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Introduction

Two categories of developments may be distinguished in higher education today. One category refers to those developments which follow the traditional well established academic patterns, while the other includes everything that is related to the emerging/existing markets in higher education. These two categories find their expression in distinctive discourses which, more often than not, seem to follow parallel tracks. Each one has its own concepts and expressive niceties, and are associated, in a more or less explicit way, with specific ideologies which underpin certain varieties of academic action and organization.


However, some recent events together with their corresponding developments have troubled the parallelism and brought about a real clash between the two discourses. One such event was the adoption in Marrakesh in 1995 of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), which also refers to educational services. GATS started to have a greater impact on the academic world four years later, at the conclusion of the “Millenium Round” of multilateral trade negotiations, which was initiated by the World Trade Organization (WTO) in Seattle in November 1999. This new market discourse on higher education was thus formalized and is also associated with specific commercial and legal institutions, very different indeed from the ones traditionally operating in higher education. It comes as no surprise that the new developments are regarded by many academics as external and superimposed on (higher) education and as inducing concepts and procedures which tend to be alien to the very nature of education. 

The other instance which has helped in bringing about the clash between the two dominant discourses on higher education is not by all means external to academe. It takes the form of the growth of corporate, for-profit, private and virtual universities, all of them generating a new and apparently unlimited institutional diversification in higher education. In addition, to complicate things even more, many classical (conventional) universities have started to promote those changes in their organization and management which strengthen corporate operations and identity, thus responding to market challenges. A strong wave of “corporatization” of higher education institutions, mainly through the use of new managerial tools, is at work all over the world, even though the pace may vary nationally or regionally. And these again are developments which distance themselves from the traditional academic patterns, thus strengthening the market approach to and discourses on higher education.


In such circumstances, the two categories of developments in higher education and their corresponding discourses are seen not only as parallel, but also as clashing, thus affecting the stability, indeed, for many the survival, of the university as it has been so far known. A word like “crisis”, so much used in the 1960s and 1970s seems to be inappropriate today, when the academic world is invaded, and not just affected, by the market and its associates. Even some traditional educators seem to have been “catapulted” in front of the new waves of developments. Confronted with such a situation, their concerns were voiced by such an analyst as K. Carson, who did not hesitate to say that: “only a fool would deny the reality of the market; only an even greater fool would advance that discourse as the only language in which to debate our predicament”
. The problem here, however, is not so much that of a discourse, whatever that might be, than that of the reality to which that discourse is related. It is obviously impossible to deny a discourse while recognizing the reality to which it refers. For this reason, an analysis of the two types of developments and of their discourses is proposed in what follows. Higher education as an academic world versus its conception as a service world is examined closely, by confronting the approaches to higher education as a market or as a “public good”, and by exploring this debate in regard to the GATS implications for trade in higher education and services. However, the basic idea put forward is that the two types of development are neither parallel nor only clashing; they do co-exist as two paradigms which borrow from each other approaches and developments which best fit the momentous needs and concerns. The end result is a mixture of traditional and market practices and discourses.
 Once loosing its unitary traditional discourse and policy, higher education finds itself caught in a mixture of (contradictory) discourses associated as they are with managerial actions and academic developments which have lost their previous purity, being generated by principles which belong either to the traditional code of good action, or to the market code or to both at the same time. It is in such a context that higher education, and particularly the university lack, today, any sense of their historical perspective, acting mostly in a reactive and momentous way, mixing up codes of action and discourses which used to be separated. Such a mixture is also clouded by the so-called “boundary objects”, which belong to both categories at the same time. Where such a situation may lead is a question for the future, our concern here being only that of bringing to the fore the mixture, indeed the clashing, of codes and paradigms and their uncertainties. 

1. Triggering the debate


The debate on the clash between the traditional and the market paradigms in higher education was triggered by the adoption of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). Since then, both negotiations, under the auspices of the World Trade Organization (WTO), for increasing international trade liberalization, and debates on, indeed protests against, the inclusion of “education” as a tradeable service have taken place. Negotiations were resumed after the 1st of January 2000, and the Member States of WTO, acting in line with the provisions of GATS, are further expected to broaden and deepen their liberalization commitments in order to increase the liberalization of trade in all service sectors. Following the decisions associated with GATS, two consequences have become obvious. One is that education in general and especially higher education are the concerns not only of academics and their institutions, but also of others, like, for instance, the ministries of trade and commerce, which used to be external to the academic world. On the other hand, a new discourse on higher education, as well as a new policy approach, have been institutionalized, the latter bearing upon the ways higher education is managed and practiced.

