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ABSTRACT 

 

This study aims to examine and explain the hypothesised knowledge tension post-1980 to the 

present day in the New Zealand University. This is a period when new global forces such as 

globalisation of education, internationalisation of education, global market in higher 

education, global economic reformation, public management in education, and global 

rankings began to exert an influence on the forms of knowledge valued for the global 

economy. These influences appear to have resulted in a marked shift towards knowledge 

being increasingly regarded as something that must be fundamentally linked to economic 

purposes. 

I adopted a social realist three steps approach (theoretical conceptualisation, policy document 

analysis, and empirical study – involving three New Zealand Universities) and a historical 

approach to explore and explain a shift that I hypothesise has occurred in the value accorded 

to knowledge. 

I identify a tension between the symbolic and the economic purposes of knowledge, which I 

theorise as a knowledge dialectic – an expression of a deeper creative tension – the potential 

for a conciliatory mode/knowledge synthesis approach. I argue that this knowledge dialectic 

is located in the humanising-instrumentalising purposes of knowledge and can be seen in how 

the connection between the two knowledge forms (theoretical/procedural) and types of 

education (liberal/vocational) are played out in university education. 

I hope that this study may contribute to a broader understanding of the changing purposes and 

roles of universities by providing insights into the way in which knowledge is valued within 

this period of global economic change; and also to encourage discussion about the purposes 

of the university to arrive at a new knowledge synthesis/conciliatory mode between the types 

and forms of knowledge. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

KNOWLEDGE IN THE NEW ZEALAND 

UNIVERSITY 

According to the World Bank, education is at the heart of global economic, social and 

political development (World Development Report (WDR), 2018). 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

This research is an examination of what I will argue is a knowledge dialectic - a tension 

between the humanistic and instrumental purposes of knowledge in the New Zealand 

University. Chapter one introduces the thesis argument; it includes an outline of the thesis 

problem statement where the idea that the dialectic is expressed as a creative tension is 

justified. I then provide a brief overview of the methodology, the research questions, and the 

purpose and significance of the research. The chapter concludes with an overview of the 

chapters to show how I develop my argument in the thesis overall. 

2.0 THESIS ARGUMENT 

The research investigates the tension between the two forms of disciplinary knowledge which 

exist in the university. In this study, these two forms of knowledge are known by a variety of 

names: theoretical/abstract/propositional/‘know-that’ and procedural/practice/technical/‘know-

how’ (Muller & Young, 2019; Rata, McPhail, & Barrett, 2019; Winch, 2014; Wheelahan, 

2012) and are often realised in two contrasting forms of education – liberal and vocational. 

These are explored more fully in chapter five. By liberal education (Newman, 1852; Hirst, 

1965; Oakeshott, 1971; Bailey, 1988), I mean an education that “aims to train intelligence for 

its proper office: to know” (Dewey, 1916/1923/2004, p. 261); and by vocational education 

(Prosser & Quigley, 1949; Pring, 1995), I mean “an education whose controlling motive in 

the choice of means and methods is to prepare for productive efficiency” (Snedden, 1910, p. 

13). The thesis examines the tension post-1980 to the present day. This is a period when new 
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global forces (globalisation of education, public management in education, 

internationalisation of education, global economic reformation, global markets in higher 

education, and global rankings) began to exert an influence on the forms of knowledge 

valued for a new, emerging global economy. These influences, promoted by global bodies 

such as the Organisation for Economic Development (OECD), the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF), and the World Bank (WB), appears to have resulted in a marked shift towards 

knowledge being increasingly regarded as something that must be fundamentally linked to 

economic purposes (Kirschenmann, 2001; Codd, 2004; Olssen & Peters, 2005; Calhoun, 

2006; Shore, 2010; Ball, 2012; Robertson & Dale, 2013). Some scholars argue that university 

knowledge has now become a product that can be bought and sold - a commodity (Grace, 

2014; Stavrou, 2014). Moodie (2016) argues, however, that a tension has always existed 

between theory and practice in the university, even since medieval times. My intention is to 

argue that this tension has come to the fore in recent times and in new ways. 

Underpinning these changes in education are fundamental changes to the New Zealand 

economy in the shift from a strongly regulated and protected economy pre-1980s, to a 

liberalised ‘free’ market (Goedegebuure, Santiago, Fitznor, Stensaker, & Steen, 2008). 

Within this context, the role of universities in New Zealand has shifted from an elite 

institution to ones catering for large numbers of diverse students. Universities in New 

Zealand have become part of an international tertiary education sector (Crawford, 2016). Post 

1990, the shift became more significant as competition and private contributions appears to 

have pushed the university’s aims towards broadening participation (McLaughlin, 2003). 

This policy shift continued with an emphasis on market-like competition, student choice, and 

an emphasis on the private gains derived from tertiary education (Santiago, Tremblay, Basri, 

& Arnal, 2008). In the early 2000s, the policy shift moved towards increased governmental 

steering of the tertiary sector in an attempt to align tertiary education objectives with socio-

economic development.  

Taking a broad perspective, the research in this thesis studies the role of the university in 

New Zealand, how its role has changed since the reforms of the 1980s, and the effects of 

these changes on the forms of knowledge that traditionally have been most valued. In 

particular, I consider the shift in the role of knowledge brought about by these forces. I 

examine how local forces have shaped what has happened to New Zealand universities, 

particularly in the four decades of global neo-liberal reforms. The dynamic nature of the 

global and local interaction will also be considered, and this will show how global economic, 
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social, cultural and ecological processes have affected Higher Education in a number of 

ways. In this process, changes take on a localised form as a nation’s history and 

circumstances play their role in re-shaping the effects of global forces so that they also 

acquire a local character (Sakhiyya & Rata, 2019; Collins, 1998). 

Overall, the study will examine the proposition that the historical tension, the oscillation 

between the value given to either theoretical or procedural forms of knowledge in the 

university and in society more broadly, can be understood as an expression of the deeper 

creative tension between the economic and humanistic functions of knowledge. The term 

creative tension in this study developed as a result of considering the knowledge dialectic to 

mean a position where disagreement or conflict ultimately gives rise to better ideas or results. 

“Dialectics comes from the Greek dialego, to discourse, to debate, or a tension between two 

important trends. In ancient times, dialectics was the art of arriving at the truth by disclosing 

the contradictions in the argument of an opponent and overcoming these contradictions” 

(Stalin & Stalin, 1940, p. 1). More recently, Popper (2002), who was in two minds about the 

term, describes its meaning in another way by suggesting that – dialectic "is a theory which 

maintains that something – for instance, human thought – develops in a way characterised by 

the so-called dialectic triad: thesis, antithesis, synthesis." (p. 421). In this study, the dialectic 

triad is used as an argument structuring device. The concept owes much of its status to its part 

in the philosophies of Socrates (470 BC-399 BC) and Plato (424/423 BC-348/347 BC) 

(Guthrie & Guthrie, 1962). According to Aristotle (384 BC-322 BC), it was Zeno Elea (495 

BC-425 BC), a pre-Socratic philosopher who first introduced the word dialectic (Laertius, 

2018). Since the Classical era, the use and meaning of the concept have varied significantly. 

Although the line of thought adopted in this study is that derived from Hegel and Marx, the 

concept of the dialectic goes back to Heraclitus of Ephesus (535 BC-475 BC), and, because 

the concept is central to my argument, I briefly outline its history in philosophical thought. 

Heraclitus, a pre-Socratic and a material monist, represents what could be called the pre-

history of the word dialectic (Tarry, 2018). His way of reasoning was dialectical in the sense 

that he believes that all things are modifications of fire, the symbol of movement and change 

through self-consumption (Guthrie & Guthrie, 1962). For Heraclitus, dialectic was about 

nature and not about the mind, referring fundamentally to a conflictual drive inherent to 

reality (Graham, 2007). Heraclitus was linked to, and celebrated for his dialectic statements 

such as “everything is in a state of flux – everything is always flowing in some respects, all 

things pass, and nothing stays and comparing existing things to the flow of a river, he says 
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you could not step twice into the same river” (Graham, 2007, section 3 and sub section 3.1). 

