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Higher education plays its part in creating. preserving and passing on knowledge at the highest levels.

Institutions of higher education also play a decisive part in rethinking education, as regards both where
and when it takes place. Although the number of places in higher education is everywhere limited, it is Important for
higher education to be conceived in such a fashion as to unite equity with excellence, within Institutions that are wide
open to people from every social and economic group, whatever their previous education. Universities, in particular,
must lead the way by trying out new methods of reaching new groups of learners, recognizing skills and knowledge
acquired outside formal systems, and promulgating, through the training of teachers and teacher trainer, new ap-
proaches to learning. It is primarily the universities that unite all the traditional functions associated with the advance-
ment and transmission of knowledge: research, Innovation, teaching and training and continuing education. Institutions
of higher education are ideally placed to use globalization as a tool for bridging the knowledge gap and in order to
enrich the dialogue between peoples and between cultures. Co-operation among scientists working in the same disci-
pline transcends national boundaries and is a powerful tool for the internationalization of research, technology, ideas,
attitudes and activities. However, the concentration of research and research facilities in the countries belonging to the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) constitutes a challenge to sustainable development

in economically less-advanced countries.

Introduction

Higher education is at one and the same time one of the
driving forces of economic development and the focal point
of learning in a society. It is both repository and creator of
knowledge. Moreover, it is the principal instrument for pass-
ing on the accumulated experience, cultural and scientific,
of humanity. In a world where resources of knowledge will
increasingly predominate over material resources as factors
in development, the importance of higher education and of
higher education institutions can only grow. Moreover, the
effect of innovation and technological progress means that
economies will increasingly demand competencies that re-
quire high-level studies. Social pressure and the specific re-
quirements of the labour market have resulted in an extraor-
dinary diversification in institutions and in courses of study.
Higher education has not been exempt from the ‘force and
urgency with which educational reform is politically advocat-
ed to respond to the economic imperative.

Universities no longer have the monopoly of higher learn-
ing: indeed, national higher education systems have now
become so varied and complex in terms of structures, pro-
grammes, student populations and funding that it has be-
come difficult to categorize them.

The expansion in enrolments and in the number of institu-
tions has entailed increased expenditure on higher educa-
tion, which is faced with the formidable problems of the de-
velopment of mass higher education. The challenge of mass
higher education has still not been met adequately, making
it necessary to re-examine the role of higher education.

The Functions of Higher Education

It is primarily the universities that unite all the traditional
functions associated with the advancement and transmis-
sion of knowledge: research, innovation, teaching and
training and continuing education. To these one can add
another function that has been growing in importance in
recent years: International co-operation.

These functions can all contribute to sustainable development.
As autonomous centres for research and the creation of knowl-
edge, universities can address some of the developmental is-
sues facing society. They educate the intellectual and political
leaders and company heads of tomorrow, as well as many of
the teachers. In their social role, universities can use their au-
tonomy in the service of debate on the great ethical and
scientific issues facing the society of the future, and serve as
links with the rest of the education system by providing further
learning opportunities for adults and acting as a centre for the
study, enrichment and preservation of culture. There is increas-
ing pressure of higher education to respond to social concerns,
while the other precious and indispensible features of universi-
ties, their academic freedom and institutional autonomy, have
also been the focus of attention. Those features, although no
guarantee of excellence, are a prerequisite for it.

A Place for Learning and a Source of Knowledge

With the growing role of scientific and technological
knowledge in society, in industry and trade, and in the ap-
plication of research to the problems of human develop-
ment, institutions of higher education have an extremely
important duty to maintain their capacities for high-level
research in their fields of competence. Today, they are in
competition for research funds with a wide variety of oper-
ators, some in the private sector. On the other hand, they
are uniquely well placed to play their traditional and nec-
essary role of advancing knowledge by virtue of the intel-
lectual freedom, freedom of debate and the guarantee of
independent evaluation they offer to researchers.

At a time when the sheer quantity of knowledge and in-
formation is expanding exponentially and when higher
education institutions are confidently expected to be able
to meet the learning needs of constantly growing and in-
creasingly varied student population, the a quality of train-
ing for teachers and the quality of teaching in higher edu-
cation institution takes on ever greater importance. Higher
education institutions have a key responsibility in training
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teachers, in establishing links with non higher education
teacher training institutions and in training teacher educa-
tors. They must open themselves up to bring in teachers
from the economic and other social sectors to facilitate be-
tween them and the education sector.