According to GATS and also following the United Nations Central Product Classification (CPC) System, the service sectors cover a wide range of services, from business, communication, or transport services to tourism, health-related, or financial services. Among the eleven basic services one sector refers to educational services. As in the case of any other service, four modes of trade in educational services are distinguished by GATS: cross-border supply (the service itself, e.g., the study programme, crosses the border); consumption abroad (a service consumer, e.g., a student, moves to another country to obtain the service); commercial presence (facilities established abroad by the service provider in partnership with a local organization, for instance under the form of a branch campus, for delivering a specific service; presence of natural persons (a person working temporarily in a country, different from that of his or her origin, to provide a service, e.g., a consultant, a visiting professor, etc.). This GATS classification refers, however, not only to the modes of services trade, but also to the modes of delivering or supplying the services. The two are then to be seen as interdependent, in the sense that when distinguishing modes of delivery one also prepares the grounds for regulating and evaluating levels and trends in trade in higher education. The two are also separate issues, in the sense that they are often dealt with by different instances for different purposes. For instance, considering educational services, one may insist, even exclusively, on the academic and pedagogical aspects of delivery, (i.e. modes of service supply), while the other, on the commercial implications and practices (i.e. modes of service trade). When the two are put, or themselves come, closer together, various problems emerge that deserve further analysis. Consider for example two of the many questions that may be raised:

· how and why the modes of higher education service delivery were identified with the modes of services trade?

· what consequences are to be considered when higher education is seen from the perspective of trade liberalization? 
Such questions have already been addressed in the debates focused on the 

implications of GATS
. However, the answers put forward have come either from the traditional academic world or from the one focused on the workings of the higher education market. It is then necessary to confront these two worlds by exploring either their corresponding approaches or, indeed, their differences and contradictions.

2. Higher education as an academic and/or as a service world. The place of “boundary objects”

Traditionally, and this tradition is centuries old, higher education and services 

production and trade have altogether been two separate worlds; the boundaries between them have been clearly drawn and protected; the historical narratives have followed different tracks and discourses, and their social roles and functions have rarely been set up as turning towards convergency. On the one hand, higher education has been the world of that kind of academic work in which both the knowledge transmitter and the knowledge producer have been considered, and indeed have regarded themselves, as fully autonomous knowledge owners, invested with the academic freedom of carrying out their disinterested inquiries for the sake of furthering the knowledge and publishing the results without any fear of interference from a political, economic, or administrative body. 

Higher education has been regarded and protected, primarily in Europe, as a “public good”. Mostly since the Nineteenth Century, even though the echoes go further back into history, universities have been acting as the intellectual consciousness of society, as nation building institutions, as engines of social, economic, and personal development, as depositories of the mostly praised cultural values and national heritage. Higher education has received full public support, being considered as the forum of free debate, as the most effective producer of knowledge, as the promoter of new ideas and alternatives for development. Scholarship and citizenship, social mobility, and leadership have been closely inter-related within the world of higher education. The public has constantly considered higher education as critical to society. 

On the other hand, the world of most services has belonged to or has been perceived as belonging to another realm, particularly to that of the economy. Most of its products and exchanges have been subject to trade on the market, to business operations, to a whole set of rules related to property rights and their protection.

These two traditionally separated worlds - higher education and services – are now intersecting to the extent that one (higher education) is submitted to the rules governing the other (services). The boundaries between the two are becoming troubled, in the sense that various “boundary objects”, emerging from the blending of the higher education and the service sector, cluster together to generate a new mix of discourses and practices. The emerging narratives and practices are both academic and economic in order to account for the turning of higher education into a service and of the service into a knowledge loaded trade.

Such “boundary objects”, as the theory put forward by Joan Fujimura and Corynne McSherry states, carry with them certain ambiguities, which generate actual or latent tensions and many uncertainties. The theory goes further to mention that it is in the nature of such “boundary objects” to be “often ill-structured, that is, inconsistent, ambiguous, and even illogical”
. They are invested with multiple meanings, and the discourses, indeed practices, using them may induce parallel tracks of development, but also a creative storm of explorations and interests as well as a preservation of the well established traditional practices in certain well hidden corners. The end result may possibly look like a mosaic of happenings and trends, which are sometimes contradictory and very often tense, unstable, and contingent. It is important to stress that “boundary objects” are context related. That is the context as such is generating what may be perceived as a “boundary object” or as a “pure object”. In our case, the very mix of traditional and new developments and of their corresponding discourses generates “objects” which are taken over by one or the other at the same time, while contextualizing them in ways which are dramatically distorting. This makes them hardly recognizable when applying a perspective related to the real origin and reference of the “object” under consideration.

3. Searching for “boundary objects”

There is no doubt that discourses, indeed various policies and practices in the higher education of today are saturated by such “boundary objects”. In what follows some of them will be outlined. However, it is necessary beforehand to explain why only higher education is further considered. Doing so is important because GATS

encompasses all educational services – from primary and secondary education (that is “basic education”) to higher education and adult education. 

Basic education is almost universally considered as an item of “public consumption”, being provided free of charge by governments. When considering the financial resources invested by governments in basic education for assuring its “public consumption” on an equal basis by all children of the corresponding age, and also the importance attached to education by all national authorities, in terms of its contribution to the formation of well educated citizens, it becomes self-evident that all governments want to retain full control over basic education. In a “background note” of the WTO Secretariat, mention is made of the fact that “basic education provided by the government may be considered to fall within the domain of, in the terminology of the GATS, services supplied in the exercise of governmental authority (…)”
. 