His key idea is that of a dynamic principle comprising the conflicting, or even 

complementary interaction between opposites. It took more than two thousand years for 

Hegel to reintroduce the concept (Guthrie & Guthrie, 1962). 

Within philosophy, Hegel (1977/1770-1854 AD) used the concept, later adapted by Marx 

(1818-1883 AD), to explain social and economic processes. For Hegel, the term suggests that 

an idea (thesis - proposition) creates its opposite (antithesis – counter proposition), thereby 

leading to a reconciliation of opposites (synthesis) (McTaggart, 1910; Likitkijsomboon, 

1992). This was a way for ideas to advance. For Marx, the concept is an analytical technique 

for the empirical study of social practices in terms of interrelations, progression, and 

transformation (Mandel, 1976). Mandel (1976) notes Marx’s use of the concept: “When the 

dialectical method is applied to the study of economic problems, economic phenomena are 

not viewed separately from each other, by bits and pieces, but in their inner connection as an 

integrated totality, structured around, and by, a basic predominant mode of production” (p. 

18). The result of such a dialectic could be the rejection of a relevant hypothesis, a synthesis, 

an integration of the apparently conflicting ideas or a qualitative development of the 

discourse. In the same vein, the term dialectic can be interpreted positively or negatively.  

In this study, the idea of the knowledge dialectic describes a situation where out of the 

contradiction between the symbolic and instrumental purposes knowledge serves, that is its 

dualistic purposes, comes the potential for unforeseen outcomes. I identify an apparent 

knowledge conflict between the symbolic purpose of knowledge and the 

material/economic/instrumental purpose of knowledge (Moutsios, 2018; Collins, 1998) and 

argue that the outcome of this knowledge conflict in relation to the value of knowledge in the 

university, and in society more generally at this time, is unclear. Therefore, I am using the 

term creative tension to consider the dialectic. Despite most commentators (Wright & Shore, 

2017; Strain, Barnett and Jarvis, 2009; Small, 2009) arguing that the university has ‘sold out’ 

and commodified knowledge for the neoliberal market – in terms of its original mission – the 

potential remains for unforeseen outcomes when the issues are theorised as a dialectic. It is an 

ongoing dialectic that comes from the very nature of knowledge itself, but the shift in this 

period has been particularly significant (Crawford, 2016) and involves global economic 

forces in a way not seen before, thereby justifying my research into the phenomenon. It is 

possible that the role of the university in preparing thoughtful citizens and professional 

practitioners may require moving away from the obvious dichotomy of theory and practice to 
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reconsider a synergistic interaction of the two forms of knowledge (Raelin, 2007; Winch, 

1995). 

In the following section, I outline more specifically the research problems of the study. 

3.0 THE KNOWLEDGE DIALECTIC 

I identify five interdependent dimensions to the phenomenon of the knowledge dialectic 

which provide a means of theorising the research problem. I will discuss each dimension in 

turn. 

3.1 KNOWLEDGE 

The first dimension of the knowledge dialectic concerns the type of knowledge provided to 

students of each generation who attend a university; known as disciplinary/scientific 

knowledge. Durkheim (1912/2001) and Wheelahan (2012) argue that the key affordance of 

disciplinary knowledge is in providing students with access to systems of knowledge. This has 

traditionally been the raison d’être of university education, but in the ‘knowledge society’ of 

the neoliberal era (Arimoto, 2002; Enders & Fulton, 2012; Bhattacharya, 2018), while 

knowledge is valued, it has been displaced from the centre of the curriculum by a new 

emphasis on the practical purposes for education described as skills, dispositions, and 

competencies (Wheelahan, 2012). The economic drivers of global higher education (HE) 

policy have resulted in a shift towards emphasising such procedural forms of knowledge, for 

example, in emphasising the idea of making university graduates more ‘work ready’. Winch 

(2017) notes that employability skills or general skills are revealed as most important in many 

countries’ governmental reforms of qualifications. He argues that such changes carry risks 

because an instrumental emphasis may produce professionals who are no longer fully 

professional but instead are likely to be technicians: people who are trained to repeat a 

process with limited ability to make institutional judgements (Winch, 2017). Winch (2014) 

also reminds us that the notion of the professional encompasses the ideals of an ethical, moral 

person. If the dominant shift towards practice continues, then, there is a risk that moral and 

ethical aspects of education are de-emphasised. Bernstein (2000) has termed this 

instrumentalism, ‘trainability’, and Beck (2006) suggests this ‘trainability’ denotes “a vacant 

space waiting to be filled with whatever temporary contents market, or institutional, or 

governmental imperatives may dictate” (p. 193). 
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3.2 THE UNIVERSITY 

The second dimension of the knowledge dialectic concerns the purpose of the university in 

providing access to this scientific or disciplinary type of knowledge. Higher education’s 

purpose has changed significantly from what it was even 35 years ago (Adelekan, 2014). For 

example, courses taught and developed in most Western universities must now make a 

profitability case to defend their survival. According to Manathunga (2016), universities have 

historically been seen as key institutions in the process of nation building, as a result of a 

society-university interdependency in knowledge production, and for the education of 

professionals. However, much of the recent higher education HE policy has focused on new 

roles for universities in contributing to national economies as part of a global marketplace. 

For example, New Zealand government higher education policy demonstrates this economic 

focus by stating that changes to planning, funding, quality, and monitoring of tertiary 

education will work together to create “an investment system which supports the 

Government’s social and economic goals, and in particular the economic transformation 

agenda” (NZVCC, 2006, p. 1 para. 1). I argue that this policy shift shapes the balance of the 

creative tension within New Zealand universities in a way that alters the relationship between 

theoretical and procedural knowledge. New Zealand universities are awkwardly positioned 

between two conflicting yet competing policy visions: one focused on broader social 

purposes and the other on economic purposes (Shore, 2010).  

3.3 PRECARITY 

The third conceptual dimension of the knowledge dialectic is derived from the work of 

Barnett (2003) and Doogan (2009) and can be termed ‘precarity’. This concept is also known 

as the ‘apocalyptic discourse’ (Germana & Mousoutzanis, 2018), ‘precarious discourse’ 

(Premji, 2017) or ‘hyper discourse’ (Moore, 2011).  

Around early 2000, the use of the term intensified and it was used by the global justice 

movement, i.e., the anti-globalisation movement, activists (Marches Européennes contre le 

chômage la précarité et les exclusions [translation - European marches against 

unemployment, precarity and social exclusion]), and seen in EU governmental reports on 

social welfare (Mabrouki & Lebegue, 2004). According to Barnett (2003), this narrative 

suggests we live in an age of ‘uncertainty' and ‘fluidity’ in which there is an urgent need for 

change in education systems to cope with a fast-changing world. These two conditions of 

uncertainty and fluidity are intertwined with each other. Barnett (2003) notes that from 
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uncertainty grows fluidity and fluidity creates uncertainty. Tertiary institutions are caught up 

in this quandary. Society requires academics to pay attention to the changing curricula needs 

of students in this fluid context. In developing a curriculum suited for 21st century study, it is 

evident that tertiary institutions may need to look outside the traditional learning 

establishment and give more emphasis to the world of commerce and industry while ensuring 

that the influence of research projects contributes directly to wider society (Barnett, 2003). 

Bernstein describes this phenomenon as a movement from an inward-looking ‘singular’ 

disciplinary view to ‘regionalisation’, where universities look increasingly outward towards 

fields of practice (Bernstein, 2000). Knowledge created by institutions is seen as part of the 

needed knowledge capacity in and for the “knowledge society” (Barnett, 2003, p. 561). The 

boundaries between society and tertiary institutions have weakened as a result. The ideas 

surrounding research, the student, the course, teaching, academic freedom, scholars, and the 

role of tertiary institutions have become less clear. At the same time, the university is 

required to be more open to various sorts of scrutiny and challenges to its traditional 

authority. 

