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Welcome

Welcome to UNESCO for this first major event of our Global Forum on Quality Assurance, Accreditation and the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher Education. The interest in this event has exceeded our expectations and I thank you in advance for putting up with this cramped accommodation. Rooms here are at a premium because the Executive Board of UNESCO is now in session.

We warned those who registered late that we could not guarantee a seat but many came anyway. Perhaps the overcrowding will provoke some robust debates, as in the British House of Commons, which does not have enough seats if all its members show up at once.

My task is briefly to set the stage for the programme of the next two days and my title is:  Automobiles, Bananas, Courses, Degrees…: an ABC of Higher Education and Globalisation. Duties at UNESCO’s Executive Board will take me away from your discussions for most of today, but I shall be with you this evening and tomorrow. I look forward to that and I thank you all for coming and contributing.

Introduction 

The context of our meeting is the globalisation of higher education. UNESCO welcomes this trend because it fulfils the Constitution that created UNESCO in 1945. Let me quote from the preamble to that Constitution. We read, first:

That the wide diffusion of culture, and the education of humanity for justice and liberty and peace are indispensable to the dignity of man and constitute a sacred duty which all nations must fulfil in a spirit of mutual assistance and concern.

And later:

For these reasons, the States Parties to this Constitution, believing in full and equal opportunities for education for all, in the unrestricted pursuit of objective truth, and in the free exchange of ideas and knowledge, are agreed and determined to develop and increase the means of communication between their peoples and to employ these means for the purposes of mutual understanding and a truer and more perfect knowledge of each other’s lives.

My first and fundamental point is that the globalisation of higher education, with its attendant phenomena of borderless education, distance learning and the diversification of providers, contributes powerfully to the achievement of those noble ideals. 

My second point is that UNESCO’s constitution picks up ideas, like the pursuit of objective truth and the free exchange of ideas and knowledge, which had currency for hundreds of years in universities before UNESCO was created. Some medieval rulers gave universities and their academic staff the kind of international status that the United Nations system enjoys today. 

For students and scholars to be mobile is not new.  Erasmus, the 16th century Dutch humanist, felt at home in all the universities of Europe. Even earlier English students who were thrown out of the medieval University of Paris for bad behaviour went home to create the University of Oxford.

Despite this long tradition of academic internationalism, however, many people feel that some of its contemporary manifestations are new and different. Some find these developments exciting and encouraging, others consider them to be deplorable and dangerous. But those on all sides – for there are various camps – seem to want a forum to discuss these issues that is both neutral in its political ideology and universal in its global reach.

Many look to UNESCO to provide such a forum. With some trepidation, therefore, my colleagues and I have accepted the challenge and created this Global Forum on International Quality Assurance, Accreditation and the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher Education. It has two main goals. The first is simply to provide a place where individuals and institutions can debate the issues from a wide range of perspectives. I hope that as you argue your views you will remember the extract from UNESCO’s constitution that I just read out and use this forum for the purposes of mutual understanding and a truer and more perfect knowledge of each other’s ideas.
The second goal, having debated the issues, is to decide what to do about them. We are particularly interested in your views on what UNESCO can most helpfully do in this arena. This meeting is particularly timely because UNESCO is now engaged in planning its activities for the next biennium. We therefore have the opportunity to include work on the key issues that you may identify. 

Basic principles 

I shall devote the rest of these introductory remarks to the risky task of trying to identify some basic principles on which we might agree. It is a risky because there are divergent views in this room. That is one of the virtues of this gathering. If we were all of one mind and simply came here to reinforce our prejudices this meeting would be pointless.

I hope that even if you do not all agree with the basic principles that I shall outline they may at least serve to reveal where your views diverge and to highlight the principles that you contest.

The Stakeholders

To begin with then, whom are we trying to help through these discussions? I suggest that there are three stakeholder groups of particular interest. First, because UNESCO is an intergovernmental body, it has the task of trying to help governments develop good policies in the ever-changing world of education. We already know that different governments have different views on the topics we shall address in this Forum. Our challenge is to propose actions that will help all governments deal with the issues of higher education and globalisation in an effective and collaborative way.

Second, behind governments are their citizens. As democracy spreads, governments are increasingly focused on serving and protecting their citizens. Making it possible for all their citizens to be educated is now a key objective of most governments, even if many of them are having little success in achieving it. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, one of the basic drivers of UNESCO’s activity, identifies education as a human right and states that ‘higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit’. 