The implication of the phrase “services supplied in the exercise of governmental authority” (Article 1.3. of the Agreement) is twofold. On the one hand, such services, like basic education, are exempted from the GATS provisions, since they are both funded and provided by the government in the exercise of its authority. On the other hand, being so provided and funded, there would be no commercial or competitive alternative for providing the service. Conversely, when a service is provided on a commercial basis and in a competitive environment, “the exercise of governmental authority” is suspended and the GATS is applicable. This seems to be the case of higher education for some, though many others have formulated strong objections and have criticized such an approach.
 It is then necessary to look more closely at higher education in order to identify the developments that have taken place there in such a way as to lead to its falling immediately under the jurisdiction of GATS provisions.

4.1. 
Higher education between market and “public good”


“Boundary objects” are context related and historically generated, in the sense that they correspond to a specific area of higher education and to a given academic space and time. They translate into concrete actions and symbolic expressions like certain codes, managerial patterns, and incentives that belong concomitantly to both the traditional and the market higher education. For identifying such “boundary objects”, let us consider higher education as a “public good” and as a market.


Higher education has been traditionally regarded as a “public good”, for its contribution to the economic and social development of society, while also preserving, interpreting, and further expanding the history and culture of a given society. Universities have been generously funded by governments. Students and graduates have been among the privileged élite of the societies. Since the Nineteenth Century, higher education institutions have been invited to leave their “ivory tower” and to provide services to communities. One could hardly anticipate that the service function of universities – one among other functions, and by no means a central one – would then turn into a key function, so that the whole of higher education could be itself identified as a service. And this change is not simply one of words. We are dealing here with a change of paradigm or, as P. Altbach put it, “we are in the midst of a true revolution in higher education, a revolution that has the potential to profoundly change our basic understanding of the role of the university”
. It is in this changing process that “boundary objects” appear and generate uncertainties for some, and specific ways of acting for others.

Higher education as a “public good” may be considered from either an economic or a managerial (political) perspective. Regarding the latter, the emphasis is put on the regulatory role of governments and on their functions for providing means and defining public policies focused on the domain. Higher education appears as a “good” the production and distribution of which are provided under the responsibility of and with the funds offered by government, for the latter is democratically elected and legitimately empowered to design and implement those policies which serve the public. Academics are implicitly or explicitly regarded as “civil servants” to whom governments delegate the power of implementing the designed and approved public policies. Academics and their higher education institutions are provided with autonomy and freedom of action, but these are to be seen as relative to or limited by the public framework defined by the government in power. 

An extensive literature in economics or policy analysis has been focused on the characteristics that distinguish public or collective goods from private or individual goods and this obviously bears on our topic here. Among others, V. Ostrom and E. Ostrom
 considered two essential characteristics: exclusion (“when potential users can be denied goods or services unless they meet the terms and conditions of the vendor”) and jointness of consumption (when consumption by one person does not preclude the use or consumption by another). These two characteristics are both independent and vary in degree in a dichotomous way: exclusion can be feasible or infeasible, and jointness of consumption may take the form of alternative or joint use. By arraying these defining characteristics in relation to one another, four logical types of goods have been revealed by the two authors: private goods (exclusion is feasible and the use is alternative), toll goods (exclusion is feasible and the use is of a joint type), common-pool resources (exclusion is infeasible and the use is alternative), public goods (exclusion is infeasible and the use is joint). Following on this classification, there results that most governmental services are of the public good, toll good, or common-pool resources types. Most importantly, the question is as follows: are educational services less of a public good type, taking instead the form of toll goods for which “user charges” are introduced as substitutes for taxation? When considering that only in some systems of higher education the mechanisms of “user charges” or of voucher systems have been introduced, it seems right to assume that higher education in Europe operates both as a public good (when the students are charged no fees) and as a toll good (when students pay tuition fees or a voucher system operates). The economic implications are different in the two cases. For instance, higher education as public good is mostly perceived as a free good, and the individual costs are not proportioned to the benefits. When higher education operates as a toll good, market mechanisms also intervene and those receiving the benefits of higher education pay, at least partially, for its costs. A principle of fiscal equivalence may also be at work.

Further on, from the traditional economic perspective such as that proposed by P.A. Samuelson, when saying that higher education is a “public good”, the meaning is that every unit of such a good that is produced is equally available for consumption by all
. The implication of this understanding would be that each student is provided with equal access to publicly supported higher education facilities. Such an understanding has had a long lasting career, even though it may be questioned in terms of both effectiveness of public organization and of efficiency of equal provision of public support to each student. 

As a matter of fact, the benefits of education are not only personal, but also social, in the sense that many, if not all, types of education, while contributing to personal development, also have effects from which other persons, indeed families and communities at large, benefit. The external effects of education are obvious: in a community with a larger proportion of highly educated people, everyone belonging to that community will benefit explicitly or implicitly. Therefore, the public provision of education is based on the assumption that the participation in education of anyone confers benefits not only on the person but also on every other member of the community. It is then for each community to evaluate the amount of education for which it is ready to provide public financial support. However, education units are organized hierarchically, from basic up to higher education, and in turn each of these has its internal hierarchy. And then families do invest in the education of their children. A community may choose to cover only the costs of basic education for all, or it might consider that all education, regardless of its level, is free of charge for everybody who prove to have the capacities and the motivation for learning (a meritocratic perspective); or that it might provide only a subsidy for education, that is, an addition to parental expenditures for education. 