3.4 INSTRUMENTALISATION 

The fourth dimension of the knowledge dialectic concerns the three key economic forces 

influencing the university today; marketisation, managerialism, and massification (‘the 

3Ms’). Palfreyman and Tapper (2013) argue that the 3Ms are key themes in the global 

economic narrative and are considered to be the main challenges affecting modern 

universities. These themes indicate entirely new purposes for higher education and appear to 

attack the historical values and establishing practices of the ‘humanist’ university. For 

example, Readings (1996) and Gumport (2000) suggest that the university is losing validity 

due to a shift away from its historical roles, missions, and functions. Other challenges 

resulting from the 3Ms are the changes to curriculum: the shift in the types and forms of 

knowledge considered necessary for the ‘knowledge society’; and the kind of knowledge 

subsequently taught and developed in the university. This raises a number of questions: What 

should we teach in our higher education institutions? How should we teach to accommodate 

the evolving needs of our society? Is theoretical knowledge still relevant or should the focus 

be on practical education and applied forms of knowledge; knowledge ‘how’ rather than 

knowledge ‘that’? Alternatively, should a university education be about the integration of 

both knowledge forms? 
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3.5 THE KNOWLEDGE SHIFT 

The fifth dimension of the knowledge dialectic asks what is happening to the two forms of 

disciplinary/scientific type of knowledge, and which, if either knowledge form should drive 

the university’s purpose. As society changes in response to global forces, the social, 

economic, political, and cultural functions of university education also shift. One of the 

biggest challenges for education systems today may be the lack of sufficient depth of 

understanding concerning the relationship between theory and practice. Curriculum design 

advocates (Rata, 2018; McPhail, 2017b; Wheelahan, 2012; Young, 2008) argue that it is 

essential that we understand the knowledge relationship between theory and practice, and 

how each influences the other, as well as the varied structures of knowledge itself (Bernstein, 

2000). This view is worth examining in relation to the current shift towards instrumentalism 

because people tend to believe that procedural knowledge and professional practice are 

sufficient to meet the society’s social, economic, political, and cultural challenges. The 

‘visibility’ and ‘accessibility’ of procedural knowledge when compared to theoretical 

knowledge tends to encourage this view. However, theory gives us the knowledge we need to 

generalise, while practice is often context-bound (Rata, 2018). Therefore, questions such as 

‘what do students need to know’ are worth asking. Is a university’s purpose to seek deep 

understanding and meaning in what we do through education or is the purpose to pursue the 

application of knowledge in a way that is closer to training? 

In the next section, I begin with the introduction of the research background. 

4.0 THE CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM: NEOLIBERALISM AND 

THE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY 

In chapters two and six, I provide detailed historical and contemporary accounts of the 

concept of neoliberalism, a concept fundamental to this study; however, for the sake of 

clarity, I will give a brief overview of the concept in this section. The next chapter deals with 

neoliberalism in detail but for a different purpose. In that chapter, I show how the concept is 

useful as a key theoretical tool in my argument. 

Neoliberalism as a concept gained wide, international prominence during and after the 1980s, 

but it was Adam Smith (1776) who laid the foundations of the concept (Clarke, 2005). In his 

dissertation, The Wealth of Nations, Smith (1776) suggests that the most favourable road to 

economic growth is to deregulate trade and let the “invisible hand of the market” fix prices 
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and manage resource use (p. 593). More recently, in line with Smith (1776), Willis proposes 

that by eliminating government regulation and introducing ‘laissez-faire’ markets and 

divisions of labour would help increase productivity, which successively would contribute to 

"economic growth of the country and greater wealth for all citizens" (2005, p. 33). 

The concept neoliberalism refers to an economic model adoption which Steger and Roy 

(2010, p. 11) claim to be formed on the “classical liberal ideal of self-regulating market”. For 

Smith (1776), a person should be liberated from governmental interventions – the latter are 

described collectively by Hayek (1944) as ‘the road to serfdom’ – in order to improve the 

wealth of nations, and the market should be used as the best force to manage and allocate 

production and goods efficiently (Prechel & Harms, 2007). Neoliberalism draws upon the 

concept of ‘free’ market with individual freedom, ‘laissez-faire’ and the individual 

entrepreneur from classical liberalism (Harm, 2007, p. 64). Still, the idea of neoliberalism 

goes beyond classical liberalism by arguing for “market fundamentalism”, which is the 

notion that the process of the market mechanism is the best way to manage the economy 

(Somers & Block, 2005, pp. 260–261; Treanor, 2005, p. 3). Furthermore, according to 

neoliberals, “every human being is an entrepreneur managing their own life, and should act as 

such’’ (Treanor, 2005, p. 10). In short, neoliberalism ‘‘holds that the social good will be 

maximized by maximizing the reach and frequency of market transactions, and it seeks to 

bring all human action into the domain of the market’’ (Harvey, 2005, p. 3). 

According to Steger and Roy (2010), the origin of the concept of neoliberalism in its 

contemporary meaning comes from the philosophies of the Mont Pelerin Society, which was 

established in 1947 by Friedrich Hayek (Austrian political philosopher -1899-1992) and other 

scholars (see www.montpelerin.org). Harvey (2005) outlines the establishing statement of the 

Mont Pelerin Society (8 April 1947) as follows: 

The central values of civilization are in danger. Over large stretches of the earth’s 

surface the essential conditions of human dignity and freedom have already 

disappeared. In others they are under constant menace from the development of 

current tendencies of policy. The position of the individual and the voluntary group 

are progressively undermined by extensions of arbitrary power. Even that most 

precious possession of Western Man, freedom of thought and expression, is 

threatened by the spread of creeds which, claiming the privilege of tolerance when in 

the position of a minority, seek only to establish a position of power in which they can 
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suppress and obliterate all views but their own. … (the notables included Ludvig von 

Mises, the economist Milton Friedman, and even, for a time, the noted philosopher 

Karl Popper). (p. 20). 

 

Extending Harvey’s analysis, the origins of neoliberalism are situated in the collective works 

of Hayek, Milton Friedman (theories of monetarism), and James Buchanan (public choice 

theory, agency theory, and cost transaction economics) (Roberts, 2007; Olssen & Peters, 

2005). Within universities globally and in the US, the theory of neoliberalism became a 

dominant discourse following the Nobel Prize award conferred on Hayek in 1974 and 

Friedman in 1976. Harvey (2005) adds that “neoliberal theory, particularly in its monetarist 

guise, began to exert practical influence in a variety of policy fields ... But the dramatic 

consolidation of neoliberalism as a new economic orthodox regulating public policy at the 

state level in the advanced capitalist world occurred in the United States and Britain in 1979 

(p. 22)". 

Contributing to Hayek’s dominance was the formation of the Chicago school of economics, a 

neoclassical school of thought associated with the intellectual community of economists 

originally emerging from the faculty of the University of Chicago (Van-Overtveldt, 2006). 

Kaufman (cited in Emmett, 2010) suggests that the school can be characterised mainly by “a 

deep commitment to rigorous scholarship and open academic debate, an uncompromising 

belief in the usefulness and insight of neoclassical price theory, and a normative position that 

favors and promotes economic liberalism and free markets” (p. 133). The name ‘Chicago 

Boys’ was introduced in the 1950s to refer to the neoliberals lecturing in the economics 

department at the University of Chicago such as Milton Friedman, Gary Becker, George 

Stigler, and Ronald Coase (Emmet, 2010). The same year saw the peak of acceptance of the 

opposing Keynesian school of economics, which resulted in a case where the members of the 

emergent neoliberal University of Chicago were considered outside of the mainstream 

(Skousen, 2005/2016). At that time, the Chicago macroeconomic model adopted and in-use, 

rejected the Keynesian model of monetarism until the mid-1970s, when it changed to new 

classical macroeconomics which is strongly dependent on the concept of rational 

expectations (Mirowski, 2009; Emmet, 2010).  