That is a pretty meaningless statement in the many countries today where less than 5% of the age group have access to higher education. The demography of our contemporary world means that in numerous countries half the population is less then twenty years old. Universities in those countries will face a tidal wave of hopeful youngsters who know that higher education is the key to a future with choices. I urge you to keep these people the front of your thinking even though they are not really represented here. 

It is to highlight the needs of those who are not now being served by higher education that I identify existing academic communities as the third and last group of stakeholders. In this group I include both those who are lucky enough to have obtained access to higher education as students and the academic staff. The academic staff teaches and conducts research. The globalisation of universities and the commercialisation of knowledge have implications for their research work. I spoke about these implications two weeks ago at a colloquium at Laval University in Canada but I shall not revisit them here. Focusing mainly on teaching will keep us busy enough.

This Forum has attracted participants from a diversity of backgrounds. That diversity gives you different relationships with these three stakeholder groups. Some of you represent governments. The rest of you have various relationships with governments. Fewer of you have a relationship to the huge numbers of people who aspire to higher education but cannot get access to it. I suggest that an important criterion for judging our different responses to globalisation should be the opportunities that we can create for this group. Lastly, of course, you have different relationships to the present students and staff of higher education. Some of you represent them, some employ them, and some create the policy environment in which they work.

Higher Education as a Public Good

I turn now to a principle that is at the heart of the debate about the globalisation of higher education, that is the notion of higher education as a public good. Here the issue is not with the principle itself, but with the ancillary assumptions that accrete to it. Again, UNESCO’s charter is helpful. Knowledge is a public good. To quote the passage again, the founder member states of UNESCO believed: 

 in the unrestricted pursuit of objective truth, and in the free exchange of ideas and knowledge. 
This notion long predates UNESCO, which reminds us that there is no logical link between the idea of knowledge as a public good and the state financing of universities. The notion of knowledge as the common property of humankind was around long before universities received funding from states. 

Another false linkage is to assume that the common public aspiration for wide access to higher education can only be satisfied by the action of government, and in particular by having governments provide higher education free. This assumption is amazingly tenacious although all the research points in the other direction. 

For the industrialised countries research has shown pretty consistently that countries with a regime of tuition fees accompanied by bursary schemes enrol more students in higher education – and from a broader socio-economic base – than those where higher education is free. For the developing countries the contrast is often made between South Korea and Ghana. Starting from similar points forty years ago South Korea, with a mixed economy of higher education, has achieved some of the highest participation and graduation rates in the world, whereas Ghana with only state universities and free tuition, has an age participation rate of much less than ten percent. 

None of this is to argue that state support to higher education is unimportant. On the contrary, as the statement from UNESCO’s 1998 World Conference put it:

Higher education should be considered a public service. While diversified sources of funding, private and public, are necessary; public support for higher education and research remains essential to ensure a balanced achievement of its educational and social missions.

We simply have to avoid the error of treating ‘public’ and ‘state’ as synonyms.

New need not be bad

My third basic principle is that new need not be bad. One of the benefits of globalisation is that it promotes competition, and competition creates diversity. The idea that globalisation means homogenisation flies in the face of all the evidence. Globalisation is certainly creating diversity in higher education. However, higher education is a conservative enterprise. What is new is regarded with suspicion. It has to prove itself, which is absolutely right. But we must guard against the mindless rejection of new approaches even when they have proved themselves. I give you three examples.

The first is the International Baccalaureate. This diploma, covering the last two years of high school, was developed over thirty years ago with the support of UNESCO. It is managed by a non-governmental organisation. Greeted with tremendous scepticism at first, it has gradually won converts because of its quality and has now become the gold standard for university entry worldwide. 

It is ironic that three of the countries whose nationals were most closely involved in starting the IB, namely France, Germany and the United Kingdom, have, until recently, been the most refractory to its use in their jurisdictions. Today, however, they look at it with envy while various countries in transition are seeking to adopt the International Baccalaureate curriculum as their national curriculum. This is not only because of its academic quality but because, since September 11 last year, people have realised that the IB is most successful example of a curriculum designed for international understanding.