When evaluating such options, one should consider both the internal effectiveness of educational organization and functioning, and its external efficiency in terms of its contribution to community development. Moreover, the funding of education as a “public good” from the public budget cannot ignore the investments made by families, private organizations, and private persons. The problem is then one of reaching a Pareto optimum by looking into these specific contributions in terms of amounts and ways of complementing one another or in terms of choice functions and types of bargain
. 

When considering the traditional meaning of the “public good” and higher education as a “public good”, equal community payments by all would clearly favour those with high family incomes. The poor would then pay for the rich, through the taxation system, a situation that might be untenable for obvious moral, political, and financial reasons. One way out of this situation, when considering the hierarchical structure of education, is for the community to pay mostly for basic education, and for higher education to rely increasingly on private and family contributions. Such an option is strongly related to what L. Schultze calls “the public use of private interest”
, that is, the generation of a market for facilitating that use of private interests which would bring benefits to the community. Higher education should then be provided as a “public good” by relying not exclusively on public funds, but also (probably more) on private means, by introducing a system of “user charges”. Thus private interests are put to use in the public domain, and, for the better operation of this option, the market would provide the most appropriate means.

In most of the European countries, higher education has, until recently, been considered as part of the public sector. Higher education was organized only through State-charted institutions while their services were delivered through a system of public administration based on an integrated command structure associated with a specific bureaucratic system. During the last two decades and mainly in the last ten years or so, new types of higher education institutions have emerged: corporate, private (for profit or not for profit), virtual, etc., thus generating a new academic landscape. A (quasi) market of higher education has started to operate both nationally and internationally, indeed globally. The provision of higher education as a public service has come to be challenged for its inefficiencies while the new academic entrepreneurs, who have committed themselves to the delivery of a public service by relying on traditional market mechanisms, have been confronted with important difficulties. V. Ostrom and E. Ostrom rightly pointed out that “the private delivery of public services is a different ball game from the private delivery of private goods and services”
. We are now faced in Europe with such challenges in higher education. A new understanding and new policies have thus been required.

The launching of such a new approach to higher education policy design and implementation may be identified in Europe at the beginning of the 1980s, when the Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom initiated a strong criticism of the public sector, including higher education, from the perspective of neo-liberal principles and ideology. The basic idea was that since higher education as a public sector demonstrated a high level of inefficiency, a lack of accountability, and insufficient attention paid to consumers (customers), that is to students, it should be so reformed as to become subject to the rigours of market mechanisms. While the “production functions” of the sector (i.e. teaching, learning, and research) were expected to remain much the same, their management and evaluation were to be changed dramatically. A new paradigm began to be instituted which brought about changes both in the language (borrowed mostly from management and marketing theory), in policy making, implementation, and evaluation, and in the ways higher education institutions should function as organizations.

The experiments initiated at the time were based on such a market paradigm as to generate a higher education market that could be steered by: competition and efficiency, “value for money” and accountability, commodification of services which should be customer orientated, institutional entrepreneurship, and a new management focused on issues like strategic planning, quality assurance, responsiveness to demands, transfer of technology, and partnership with industry. New managerial techniques, like internal markets and an agency status for performance indicators were put into use at both system and institutional levels. Universities have come to be seen as organizations that compete on the market and are accountable to stakeholders. Academic leaders are viewed as managers. Students are regarded as customers or consumers. Academics are service providers who are subject to consumer evaluation. Within the new competitive market paradigm, universities have been expected to develop appropriate corporate strategies at both functional and cultural levels. The emerging outcomes have been, among others, a whole set of “boundary objects”, like those mentioned above, floating between the traditional codes of university life and the newly instituted market codes. A new higher education paradigm has started to take roots in the academic world of United Kingdom as well as in other European countries. 

When surveying the dominant topics of discussion in the 1990s and later, one may easily observe the slow but also the sure emergence of those ones which are typical of the new higher education paradigm. As described above, a whole new set of “boundary objects” has emerged. These refer not only to policy and managerial issues. In addition to attempts to change the management of universities as organizations and to evaluate them in order to inform the consumers, many transformations have also been brought about in their internal “production functions”, that is, in teaching and learning, in the organization of curricula, and in the research activities undertaken. As for the latter, one may see how scientific work has turned itself from the open, ethical community of scholarship, into a special type of trade, where, for instance, intellectual property has to be submitted to new legal and corporate rules.  The difference between the productivity and functions of academic research and the commercialization of its outputs has become blurred. University research has definitely started to be reconfigured as property (corporate and/or individual), and scholars are slowly being repositioned as knowledge traders, and not simply as knowledge producers, transmitters, or reproducers. As C. McSherry put it
, “the university’s traditional service mission, once construed as an obligation to provide tools for public decision-making, has been substantially redefined to mean the transfer of university research from academia to the market via patenting and licensing”.

