the bylaws of the 

public universities in the first half of the 20th century, and eventually recognized by the constitutions, 

to guarantee against State retrogression. In contrast, freedom of the university, seldom called 

“autonomy,” is in the US an epiphenomenon or emergent effect of the freedom of the professoriate. 

 

In short, university autonomy in Latin America was conceived and rolled out in a top-down manner: 

from an arrangement between state and university down to a prerogative of faculty. Quite the opposite 

to the bottom-up pattern we find in the US, moving up from faculty self-regulation to university policy 

and standards, to court decisions upholding academic freedom.  

 

The historical proximity of the triggering events is mere happenstance: the evolution of the 1915 

Declaration, and the aftermath of 1918 Córdoba have very little in common. Córdoba could not have 

happened in 1915 US every bit as much as the Declaration could not have happened in 1918 Argentina, 

or anywhere in the region for that matter. It easier to see why Córdoba could not have happened in the 

US in 1915: conflicts within faculty, students, and administrators were settled by the trustees; there was 

 
2 Incidentally, “university autonomy” does not appear in Reichman’s (2019) book, either. 
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no federal Ministry of Education to resort to for arbitration, and not much State oversight of higher 

education anyway.  

 

The 1915 Declaration could not have originated in the 1920s in Latin America not because public 

universities in Latin America do not have boards of lay trustees to solve conflicts, nor solely due to the 

availability of arbitration.  

 

The key reason university autonomy in Latin America did not emerge from the academic freedom of 

the faculty –this is my hypothesis-- was that at the time, and up until quite recently, there was no 

academic profession in Latin American universities. The teachers against which the Córdoba students 

revolted were priests, lawyers, doctors, engineers, or agronomists teaching part-time. The base of their 

claim to teach was their professional experience and the knowledge of the handbooks (or the sacred 

books) through which the professions were taught. Library collections were poor and outdated. There 

was very little by way of experimental science, even in courses requiring it.  

 

A vigorous, cogent statement of the freedoms of scholarship requires a community of scholars in need 

of those freedoms and with the capacity to articulate them. Such communities did not exist anywhere in 

Latin America at the time of Córdoba. They began to coalesce as the reform expanded through the 

region, at a very slow pace, more markedly since the 1960s, in a long process that has not yet come to 

full fruition (Galaz Fontes, Martínez Stack, Gil Antón, 2020; Marquina, 2020; Bernasconi, 2010; Didou 

& Remedi, 2008; García De Fanelli, 2008; Balbachevsky, 2002; 2007). 

 

Beyond diverse historical pathways, the contrast between the US and Latin America in this matter helps 

illuminate some shortcomings of the Latin American notion of university autonomy.  

 

First is that it is much more clear what autonomy stands against than what it is for. The woolly language 

of the CRES 2018 Declaration underscores this. University autonomy is geared to “exercise its critical 

and proactive role vis-à-vis society,” “contributing to practical, political definitions which shall 

influence the changes needed and desired by our communities”, “to be the emblematic institution symbol 

of the national critical awareness of our Latin American and Caribbean region.” This much could be 

said of various other social institutions: a political party, a think tank, a philanthropic foundation, an 

industry union, to name a few. As the societal role of universities in the region is not firmly anchored in 

knowledge, the university as an institution suffers from a lack of mission specificity, and therefore, 

legitimacy. It emerges into the political fray as just another group of interest. 

 

A second regrettable consequence is that there is no substantive scholarship in Latin America on the 

evolving contents of academic freedom, its challenges, and its limitations. Autonomy seems to operate 

as a black hole sucking the light from any systematic reflection on academic freedom.  

 

Nothing in Latin America like the rich case-based decisions stemming from the quasi-judicial process 

of the Committee A of the AAUP’s on Academic Freedom. No meticulous parsing of what the freedom 

to teach, or the freedom of extramural speech, entail and what it is off-limits. No answer to the question: 

“Can I tweet that?” (Reichman, 2019, pp. 64-104). 

 

A search for Scopus articles on “academic freedom” and “Latin America” yields paltry six entries: two 

1955 pieces by the Argentine Nobel Laureate for Medicine Bernardo Houssay, the Romo de la Rosa 

article with which we began, a 2002 piece on the experience of a feminist scholar across the US, Russia 

and Latin America, another, 1982 work on higher education, development assistance, and repressive 

regimes, and Maria de Figueiredo-Cowen’s (2010) paper on the history of university autonomy in Brazil. 

The latter is a valuable source on the topic, but as the sole paper on academic freedom in Scopus since 

1955 makes our case by treating academic freedom and autonomy as synonyms.  
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