New Zealand (the context of this study) was one of the first nations in the Western world to 

implement neoliberal economic policies in far-reaching ways (Codd & Openshaw 2005; 
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Shore 2010). During the 1980s, New Zealand gained the dubious accolade of having been the 

model for the development of many of the free-market ideals and operations of neoliberalism 

(Shore, 2010). The reform agenda in New Zealand had multiple aims: addressing economic 

growth, reducing government expenditure and curbing welfare dependency; “the model 

which became known as the ‘New Zealand Experiment’ was hailed by the World Bank, The 

Economist, and the OECD as an example for the rest of the world to follow” (Shore 2010, p. 

3). According to (Robertson & Dale, 2002, p. 463), the radical reformation of tertiary 

education during the 1980s was to make New Zealand “arguably a paradigm case of 

neoliberal governance”. Following the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s and 1990s, a new 

chapter of tertiary education began in New Zealand. A drastic change took place in the 

education sector – particularly the tertiary education space - founded mainly on the ideas of 

market-driven economic forces (Furedi, 2010; Shore, 2010). As a result, political and 

economic purposes became the drivers of the tertiary education system rather than purely 

educational ones. 

Prechel and Harms (2007) note the impact of neoliberalism in five key dimensions: 

... (1) expand[ed] markets by eliminating government policies interfering with 

markets, (2) [reduction of] taxes to simultaneously reduce the resources of inefficient 

government and channel them to private investors for capital formation, (3) 

privatiz[ation] by selling public properties to private economic actors, (4) 

commodif[ication of social services] (e.g., health, education, pollution), and (5) 

[reduction of] social programs to establish personal responsibility (p. 5). 

 

For Harvey (2006, p. 33), three neoliberal features are worth noting: 

[1] The corporatization, [2] commodification and [3] privatization of hitherto public 

assets has been a signal feature of the neo-liberal project. Its primary aim has been to 

open up new fields for capital accumulation in domains hitherto regarded off-limits to 

the calculus of profitability. Public utilities of all kinds (water, telecommunications, 

transportation), social welfare provision (social housing, education, health care, 

pensions), public institutions (such as universities, research, laboratories, prisons) and 

even warfare (as illustrated by the ‘army’ of private contractors operating alongside 

the armed forces in Iraq) have all been privatized to some degree throughout the 

capitalist world. 
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To complete the overview of this broad concept called neoliberalism, I quote Steger and Roy 

(2010, pp. 11-14), who describe neo-liberalism as an ideology, a mode of governance and a 

policy package. 

[The first dimension, known as] Ideologies
12

 organize their core ideas into fairly 

simple truth claims that support people to act in certain ways, [...] legitimize specific 

political interests and to defend or challenge the dominant power structure. The 

second dimension, a mode of governance, refers to what Foucault [1991] called 

'governmentalities’ – certain modes of governance based on particular premises, 

logics, and power relations, [which are] rooted in entrepreneurial values; [i.e.,] 

competitiveness, self-interest and decentralization. It celebrates individual 

empowerment and [decentralization of power] to localized units [and thus], such 

neoliberal mode of governance promote a self-regulating free market as a model of 

proper government. Third, a policy package, [denotes] the deregulation of the 

economy, liberalization of trade and industry, and privatization of state-owned 

enterprises. [It also consists of] massive tax cuts; reduction of social services and 

welfare programme; replacing welfare with 'workfare; the downsizing of government 

and ‘labour flexibility’. 

5.0 THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY 

In this section, I introduce the concept of knowledge which connects the wider neoliberal 

discourse to the field of education. In this study, a ‘knowledge economy’ refers to human 

capital in the form of ideas and intellectual capabilities rather than labour as the key to 

economic growth. In contrast, the ‘knowledge society’ is given a broader meaning beyond the 

instrumental view of knowledge and will be taken to mean that the prosperity and welfare of 

people in a society are derived from the creation, ‘sharing’ and the utilisation of knowledge. 

The concept of knowledge and its importance to society is not new (Arnold, 1869; Mill, 

1884; Hayek, 1945; Collins, 1998). For example, Plato (428/427 – 348/347 BC) regarded 

intelligence as a must-have for political leaders, and John Stuart Mill, states that academic 

and moral education exceeds wealth and industry in its effects on societal growth (Mill, 

                                                           
1 For more reading on the concept of ideology, see  Althusser, L. (2006). Ideology and ideological state apparatuses (notes towards an investigation). The 

anthropology of the state: A reader, 9(1), 86-98.  

2 Bates, T. R. (1975). Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony. Journal of the History of Ideas, 36(2), 351-366. 
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1884). Davidson (1896) cites Aristotle (384-322 BC) as saying “Education is a function of 

the State, and is conducted, primarily at least, for the ends of the State. [The] State is known 

as the highest social institution that secures the highest goal or happiness of man. Education 

is preparation for some worthy activity” (p. 169). This notion about the significance of 

knowledge has always been strong, but in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, 

the concept of the ‘knowledge society’ was initiated in a bid to distinguish some of the 

significant developments in industrial societies (Miles, Keenan & Kaivo-Oja, 2002). The 

terms ‘knowledge society’ (Lane, 1966; Touraine, 1969; Bell, 1976; Bohme & Stehr, 1986; 

Willke, 1998), ‘information society’ (Umesao, 1963; Nora, Minc, & Kalbhen, 1979; Castells, 

1999) and ‘knowledge-based society’ (Porat, 1977; Drucker, 1969/2017; OECD, 1996; 

APEC, 2000) are all key variations of the concept signalling the influence of neoliberalism. 

These terms have been incorporated into society through public speeches, print media, social 

media platforms, and academic writing. The meaning behind the terms is linked to the idea of 

creating better futures for all by enabling social and economic development particularly 

through a new idea of knowledge as readily accessible, put to use, and directly linked to 

economic competitiveness (Hornidge, 2007). The terms ‘knowledge society’ and 

‘information society’ were developed and taken up by scholars from Europe, Japan, and the 

USA (Drucker, 1969), and by international organisations such as the OECD (Stehr, 2012; 

Hornidge, 2007). Drucker (1969/2017) posits that the term ‘knowledge society’ was first seen 

in the late 1960s and was advanced in the 1970s (with detailed research into the topic by 

Stehr, 2012 and Mansell, 2009), together with the ideas of lifelong education for all and 

‘learning societies’. 

Hornidge (2011) suggests that Robert E. Lane, an American sociologist, was the first person 

to introduce the term ‘knowledge-society’ in 1966 and then it was popularised by Bell (1973) 

in his work titled The coming of post-industrial society: A venture in social forecasting. 

According to Hornidge (2011, p. 5), "the concept refers to the replacement of industrial 

organisation and production as the major source of productivity with that of knowledge 

production": 

the knowledgeable society is one in which, more than in other societies, its members: 

(a) inquire into the basis of their beliefs about man, nature, and society; (b) are guided 

(perhaps unconsciously) by objective standards of veridical truth, and, at the upper 

levels of education, follow scientific rules of evidence and inference in  inquiry; (c) 

devote considerable resources to this inquiry and thus have a large store of 



 

29 
 

knowledge; (d) collect, organise, and interpret their knowledge in a constant effort to 

extract further meaning from it for the purposes at hand; (e) employ this knowledge to 

illuminate (and perhaps modify) their values and goals as well as to advance them”. 

 

Lane explains: 

Just as the ‘democratic society’ has a foundation in governmental and interpersonal 

relations and the ‘affluent society’ a foundation in economics, so the knowledgeable 

society has its roots in epistemology and the logic of inquiry (Lane, 1966, p. 650). 

 

More recently, Pavel (2012, p. 120) states that 

The world has realized that the economic success of the states is directly determined 

by the quality of their education systems and that the most effective factor of 

production is human capital expressed in knowledge, skills, creative abilities and 

moral qualities of individuals in society. 