When looking at such changes, one might adopt one or two stances. The radical stance would emphasize the shift of paradigms, so that the university is slowly betraying its original functions in order to take up a new corporate role in the emerging higher education market. On the other hand, many of the changes would reveal a mixture of concepts, discourses, and practices originating both in the market and in the “public good” philosophies. Such a mixture would bring about the dominance of either one or both at the same time, so that the overall impression would be one of ambiguity, and indeed of uncertainty. Moreover, the discourses are shaped according to circumstances and to prospective external benefits. When “public good” concerns become dominant, the discourses focus on their advantages and are voiced strongly and widely. When the widening of the higher education market is explored, its corresponding discourses become more vociferous. The end result is not only one of ambiguity, but also of uncertainty. Which paradigm to follow in the further development of higher education is a question which has not yet received a final answer. The parallel and mixed tracks of development are still with us, they are occasionally clashing, a reality that can be easily observed by considering some other trends which refer to academic mobility and to certain changes in the academic space.

4.2. Academic mobility and certain other transformations in the academic space

As explained above, GATS makes a distinction between various modes of service delivery while relating these to the modes of trade in services. The distinction is related to the ways a service is supplied to the beneficiary. On the other hand, different types of academic mobility are identified by considering how a student reaches a study programme: either the student or the staff or the study programme is moving around. When bringing together the old (academic mobility) and the new (GATS) terminology of higher education, one may notice that the modes of service delivery are closely related to the types of academic mobility, and both to the modes of trade in services. In order to further explore such relationships, let us firstly remember the basic notion of academic mobility as it was traditionally defined.

Student mobility refers to students moving in a given geographical and academic space. This space is circumscribed geographically by the borders between nation-states and continents and academically by more or less different historical and cultural  traditions of higher education institutions. While in the early history of higher education student mobility was not influenced by any linguistic or geographical borders, much of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries consecrated the university as a national symbol or as the key institution for the formation of national professionals, thus amending the universal or global dimension of higher education and of academic mobility. However, it was in the last quarter of the Twentieth Century and onwards that the idea of the internationalization of higher education and of academic mobility started to take roots and to be extended to all universities. Subregional, regional, and even global programmes of internationalization have been initiated and implemented, student mobility being part and parcel of such a programme. One may thus identify three dimensions of the higher education space:

a) national, i.e., a system of higher education institutions belonging to a nation-state and providing the service of higher learning;

b) regional, i.e., an area which includes higher education institutions from several neighbouring national systems of higher education. For instance, we are witnessing  the emergence of the “European Higher Education Area” envisaged by the Bologna Declaration (19 June 1999) in Europe while also in Latin or North America certain developments of emerging regional areas of higher education are taking place;

c) global, i.e., a transnational (borderless) space of higher education which transcends the borders between nation-states belonging to different regions or continents.

Considering these dimensions, one may view student mobility as taking place 

between institutions from within a nation-state, and among institutions which belong to different national systems of higher education. Most importantly, the student is the mobile entity. In this enterprise, student mobility is also complemented by staff (teachers and researchers) mobility, in the sense that university teaching and/or research staff travel temporarily to another country to provide on a paying basis educational or research services in a higher education institution belonging to a specific country of destination.

In addition to student or staff mobility, one area which has recently been expanding very rapidly has been that of study programme mobility. Instead of a student moving in space to reach a higher education institution, the study programme of the institution moves in space to reach a higher number of students. The recent technological breakthroughs, particularly the new information and communication technologies (ICTs), have facilitated the mobility of study programmes. Nowadays, one may rightly say that this type of mobility is experiencing the most rapid development, generating the so-called “borderless higher education” or transnational education. With the mobility of study programmes, the traditional borders of higher education, be they geographical or conceptual, have been suspended. The traditional space of higher education becomes increasingly borderless
. Such developments are also associated with important transformations in the higher education landscape. Let us mention some of these.

A new type of higher education institution has emerged – the virtual university - , operating not only nationally but transnationally, without any limits as to time and space. Its study programmes are delivered through electronic media; it has almost no academic faculty of its own, and only a small proportion of students aim for a full degree. Some virtual universities are fully independent and accredited (such as the National Technology University in the USA); others operate without much content of their own, only as a website with various links (as is happening with the California’s Virtual University). Some others are private ventures,  that act as “corporate” or for profit universities, or are products of partnerships or consortia of several institutions, including business enterprises.

Either through consortia partnerships or independently, many classical universities have embarked upon teaching on-campus and off-campus students simultaneously. The ICT installments have helped them provide courses to distant students, while also facilitating the ongoing interaction with them in the study process. Moreover, the conventional type of student may have access to both the classical and the technologically mediated type of teaching and learning, since the same curricula are offered to both on- and off-campus students through the appropriate channels of communication. The basic question here is whether or not conventional universities will play the key role in the use of ICTs and in the provision of e-learning or whether they will lag behind. For the time being, many classical universities have opted for the development of e-learning facilities and also for keeping some of the “virtual institutions” under their auspices. Such developments are very much related to trading in higher education, and conventional universities have not hesitated to join the new type of institutions in order to sell their services. Here too one may observe that study programme mobility is leading to the expansion of (virtual) student mobility, while also seizing market benefits. The traditional academic paradigm is “polluted” by the generating codes and procedures specific to the market paradigm so that one does not quite know how to distinguish where one begins and the other ends. 