Higher Education and the Changing Labour Market
Employment structures are changing as societies progress
and machines replace human beings: the number of man-
ual workers is declining, whereas supervisory, managerial
and organizational tasks are expanding, thus increasing the
need for intellectual abilities in employees all levels.

Universities have come to place more emphasis on training
in science and technology in response to the demand for
specialists familiar with the most recent technologies, ca-
pable of running increasingly complex systems. As there is
no reason to think there will be any reversal of this trend,
universities must continue to be in a position to meet the
demand and thus must constantly adapt specialized cours-
es of study to the needs of society.

The division of subject-matter into separate disciplines may
be just what the labour market does not need and the
most successful institutions are those that have evolved
flexible, co-operative forms of cross-disciplinary teaching.
Although many scientific universities face the question of
whether to steer the best students towards research or to-
wards industry, flexibility dictates that, wherever possible,
the multi-dimensional character of higher education must
be protected to ensure that graduates receive an appropri-
ate preparation for the labour market.

The Universities as a place of Culture and learning open
to all

Universities are usually multidisciplinary, making it possible
for each individual to escape the confines of his or her initial
cultural environment. They are usually more in touch with
the international world than are other educational structures.

Each university should become an ‘open’ university, offer-
ing possibilities for distance learning and learning at various
points in time. Experience in distance teaching has shown
that, for people studying at to higher education level, a judi-
cious mix of media, correspondence courses, computer com-
munications technology and personal contact can broaden
the options on offer at relatively low cost. These should in-
clude both vocational training and personal development
courses. Furthermore, in keeping with the idea that each per-
son should be both learner and teacher, greater use should
be made of specialist other than faculty members: teamwork,
co-operation with the surrounding community and community
service by students are some of the factors that can enrich
the cultural role of higher education institutions.

Higher education and International Co-operation
Institutions of higher education are ideally placed to use
globalization as a tool for bridging the knowledge gap
and in order to enrich the dialogue between peoples and
between cultures. Co-operation among scientists work-
ing in the same discipline transcends national boundaries
and is a powerful tool for the internationalization of re-
search, technology, ideas, attitudes and activities. Howev-
er, the concentration of research and research facilities in
the countries belonging to the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) constitutes a chal-
lenge to sustainable development in economically less-ad-
vanced countries.
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The networks that have been developed amongst the
wealthier countries, in the European Union and the OECD
countries, have produced enormous scientific and cultural
benefits, but networks, useful and powerful though they
are, can exacerbate the differences between the countries
which participate in them and those which are left outside,
unless there is a concomitant strengthening of North-South
and South-South co-operation. The economic sector also
needs to set up partnership with universities in both the
developed and the developing world to carry out research
on problems related to development in the different re-
gions. International donors can also give a fresh impetus
to these kinds of partnerships. The free movement of per-
sons and the sharing of scientific knowledge are important
principles, endorsed by the commission. While paying due
respect to intellectual property, the universities and gov-
ernments of 'knowledge-wealthy’ countries should employ
every means whereby the potential of the poorest regions
of the world may be enhanced and their access to infor-
mation improved. These include exchanges of students
and teachers, assistance in the development of communi-
cation systems, particularly on-line systems, the pooling of
research findings, inter-university networking and the es-
tablishment of regional centres of excellence.

Recognizing subsequently acquired skills by means of
new methods of certification

A certificate obtained at the end of formal education is still,
all too often, the only means of gaining access to skilled em-
ployment, and young people who leave school without any
qualifications and without any recognized skills not only suf-
fer a personal sense of failure but are placed at a disadvan-
tage, in most cases a long-term disadvantage, in relation to
the job market. It is therefore important to make it possible
for acquired skills, especially those acquired in the course of
people’s working lives, to be recognized not only in the work-
place but also within the formal education system, including
universities. Schemes of this kind are at present being studied
in some parts of the world; thus, the European Commission,
in a recent White Paper, envisaged the creation of ‘personal
skills cards’ enabling individuals to obtain recognition of their
knowledge and skills as and when they acquire them. It does
seem that the worldwide implementation, in various forms,
of such certification systems, taken together with the formal
qualifications obtained during initial education, would allow
due credit to be given to the totality of a person’s skills and
would make for greater possibilities of movement between
education and the working environment. These proposals ap-
ply, incidentally, just as much to those with as to those with-
out formal qualifications.
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