 

In many countries, including New Zealand, increasing value has been given to instrumental-

type knowledge – the procedural, the practical, the vocational, skills; knowledge designed to 

achieve economic aims. 

 

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) defines a 

‘knowledge society’ as “about capabilities to identify, produce, process, transform, 

disseminate and use information to build and apply knowledge for human development” 

(2005, p. 27). As such, “every society has its own knowledge assets. It is, therefore, necessary 

to work towards connecting the forms of knowledge that societies already possess and the 

new forms of development, acquisition and spread of knowledge valued by the knowledge 

economy model” (p. 17).  

 

Luić and Glumac (2009) suggest that the rise in the visibility of the ‘knowledge society’ 

concept is related to new digital networks – technology which allows access and the sharing 

of knowledge that both develops and develops from the ‘knowledge society’. How we use 

and interact with technology has turned out to be a major change agent in all facets of our 

lives (Lytras, 2012). The rise of the ‘knowledge society’, leveraging the universal power of 

information and communications technology (ICT), is bringing about a significant reshaping 
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of the global economy (GeSCI, 2011). Knowledge always supports production and is a driver 

of economic and social development, but the ability to handle, store, and transmit a large 

volume of information inexpensively has amplified at an incredible rate over recent years 

(Luić & Glumac, 2009). The use of technology through the digitisation of information and 

the related universality of the internet is enabling a new concentration in the use of 

knowledge in society for economic activities to the extent that technology has become the 

principal tool in the creation of new forms of international, global wealth (Martin, 2017; Luić 

& Glumac, 2009). 

The idea of a ‘knowledge society’ is one of the most prevalent in the delivery of educational 

reform globally (GeSCI, 2011). However, the concept’s definition within education more 

specifically is not clear-cut, and neither is it used consistently. According to Looney and 

Klenowski (2008), the ‘knowledge society’ boundaries are undefined; its power is global and 

incontestable; and, independently, it is operating as a discourse within educational reform. 

In the UNESCO World Report (2005) Towards Knowledge Societies, a distinction is made 

between knowledge and information: “knowledge societies are not limited to the information 

society … and while information is a knowledge-generating tool, it is not knowledge itself” 

(p. 19). For example, in the higher education domain, technology is changing the way we 

teach, the access to and use knowledge, but it may or may not change the essence of 

knowledge itself and how humans learn. So, for citizens to respond to these changes in the 

‘knowledge society’, they need to 

master the available information with critical judgement and thinking … , and [until 

citizens] analyse, sort and incorporate the items they consider most interesting in a 

knowledge base – information will never be anything but a mass of indistinct data. 

And instead of controlling it, many people will realize that it is controlling them 

(UNESCO World Report, 2005, p. 19). 

 

Equally, the Commission of the European Communities (2005) adds that 

The development of the knowledge society is raising demand for the key 

competencies in the personal, public and professional spheres. The way in which 

people access information and services is changing, as are the structure and make-up 

of societies. There is increasing concern about social cohesion and developing 
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democratic citizenship; this requires people to be informed, concerned and active. The 

knowledge, skills and attitudes that everyone needs are changing as a result (p. 3).  

 

This quote indicates a further dimension prominent in the global discourse on the ‘knowledge 

society’ – that of competencies. Futurist arguments suggest that skills and competencies form 

the key dimensions for educating in the ‘knowledge society’ (‘know-how’), which somewhat 

ironically seems to displace an emphasis on knowledge itself (OECD, 2005; Istance, 2015). 

For example, while the arts and humanities at the University of Auckland are well-rated 

internationally, more emphasis is placed on skills as seen in the country’s Tertiary Education 

Strategy Report (2014 -2019) (Ministry of Education [MOE], 2014b, priority 1, para. 4-5).  

New Vocational Pathways are being introduced to improve learners’ ability to move 

through education and into jobs, and strengthen relationships between education and 

employers. The Government will also work to ensure that the way it funds tertiary 

education sends the correct messages to TEOs about investment in key disciplines and 

essential skills. The priority is to ensure that the skills people develop in tertiary 

education are well matched to labour market needs. This includes addressing new and 

emerging shortages in specific areas, such as information and communications 

technology (ICT) and the science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 

skills needed for innovation and economic growth. 

 

Wheelahan, 2012, p. 3, referencing Chappell, 2004, p. 3) explains:  

…while education is supposed to prepare students for the knowledge society, the 

modern curriculum places less emphasis on knowledge, particularly theoretical, 

disciplinary knowledge. The essence of the argument justifying the retreat from 

knowledge in curriculum is that the knowledge society has transformed the nature of 

knowledge so that the tacit, contextual and immediately applicable is more productive 

than the disciplinary and codified, resulting in an emphasis on contextualized and 

situated knowledge on the one hand, and ‘generic’ skills and capacities on the other. 

 

Also, Sturm (2018) argues that this type of policy emphasis has resulted in a decline of 

students taking arts and humanities courses (Sturm, 2018 cited in Newton, 2018, para. 11) 
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But the bigger decline in humanities students has been inevitable as higher education 

has become less about the pursuit of knowledge and more ‘instrumentalised’, he says. 

‘It's a means to an end, to get yourself a job.’ An undergraduate degree costs $15,000 

to $20,000 in fees alone. That has prompted people to think of it as a private rather 

than public good. 

 

Nevertheless, of major concern are the new human capabilities required of a workforce that 

can compete in the world economy. Therefore, the key question to ask is – how can humans 

take advantage of the ‘knowledge society’ in order to fulfil their role now and in the future? 

Hargreaves (2003), Reid (2005), Vali (2013), and Kaźmierczak (2017) suggest that it is more 

important now for people to be generators of knowledge and also be better learners in the 

21st century. In the same vein, Schleicher (2006) argues, “The most effective modern 

economies will be those that produce the most information and knowledge – and make that 

information and knowledge easily accessible to the greatest number of individuals and 

enterprises” (p. 4).  

6.0 SUMMARY: KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY AND KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY 

In summary, the social theory of a ‘knowledge society’ clarifies how knowledge is 

fundamental to the economics, politics, and culture of modern society (Stehr, 1994/2012). 

The ‘knowledge economy’ is about the direct link made between education and the 

development of human capital for the economy; that is, for a nation to assure its competitive 

edge in the global market place. Within the ‘knowledge economy’ – the latest stage of 

economic restructuring - knowledge is like a business product (i.e., the University of 

Auckland Uniservices) to be sold to achieve economic prosperity, or knowledge treated as a 

productive asset; whereas, in a ‘knowledge society’, knowledge is understood entirely 

differently – it is seen as a public good. A ‘knowledge society’ upholds human rights and 

suggests equitable, inclusive, and universal access to all knowledge creation. According to 

UNESCO (2005), four principles are essential for the development of a just and reasonable 

‘knowledge society’. These are equal access to education, freedom of expression, cultural 

diversity, and universal access to information in the public sphere. Although presently 

education serves explicit economic goals, UNESCO’s (2005) four ‘moralities’ of education 

have an ethical or humanist dimension that is readily associated with academic knowledge 

found within a ‘traditional’ university education. Such a dimension challenges societal 



 

33 
 

stratification (which is linked to increased inequality) and encourages societal cohesion on a 

broader level. Though for this to be a success in the 21
st
 century, the issue of the digital 

divide needs to be tackled (Giebel, 2013; UNESCO, 2005). 

In the next section, I provide a brief overview of the methodology adopted in this study. 