Such transformations in the landscape of higher education, that insist on the

mobility of study programmes, are well documented elsewhere in the literature
 . In our search for “boundary objects”, one may further insist on other transformations in higher education which are generated by factors such as: increase in student demand for higher education and diversification of student constituencies; new roles played by the traditional academic faculty and changes in the staffing of universities; dominance of new modes of knowledge production and transmission; and adoption of new managerial and organizational techniques. Any of the transformations associated with such factors illustrate one and the same thing: “boundary objects” are proliferating in higher education and in its associated discourses.

It is well known that the demand for higher education is growing all over the world, while the average age of students in classical universities is growing older and that of distance students, growing younger. However, such a uniform increase in demand for higher education is unevenly met by the national institutions in different countries. A recent World Bank report
 mentions the “enrollment gap” that exists between the OECD countries and the developing countries and which has been expanding lately at a rapid pace. While in 1980, the tertiary enrollment rate in the United States was 55 percent, and in the developing countries, 5 percent, in 1995 the corresponding rates were 81 and 9 percent respectively. For the developing countries, the average rates hide huge discrepancies between countries and regions. As the World Bank report mentions, “the need to invest in expanding coverage at the tertiary level is nowhere more visible than in the large countries of Asia like China, India, and Pakistan with enrollment rates of 5, 6 and 3 percent respectively, or in those of Latin America like Brazil and Mexico, whose enrollment rate is less that 15 percent”. Such nationally unmet demands for higher education, combined with the facilities offered by the ICTs for off-campus or branch-campus higher education, have contributed to the recent expansion of transnational or borderless higher education and of trading in higher education services. In addition, such transnational institutions provide services not only to traditional students (“learner-earner”), but also to the so-called “earner-learner” type of students, who are interested in their continuous professional development, and to the drop-outs who represent a considerable proportion in most higher education systems. It is then the growing student demand for higher education which generates certain academic developments and also provides incentives for a growing trade in higher education. No wonder then that the students are more and more regarded also as consumers or customers.

As for the academic staff, the most important challenge is represented by the recent trend of disaggregating the traditional teaching role in order to accommodate it with the increasingly specialized demands of high technology delivery and centralized curricula. The newly emerging modes of knowledge production and transmission are associated more often than not with “theory-light interdisciplines” which are included in the university curricula. These are process-oriented and focused on skills, putting the emphasis on “just-in-time” training and less so on the ”just-in-case” learning which is so typical of classical universities. Research is less and less a key function of the academics, while their accountability for the quality of teaching is highly demanded.  A clear trend of what S. Cunningham, et al.
 has called the “casualisation” of the academic workforce has become obvious in higher education: shorter periods of annual employment (9-10 months), a higher number of part-timers or adjuncts, higher staff mobility coupled with the so-called “road scholars” who attempt to accumulate sufficient teaching hours in order to make a decent living, etc. And these, again,  provide incentives for extending, in this domain, the higher education market, while shrinking the traditional staffing and functioning of academic faculty.

Radical transformations have also taken place in the governance and management of higher education institutions, which have been brought in line with the philosophy and the techniques of the “new managerialism”
, as is appropriate to the market functioning of higher education. Without insisting on this development, it is important to explore those “boundary objects” which have appeared as a result of the interference of the new management actions, university curriculum design, and what M. Gibbons
 calls “mode 2” of producing and communicating knowledge. Different from the classical “mode 1”, which is focused on specialized and fragmented disciplines, the new “mode 2” approaches practical problems by developing transient and transdisciplinary teams, which draw on expertise from within and outside the university. In order to better cope with the requirements of the “mode 2” approaches, many universities have attempted to bring about appropriate changes in curriculum design and management structures which were also related to the best ways of seizing market opportunities opened up by the new client demands for training services. The end results have taken the forms of ambigous, often contradictory “boundary objects”: managerial flexibility combined with a standardization of curriculum of a Fordist type in order to provide the expected “just in time” training; disaggregation of task roles in curriculum design and teaching combined with centrally developed “products”, ready for an immediate use in training; corporate customization combined with a lack customized curriculum for individual students; centralized leadership replacing the collegiate model of management; distortion of  academic collegiate culture and its replacement by a fragmented staffing related to specialized and temporary training tasks without any research. Indeed, many of these transformations are more obvious in the new higher education institutions and less so in the conventional ones. However, they have clearly started to also take root in the classical universities. As a matter of fact, over the last decade, the pace of change in this direction has been so rapid that the boundaries between the classical and the new (corporate, for-profit, virtual, and the like) universities are no longer as clear as they used to be. The present societal and political environments force higher education institutions, new and conventional, to change in this direction in order for them to better respond to new demands, new markets, and shifting consumer needs. The boundaries between different types of higher education institutions, new or classical, become more and more blurred, the “boundary objects” being the clear sign of such a process. Market forces and ICTs constitute the driving factors of the process of blending together the classical and the new more market oriented universities. 