The second example is one of my former institutions, the UK Open University. When this new university was proposed in the late 1960s, the press and most of the academic and educational establishment in Britain ridiculed the idea. When they saw the output they changed their minds and today the Open University ranks 6th out of the 100 UK universities for the quality of its teaching. In various disciplines, from Geology to Music, the majority of UK students studying in programmes with an excellent quality rating are with the Open University.

The third example is the US University of Phoenix. This for-profit university inspired deep hostility among much of US higher education as it began to be successful and to attract large numbers of students. By the sheer thoroughness of its work and its demonstrable success with students, Phoenix has now largely silenced the critics. 

These three examples are also examples of new concepts. For the International Baccalaureate, it was the idea of an internationally managed qualification that no government controlled. For the Open University it was the concept of distance learning. For Phoenix it was the concept of higher education conducted for profit. In each case the new institution simply did the job so much better than existing competitors that its quality had to be recognised. It is also worth noting that each of these organisations also operates at scale, with tens of thousands of pupils or students in each case. To that extent they provide hope for the millions who are currently excluded from tertiary education.  

I am sure you can think of other basic principles that should guide our discussions, but let me leave it at those three principles. To recap: first, UNESCO’s primary stakeholders are the governments that need policy frameworks to enable them to take advantage of globalisation to serve more students. Second, we should not confuse public good with state provision. Third, what is new need not be bad. Sometimes it will prove better than what already exists and create opportunities for more people. 

Higher Education and Trade

For the remainder of these remarks I go back to my title: Automobiles, Bananas, Courses, Degrees: an ABC of Higher Education and Globalisation. The issues that we shall discuss in this Forum would nearly all be live issues whether the World Trade Organisation and the General Agreement on Trade in Services existed or not. Nevertheless, the proposals for trade in higher education have given this debate its current acuity, topicality and virulence. Some participants would almost paraphrase Abraham Lincoln:

We are engaged in a great conceptual war, testing whether our university, or any university so conceived and dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that war.
I believe that is an overstatement so let me end with a few down to earth comments to put matters in proportion. First, remember that most of the same governments that are member states of the WTO are member states of UNESCO. Governments create and join a multitude of intergovernmental organisations, both within and alongside the UN system. They do so because each body has its own special mandate and purpose. It is true that these bodies often try to expand their remits and trespass on those of others, but that is an issue for the governments who run them to sort out. Basically each agency has its focus. It is, as we say, horses for courses.

The aim is to get the right horse on the right course. It is pointless to pretend that higher education does not exist in a marketplace, nor that there is no trade in higher education. 

But having said that it is vital to recognise that, while higher education may be traded in a marketplace, it is a quite different proposition from cars or bananas. The challenge is to come up with an appropriate way of maximising the benefits and minimising the dangers now that higher education is a global phenomenon. 

In finding a way forward we should start from where we are. The regional conventions for the recognition of qualifications, which my colleagues will explain to you, represent one place where we are. These conventions have a respectable history. A concerted attempt to update them and bring them together globally could be one way forward.

We are also at the end of a decade during which our understanding of quality assurance and assessment in higher education has become much more sophisticated. This, too, provides a way forward. Some of you here have helped to develop that sophisticated understanding of quality, which trade in higher education requires more than trade in bananas or cars. The slide of quality rankings that I showed for the UK Open University shows how quality assessment can help to reassure people that new approaches can actually enhance quality.

Back in the 1970s the author Jessica Mitford caused a hue and cry by pointing up unethical practices in the correspondence education industry. UNESCO was involved in developing guidelines of good practice in response to this crisis of confidence. That may be another element of the way forward. You will no doubt come up with others.

Conclusions

I shall leave it there, thank you again for coming, and wish you a constructive meeting. I shall be back to join you later but before I go let me introduce two key colleagues in the organisation of this event.

The first is the chairman of this session and Director of the Higher Education Division at UNESCO, Komlavi Francisco Seddoh. Dr Seddoh has the perspective of all three of the stakeholder groups that I identified because he was a minister of education and a university president in his native Togo before joining UNESCO. He is a very wise observer of higher education with a deep commitment to its expansion in the developing countries of the world. 

The second is Ms Stamenka Uvalic-Trumbic who has been most directly involved in the organisation of this Forum. I am finding it a pleasure to work with her on this project and you will too. 

Thank you.