7.0 METHODOLOGY OVERVIEW 

The thesis utilises a realist methodological approach; a methodology in which abstract 

concepts in interaction with empirical data are utilised as key mechanisms for creating 

theoretical meaning (Lourie & Rata, 2017; McPhail & Lourie, 2017; Rata, 2012; Sayer, 

2000). The empirical study illustrates the conceptual argument which is developed using 

sociological concepts. The concepts used for the analysis, support the key assertion of a 

creative tension, a dialectic, which exists within the structuring frameworks of knowledge in 

the university. Concepts such as ‘instrumentalism’ and ‘humanism’ provide the means for the 

argument to be made. Similarly, for example, the concepts of a ‘knowledge economy’ and a 

‘knowledge society’ are utilised to theorise the identified dialectic. Bernstein’s theoretical 

work (1971/2003), in particular the concepts of ‘classification’ and ‘framing’ and knowledge 

differentiation, are fundamental, along with the concepts of neoliberalism, and knowledge 

forms (Winch, 2014). Altogether, these concepts enable me to create my argument and 

explain the phenomenon under investigation. 

The empirical study uses a qualitative approach for data collection and analysis. Semi-

structured interviews were used to collect the empirical data which illustrates the 

phenomenon described in the thesis. Purposive sampling was adopted to identify potential 

participants; academics who have experienced the knowledge shift towards instrumentalism 

from the 1980s (Shore, 2010). Details about suitable participants were publicly accessible on 

university web sites, and nine academics from three New Zealand universities agreed to 

participate. Some of the academics interviewed between April and June 2018 were still 

research active and some were recently retired, but all were working during the period of the 

hypothesised change. Data collection commenced after ethics approval was secured from the 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 12 February 2018. The 

data was collected using a semi-structured face-to-face interview format with one telephone 

interview. Eight participants decided to be identified in the thesis and one participant was 

assigned a pseudonym to protect their identity. 
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The academics interviewed work or have worked at one of three universities located in 

Auckland, Wellington, and Dunedin in New Zealand. Three participants from the University 

of Auckland - founded in 1883, the country’s largest university with over 40,000 students – 

were interviewed. Interviews were also undertaken with four participants from Victoria 

University of Wellington - established in 1897 - and two participants from the University of 

Otago - founded in 1869; New Zealand’s first established university. 

In addition to the interviews, policy document analysis of relevant documents was utilised. 

‘Grey literature’ is the term used to describe various types of materials in the public domain 

such as academic reports, conference proceedings, bibliographies, official documentation, 

and government and non-government reports (Alberani et al., 1990). Use was made of these 

types of documents to provide evidence of policy shifts. This stage comprised a critical 

analysis of documents such as the Tertiary Education Strategy Reports, Education ACTS 

reports, and ‘the Hawke Report’ (1988). Access was gained to the documents through online 

education agencies, research bodies, and government and non-government agencies. 

Summarily, the policy document analysis process is about the comparison of various 

education policy documents pre 1980 vs. post-1980 documents. 

During the interviews which lasted up to one and a half hours, I was particularly interested in 

gaining insight into the interviewees’ perspectives about the role of the university, the 

purpose of knowledge in New Zealand universities, and if the participants perceived a change 

in society’s perception of knowledge (see Appendix C for interview questions). One point 

worth noting here is the contrasting views of some of the participants in relation to their 

perceptions of the shift hypothesised in this study (see chapter eight for a detailed discussion 

of this point): 

Yes I do think that there’s been a shift, I think there has always been a talk about the 

need for university education to be relevant to the economy and that’s not a new 

discourse, but I think what’s slightly new is the intensity and the determination. 

Maybe it has something to do with the previous government driving through changes, 

making universities more responsive to employers as they see it. Sometimes they call 

it the shift from mode one to mode two knowledge and the idea that university should 

try to do more to imbed skills and employability (Interview with Professor Cris 

Shore). 
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I don’t think there has been a change. If you think backwards, you could even make a 

case for saying that the university, New Zealand universities, are now much less 

vocational than they were when I first started. I think that universities have become 

less vocational, that’s true only in New Zealand, [and] I am not making comments 

[about] elsewhere (Interview with Emeritus Professor Gary Hawke). 

 

I don’t think it has shifted that much, I think there’s a lot of discussion about it but if 

it has shifted in favour of vocations, we wouldn’t have a philosophy department 

(probably)….but I think that we still have a very broad range of disciplines in the 

university and we believe that’s important because of that underpinning component as 

well as how it serves vocational training (Interview with Professor Stuart 

McCutcheon – Vice Chancellor of the University of Auckland). 

8.0 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In order to examine the tension between humanistic and instrumental purposes of knowledge 

in the New Zealand University, which I described in the first part of this chapter - a long-

standing issue in the sociology of education – I hypothesise that a substantial shift appears to 

have occurred concerning the balance between the humanistic and instrumental purposes of 

knowledge in New Zealand universities in the four decades from the 1980s. This is the result 

of a number of internal (national) and external (international) forces which have resulted in 

neo-liberal tertiary institutional reforms. This thesis will focus on the manifestation of the 

dialectic between the two forms of knowledge found in the university - theoretical and 

procedural by considering the following: the form this knowledge dialectic takes; the way 

what I term a creative tension has been manifested throughout this neoliberal period (1980 -

2019); the current form of the tension at this stage of neoliberal period; the extent to which 

the knowledge developed and taught in the university during this period contributes to 

broader societal goals socially, culturally, politically, ecologically, and economically; the 

extent to which these societal goals have shifted; and the extent to which global forces of 

capitalism have affected the knowledge purpose tension. 

In summary, three guiding questions directed the research: 

 Is the hypothesised tension currently manifesting itself within the university (if they 

perceive there is a tension)? If so, how? 
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 What are the sources and nature of these neoliberal forces which have influenced 

knowledge in the university? 

 What might the long-term implications be for the balance between the two knowledge 

forms (theoretical/procedural) and two types of education (liberal/vocational) in the 

university? 

9.0 RESEARCH PURPOSE 

This qualitative research project aims to contribute to the long-standing social, political, 

economic, and cultural discussion about the purposes of education in New Zealand and 

beyond; to the changing role of education in New Zealand society and to the creative tension 

between the two knowledge forms (theoretical and procedural) present in the university. 

10.0 RESEARCH SIGNIFICANCE 

This research is needed because it examines how the historical tension in the way knowledge 

is regarded plays out in universities today (Moodie, 2016; Stavrou, 2014; Grace, 2014). 

Considering this historical tension anew is of cultural and philosophical as well as economic 

importance. The research fills a knowledge gap as only a few studies to date have assessed 

the effect of the tension about the purpose of knowledge in society from the viewpoint of 

academics in this period of change; although, some studies have investigated the politics of 

knowledge more broadly (e.g., Baert & Rubio, 2013/2018; Baert & Shipman, 2013; Jasanoff, 

2013; Rata, 2012; Beck & Wehling, 2012). This study makes a theoretical contribution to the 

body of knowledge related to the knowledge questions within the sociology of education, and 

it also considers the type of disciplinary forms of knowledge taught and developed in New 

Zealand institutions with a particular emphasis on a creative knowledge tension, its forms and 

its effect on our nation. By the use of ‘creative’, I include the possibility for positive 

outcomes to emerge from the dialectic, the ongoing tension between humanising and 

instrumentalising forces in society at large which are reflected in the university as a key 

societal institution. 

Furthermore, the thesis also contributes to a broader understanding of the changing purpose 

and role of universities, and the dynamic status of knowledge. The findings of the study may 

encourage a re-thinking in the development of curriculum by highlighting the issue of the 

tension between the presence of skills and competencies and disciplinary knowledge in 



 

37 
 

higher education, as much of the literature argues that both forms of knowledge are vital to 

human beings in achieving their daily challenges (Winch, 2017). This study could also 

provide insight into the implications for democratic nations where instrumentalised and 

commoditised approaches to knowledge have come to dominate the humanising potential of 

knowledge. Lastly, this study provides a valuable addition to the current thinking about New 

Zealand educational change from a sociological perspective. 

11.0 ORGANISATION OF STUDY – OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS 

The argument I advance in this study is established in the following way: 

Chapter One provides the reader with a basic understanding and comprehensive overview of 

this study including the thesis argument and problem statement, a brief overview of the 

methodological approach, the research questions, purpose of the study, study significance and 

an overview of the chapters to show how each chapter contributes to the overall thesis 

argument. 