4. Correspondences between GATS modes of services trade and instances of

academic mobility

In order to explore the blurring of boundaries between higher education institutions which are shaped out by either the traditional code or the market code, as well as their blending together, one should consider the correspondences which may be established between various types of academic mobility and the GATS modes of supplying higher education services which are also modes of trade in services. Table 1 illustrates the correspondences that result semantically from the meanings attached to each of their specific instances.

Table 1: 
Correspondences between instances of academic mobility and 

GATS modes of services supply

	GATS modes of supplying services
	Academic mobility

	Mode 1: Cross-border

Supply: only the service itself crosses the border


	Mobility of study programmes

mainly through the use of ICT in “virtual universities” (online teaching, 

e-learning)



	Mode 2: Consumption abroad:

A service consumer moves to another country to obtain the respective service


	Student mobility: students moving in a given geographical and academic space (study abroad)

	Mode 3: Commercial presence

Commercial establishment of facilities abroad for providing a service
	Study programmes mobility:

a higher education institution from the country A establishes a branch in the country B for providing a study programme either independently or in partnership with a HEI from country B.



	Mode 4: Presence of natural persons: a person travelling to another country on a temporary basis for providing a service.


	Staff mobility: teachers, professors, researchers, instructors etc. moving in the academic space from one HEI to another on a temporary basis for teaching or research purposes.


Some correspondences have also been outlined by other authors
; however, no direct connection with academic mobility has so far been identified. As the Table 1 illustrates, there are obvious semantic and substantial correspondences between the GATS modes of supplying services and the types of academic mobility.

The oldest types of academic mobility have been those referring to student and staff mobility. They correspond straitforwardly with the GATS mode 2 and 4 respectively. The newer type of academic mobility – that of study programmes – corresponds to GATS mode 1 (cross-border supply) and mode 3 (commercial presence). 

Both are associated with the development of transnational (borderless) education, which is strongly supported by ICTs and the emerging higher education markets.

These correspondences outline three important implications for our concerns here: (a) academic mobility evolved historically in a sort of “natural” way, responding to the internal needs of higher education, without necessarily being associated, at least in their earlier stages, with the requirements of the market codes; (b) however, since the 1980s, academic mobility and what in the GATS terminology is called “modes of services trade” are in close correspondence; (c) the semantic correspondences between the specific instances of GATS and academic mobility are so obviously straitforward that they do not pose any difficulties. Such implications deserve further analysis.

The semantic correspondences are based on the shared meanings of the terms used in the definitions of the types of academic mobility and of the GATS modes of supplying and trading a service. Apparently, only the terms are different, so that the same meanings could be conveyed or wrapped up by using different terms. It is, however, clear that the GATS terms are more appropriate for specifying a type of trade in services and not just one of supply of services. While issues specific to academic mobility could be easily translatable into those typical for any service trade, new meanings have also been attached. The higher education market codes are at work here, substituting themselves to the traditional academic codes. Which ones will become dominant is again a question for the future. At this stage, the two categories of codes co-exist and find themselves in close correspondence. “Boundary objects” provide appropriate bridges for more easily establishing the links between the two categories, while also generating ambiguities and uncertainties for those who are placed only on the other side of the fence. 

We can take as an illustration such a “boundary object” as the internationalization of higher education with its old and newly associated meanings. For those associated with the academic traditional codes, internationalization is the response of academe to the demands of an increasingly interdependent world. Universities should provide opportunities to students for understanding different cultures, for improving their foreign language skills, and for participating professionally in a world economy which is ever more globalized. For those associated with the market code, internationalization and trade may be separate as motives, but “they are in practice one and the same activity: any educational service provided by someone of a different nationality to the student is simultaneously a form of trade and a form of contact between two cultures”
.  Many other illustrations may be brought to the fore and they will convey the same messages as the ones associated with internationalization of higher education.

5.1.  Academic mobility and trade in higher education

However, the above mentioned correspondences should be explored not only 

linguistically, in terms of language syntax or semantics. They have a substantial side, represented in quantitative terms, for approximating the amount of trade in higher education. We should indeed mention the approximation of trade in higher education, since, at this stage, it is difficult, as we will see, both to identify “trade in educational services” and to measure its amount.


In the attempts of the OECD to measure the size and to identify the trends in the international market in higher education, several difficulties have been encountered: statistics are not easily available and are not particularly reliable; data on educational services are often lumped together with those regarding other activities; the more recent developments in higher education are less transparent in terms of their activities abroad and almost no statistics are available. As these difficulties are mentioned in an OECD recent report, “it is therefore not easy, and sometimes impossible, to identify ‘trade in education services’ using standard statistics on services trade”
. Despite these problems, the authors managed to provide a rough estimate of the size of trade in educational services in OECD countries. Considering the data available, they processed only that part of the data corresponding to GATS mode 2 – consumption abroad or, in the traditional academic terminology, to student mobility (students studying abroad).