Chapter Two discusses the conceptual framework and the methodological approach utilised: 

a realist conceptual methodology, policy document analysis, and the procedures for the 

empirical study. 

Chapter Three discusses globalisation and internationalisation as important concepts in the 

international discourse of higher education. This chapter examines these concepts in terms of 

their history, globalisation dimensions, and influence on the education sector. The concepts 

of public good, private good, and neoliberalism are explored in detail. By using these 

concepts, I aim to locate, evaluate, describe, and explain the shaping of New Zealand higher 

education as a contemporary example of the influence of globalisation. 

Chapter Four considers the role, mission, and value of universities by exploring the 

historical trajectory of universities from medieval times to present day Europe and in various 

geographical locations including the Middle East, Northern Africa, Europe, and Asia. This 

section ends with the contextual historical narratives of New Zealand universities since the 

late 19
th

 century. 

Chapter Five traces the historical tension between two kinds of education known as liberal 

and vocational education. The concept of liberal education is used interchangeably in this 

study to refer to a type of education that emphasises academic, conceptual or theoretical 
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knowledge (‘knowledge-that’), along with its hypothesised humanising effects. Vocational 

education, on the other hand, suggests practical or skills-based approaches to education 

(‘know-how’). The chapter includes a discussion of the educational ideals of Ancient Greece 

to set the foundation for the other sections.  

Chapter Six This chapter considers the purposes of education and the vocational education 

model in Germany because Germany provides access to both theoretical and procedural 

knowledge in a way not commonly seen in other countries – that is my reason for tracing its 

structure in the chapter. This section ends with a discussion of ‘professions’ and ‘professional 

education’. 

Chapter Seven This chapter considers the topic ‘classical professions’ and ‘professional 

education’ and its relationship to knowledge today. 

Chapter Eight describes the history of the two knowledge forms - ‘knowledge-that’ (KT) 

and ‘knowledge-how’ (KH) - in the New Zealand context. I use the term ‘academic’ to refer 

to philosophical and theoretical knowledge and the term ‘vocational’ to apply to practical and 

skills-based knowledge, as shown in the qualitative document analysis (QDA) and 

interviews. The chapter shows that while knowledge forms and economic discourses shape 

New Zealand higher education, marketisation, massification, and managerialism take 

different forms in the localised context. Overall, this section shows how the purpose of 

knowledge has changed over time in New Zealand universities. 

Chapter Nine presents the findings of this research study in depth. 

Chapter Ten discusses and concludes the study by presenting the main argument of the 

thesis through three propositions. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

CONCEPTUAL AND METHODOLOGICAL 

FRAMEWORK 

If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be called research, would it?  

Albert Einstein (1879-1955). 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed account of the key concepts used in the 

study. These concepts serve as the analytical and explanatory tools used to build my 

argument. I utilise a realist conceptual methodology that employs theoretical concepts to 

identify, analyse, and explain the phenomenon under examination. The phenomenon in 

question is what I am terming a knowledge dialectic – a deeper creative tension between the 

purposes of knowledge. The empirical study (outlined in chapter nine), along with policy 

document analysis (in chapter eight), provides material examples of the phenomenon. In this 

chapter, I begin by outlining what is meant by a realist conceptual methodology and then 

introduce each of the key concepts utilised in the study. This introduction of the concepts will 

enable the reader to be familiar with how I understand the concepts in preparation for my use 

of them as theoretical and explanatory tools throughout the thesis. It will also provide the 

reader with a conceptual framework for evaluating the authenticity of the study findings. 

2.0 REALIST CONCEPTUAL METHODOLOGY 

In the study, a realist conceptual methodological approach is used to study the creative 

tension between the two forms of disciplinary knowledge in the New Zealand University and 

to describe and explain a shift that I hypothesise has occurred over the last thirty years 

concerning the value placed on these two types of knowledge. I have identified this tension as 

a dialectic. I utilise a realist conceptual methodology because the approach integrates “theory 

and data without being limited to the descriptive nature of empirical research ... or over-

theorising without reference to real education problems” (Lourie & Rata, 2017, p. 27). 

Reinforced by realist ontology, realism can be described as the acceptance of an external and 
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independent reality that exists separately from our knowledge of it (McPhail & Lourie, 2017; 

Bergin, Wells, & Owen, 2008; Searle & Willis, 1995). Epistemically, a realist methodology 

sees concepts as crucial to humans’ attempts to understand or explain the world. Sayer (2000, 

p. 19) claims that 

We therefore have to rely on abstraction and careful conceptualization, on attempting 

to abstract out the various components or influences in our heads, and only when we 

have done this and considered how they combine and interact can we expect to return 

to the concrete … and make sense of it. 

 

A realist conceptual methodology uses concepts as crucial tools to move past the explanation 

gathered from the empirical data; this is one of the reasons why the approach is different from 

an interpretivist approach. McPhail and Lourie (2017) suggest that while interpretivism is the 

dominant research approach in education research, the greatest stumbling block with 

interpretivism is in regard to producing knowledge generalisable beyond a particular research 

context. In contrast, a realist conceptual methodology has the capacity to utilise the empirical 

material as evidence of the research phenomenon while also producing generalisable 

knowledge (Chen & Maton, 2016; Lourie, 2013; Rata, 2012). McPhail and Lourie (2017), 

drawing on Popper (1978) and Moore (2010), suggest four key dimensions to a realist 

approach: (1) Concepts - their significance and how they are used. This part is crucial 

because concepts are the primary means through which explanation occurs. (2) Causation – 

the identification of causal mechanisms and the social structures affecting a phenomenon. (3) 

Fallibility - the idea that explanatory theories are always open to revision. (4) Judgemental 

rationality - the processes through which some knowledge is judged to be more valid than 

other types of knowledge in relation to their explanatory power (p. 287). 

 

To answer the research questions, Rata’s (2014b) realist three steps approach and a historical 

approach is used to integrate the various parts of this study. These steps are as follows: (i) 

theoretical conceptualisation; (ii) policy analysis; and (iii) the empirical study. I have 

organised the theoretical conceptualisation of the literature (Rata’s step one) into two broad 

categories – knowledge components and economic components. For each category, I have 

identified, from the literature, subordinate concepts. Overall, I theorise that effects occur at 

global, national, and institutional levels. The knowledge category includes ‘knowledge 

differentiation’, ‘epistemic structure’, ‘classification and framing’, and ‘genericism’ as key 



 

41 
 

subordinate concepts; the economic category includes neoliberalism, ‘knowledge society’, 

public vs. private good, and the trio of managerialism, marketisation, and massification (see 

Figure 1). These key concepts allow me to recognise, examine, and explain the knowledge 

phenomenon in the New Zealand context. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: The knowledge dialectic conceptual framework 
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Alongside the realist approach of drawing on key concepts from the literature to understand 

how the purpose of knowledge is perceived in the university, I use a qualitative study design 

that includes policy document analysis and semi-structured interviews to investigate both the 

present and the historical perspectives about knowledge amidst the dynamic shifts of global 

turbulence and local change. One of the common purposes of critical policy analysis is to 

enable links between “the global and the local [perspectives] in order to integrate theory and 

empirical data” (Rata, 2014b, p. 347). In this research, the adoption of critical policy analysis 

is to examine the interactions between theories and events, and the situations in which the 

events occurred. 

In the next section of this chapter, I explain the key conceptual structure outlined in Figure 1 

in more detail. To get to grips with this study, there is the need first to understand the 

distinction between the domain of everyday knowledge/’know-how’ and the domain of 

theoretical knowledge/’know-that’ (or knowledge that does not rely on its immediate context 

for meaning). The term ‘knowledge differentiation’ is also important because the concept 

allows the researcher to trace the knowledge tension and its dialectic nature within the 

university and society over time. Figure 1 provides a diagrammatic representation of how the 

theoretical concepts relate to each other. Below, I then explain each concept in turn. In 

addition, global and local levels are crucial to the thesis argument. The global level is used to 

describe the macro, international level, and historical aspects of this study. Understanding the 

historical perspective is very important and forms a significant part of a realist methodology. 