Sometimes, these data are considered as estimating “the overall level of trade in educational services”. For the period preceding the expansion of transnational (borderless) education, this indicator might be acceptable. However, since the middle of the 1990s, the use of ICTs and the rapid expansion of study programmes mobility have added new dimensions to trade in higher education. Mode 1: crossborder supply and mode 3: commercial presence have become very active, and thus any estimation should consider their developments which have steadily become dominant.


In the attempts to measure the size of trade in higher education, one should consider: (a) the stages of higher education development; (b) the evolution of various types of academic mobility; (c) the availability of data and their reliability. The first two instances are highly correlated, in the sense that academic mobility evolves together with new developments in higher education. While up to the middle of the 1990s the mobility of study programmes was less expanded, it has, since then, started to involve a growing number of students and staff and new types of educational services (testing, consultancy and training, e-learning, etc.). It is indeed true that very few or almost no data are available for approximating the size of this mobility and of its corresponding trade, but this lack does not imply the use of the indicator on student and staff mobility as the only one for the estimation of the overall level of trade in higher education.


GATS and the study of trade in higher education find themselves confronted with an important problem: the traditional types of academic mobility or of modes of service supply are well in place and the information on their size and evolution is both available and reliable
, but the new types of academic mobility, corresponding mostly to the market code, are less transparent. For instance, the OECD report estimates that “approximately 1.47 million foreign students in tertiary education were studying abroad in OECD countries in 1999”, and that “the overall market in OECD of mode 2 trade in educational services is around $ US 30 billion in 1999, corresponding roughly to 3 per cent of total trade in services in OECD countries”
. The latter is again an underestimation, since not all educational services were included, particularly those associated with the mobility of study programmes.


The situation in terms of correspondences between types of academic mobility and GATS modes of trade is such that those types of academic mobility and of modes that were generated by the traditional academic paradigm (student and staff mobility) are relatively transparent and well regulated, whereas those generated by the market code are less transparent and do not lend themselves to easy regulation by the traditional academic codes. We may thus be faced either with the need to reconstruct the academic space in order to include all its developments, traditional or new, or with a split between those developments that are regulated by the academic codes and those associated with the market codes. This challenge of options is the most important one facing higher education today at institutional, national, and global level, being directly related to its roles and functions in any society.

6.  A conclusion


Trading in higher education is today one of the most important issues of academic concern. Its consequences are expected to become increasingly visible, not only in the ways conventional higher education institutions are to be organized and managed and in the newly emerging types of institutions, but also in the development of teaching, learning, and research, in student flows, and in the staffing of universities, in the systemic distribution of academic power, both nationally with regard to the role of government in shaping public policies and in the funding of higher education, and internationally when considering the effects of borderless higher education and the dominance of the Anglo-American language and their types of institutions. 


Anxieties, fears, ambiguities, and uncertainties are associated with the advancement of trading. However, trading in higher education is not a new phenomenon. It is as old as student and staff mobility and the institutional charging of tuition fees for foreign students. What is new is the quantitative expansion of student mobility, facilitated, in addition, by the development of study programme mobility. Also new is the institutionalization of GATS, which brings with it a new perspective on the old functioning of higher education at national and international level. But such novelties co-exist with well established academic traditions, and we are now faced with a clash between the two.


Higher education developments are indeed generated today by two paradigms. The academic paradigm was consecrated by the long history of the university and is widely shared by the existing conventional higher education institutions. More recently, a new market paradigm has been at work and, in combination with the impact of ICTs, has generated new developments in higher education. While each paradigm and its corresponding codes have specific discourses, practices and ideologies, a clash between them has emerged, being highly loaded with ambiguities and contingencies incorporated in “boundaries objects”. When exploring the most frequent issues of concern in higher education today, one may easily see that they are related to “boundary objects” emerging out of the blending of the two paradigms.  As a result, the academic space is currently clouded by many uncertainties. These are bound to influence the policies of institutional and systems development in an academic space which is becoming more and more globalized. For this reason, higher education finds itself confronted with a challenge that it has never before encountered: the requirement of its providing a coherent and consistent explanation to justify both its existence and functioning.


In doing so, it should further explore the implications of the two categories of generating and competing codes and paradigms and opt for those which best ensure its way of survival and optimal functioning. Take, for instance, academic quality assurance. In the last decade or so, a clear shift from the traditional collegiate model to the one borrowed from the managerial and marketing approaches has taken place in most of the higher education systems. However, the two models do not exclude each other, but rather coexist at institutional and national level, while at the same time being loaded with tensions and uncertainties that originate in the regional (e.g., the emerging “European Higher Education Area”) and in the global development of higher education. Academic mobility, credentials recognition, and higher education trade demand for new approaches to quality assurance, while the pressures of academic traditions are still to be considered. Thus the need for that quality framework which demands for the establishment of an appropriate infrastructure of academic quality that functions simultaneously at institutional, national and global level and reconcile old traditions with new approaches.  Such a task seems to be today a top priority which can be approached only after reflecting on the links and implications of the two competing paradigms. Many other similar examples may be brought to the fore in the same vein from almost all areas of higher education. It seems right to say that either the university is truly reinventing itself in order to cope with all the new challenges or it may slowly and surely be brought either to dissolution or to its replacement by new types of “learning organizations”.
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