The local level acknowledges the way in which deeper forces (such as globalisation and 

neoliberalism) affect society at the local level. The term ‘glocalisation’ has been coined to 

mean a “simultaneous occurrence of both universalizing and particularizing tendencies in 

contemporary social, political, and economic systems” (Blatter, 2013). 

3.0 THE CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW 

As outlined above, I have organised the key concepts into two broad categories namely (see 

figure 1): 

Part A – Sociological Knowledge Components 

Part B – Economic Components  
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A. SOCIOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE COMPONENTS 

A1. KNOWLEDGE DIFFERENTIATION 

Following a realist perspective and utilising the theoretical works of Durkheim (1912/2001), 

Bernstein (1999/2000), and others (Rata, 2012; McPhail, 2013), knowledge differentiation is 

a crucial idea for understanding the knowledge shift in the university and in society more 

generally. Durkheim theorised that essentially humans differentiate knowledge into two 

broad categories which he termed ‘sacred knowledge’ and ‘profane knowledge’. Sacred 

knowledge is the abstract, religious, or mystical knowledge that societies create to provide 

meaning beyond the everyday. Profane knowledge, on the other hand, comprises the 

knowledge and skills required to survive. Sociologists have identified how these concepts are 

related to education and the curriculum (Rata, 2012, 2014a, 2017; McPhail, 2012, 2017b; 

Young, 2008; Moore, 2007; Maton & Moore, 2010; Muller, 2000, 2012; Wheelahan, 2012). 

Sacred knowledge, particularly in the West, developed from early forms of systemised 

religious knowledge (theology) into academic and scientific knowledge of the university. 

Historically, debates about the relationship between religion and science have occurred 

between defenders of two opposing views. According to Lindberg (2002), one school of 

thought regards the medieval church as aggressively undermining the advancement of 

scientific learning, while the other acknowledges the role of the medieval church in setting 

the foundation that made the development of modern science possible. In this view, science 

like religion is based on abstract concepts that enable objectified understanding of the world. 

However, science’s objectivity is not only established by this abstraction, but by the sharing 

of common codes for knowledge development within the scientific community (Young, 

2008). Within the university, academic knowledge takes on the quality of sacred knowledge 

due to its abstract/theoretical power in explaining the social and physical worlds. 

Durkheim’s concept of sacred knowledge was developed from studies of religion in primitive 

societies (Durkheim, 1912/2001). For Durkheim, the term ‘sacred’, initially represented by 

religion, turns out to be the paradigm for all the other types of conceptual knowledge which 

are structured epistemically. Modern day sacred knowledge is also known by a variety of 

names such as ‘disciplinary knowledge’, ‘theoretical knowledge’, ‘conceptual knowledge’, 

‘abstract knowledge’, ‘context-independent knowledge’, ‘epistemic knowledge’, ‘objective 

knowledge’, ‘declarative knowledge’, ‘academic knowledge’, ‘propositional knowledge’, 

‘knowledge-that (KT)’, ‘rational knowledge’, ‘secondary knowledge’ and ‘powerful 
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knowledge’. This is the knowledge category traditionally produced in the humanities, social 

sciences, arts, and science disciplines of the university (Rata, 2012). It can be distinguished 

from profane or everyday knowledge because of its epistemic structure (see next sub-

section). This epistemic structure comprises a web of interrelated concepts that provide the 

means for the discipline to generate yet more knowledge. Sacred’ knowledge (i.e., science, 

philosophy, mathematics etc.) also includes the practical ‘know-how’ or procedural forms 

where concepts are applied in practice (Winch, 2017). It is the shift in the balance between 

these two forms of knowledge – theoretical and procedural – that is the focus of this study. 

Bernstein (2000), in adapting Durkheim's concepts, refers to sacred knowledge as vertical 

discourse (coherent, explicit, and systematically principled structured knowledge - the type of 

knowledge that is developed in formal schooling and learning). Similarly, Michael Young in 

his (2008/2010) work refers to sacred knowledge as ‘context-independent knowledge’ and 

profane knowledge as ‘context-dependent knowledge’. His terms refer to the way in which 

everyday knowledge is bound to its context, whereas academic knowledge is abstract and 

therefore can become context-independent and generalisable. 

Profane knowledge (also known as ‘everyday knowledge’, ‘practical knowledge’, 

‘procedural knowledge’, ‘social knowledge’, ‘know-how knowledge’ (KH), ‘context-

dependent knowledge’, ‘folk knowledge’ and ‘cultural knowledge’) is knowledge that is 

obtained from experience (Rata, 2012). Bernstein (1999/2000) uses the term ‘horizontal 

discourse’ and other writers use a variety of terms such as ‘local’, ‘folk’, ‘segmentally 

organised’, ‘context-specific’, and ‘context-dependent’ knowledge. This type of knowledge is 

developed in everyday spaces such as the home. Everyday knowledge lacks the coherent 

structuring structures of epistemic knowledge (see next sub-section) and therefore has more 

limited affordances for cognitive and intellectual development. 

Geary’s (2002) explanation from the evolutionary educational psychology (EEP) perspective 

about the relationship between universal social and cognitive adaptations on the one hand and 

types of knowledge on the other is another perspective which can shed light on knowledge 

differentiation. The first key point Geary makes is that there is a wide gap between what he 

terms ‘folk knowledge’ (in Durkheim’s terms ‘profane knowledge’) and academic knowledge 

or secondary knowledge as he terms it, because the latter, as it has developed in modern 

societies through the scientific method, is often counter-intuitive and therefore difficult to 

learn. It requires that we often have to shift pre-learnt biases out of the way before we can re-
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learn. Geary’s second key point is that the development of secondary abilities in evolutionary 

terms (more specialised abilities such as reading, writing, epistemic thinking) have relied on, 

and to some degree at least been built from the primary cognitive systems of folk knowledge. 

There is, then, an important relationship between the two knowledge types and the evolution 

of cognitive structures. 

Geary (2002, pp. 332 - 328) further notes that 

Schools will emerge in societies in which scientific and technological advances create 

a gap between folk knowledge and the competencies needed for successful living 

(e.g., employment) in the society. The function of schools will be to organize the 

activities of children [(learners)] such that they acquire the competencies that close 

the gap between folk knowledge and the occupational and social demands of the 

society. …The motivational disposition to engage in activities that will develop folk 

knowledge will often conflict with the need to engage in activities that will lead to the 

mastery of academic competencies. In other words, the gap between folk knowledge 

and the forms of competency needed for successful living in modern society is 

predicted to result in an accompanying mismatch between the inherent and preferred 

motivational and activity biases of children [(learners)] and the forms of activity 

needed for secondary learning. 

 

While both types of knowledge are vital to human existence and have distinct roles to play, 

the knowledge found in the university tends to have a sacred or highly context-independent 

value. Students must provide evidence that they are intellectually capable of meeting the 

demands that this study requires through university entrance requirements. Bernstein (2000) 

describes a change in the person that results from academic study in a discipline where there 

are strongly classified boundaries surrounding the type of knowledge students have access to: 

A sense of the sacred, the ‘otherness’ of educational knowledge, I submit does not 

arise so much out of an ethic for its own sake, but is more a function of socialization 

into subject loyalty: for it is the subject which becomes the linch-pin of identity. Any 

attempt to weaken or change classification strength … may be felt as a threat to one’s 

identity and may be experienced as a pollution endangering the sacred (Bernstein, 

1990/2003, p. 96). 
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Within the university, sacred knowledge is further divided into knowledge forms which 

Winch (2017) identified as ‘know-that’ (KT) and ‘know-how’ (KH). This distinction is 

central to my investigation. 

A2. EPISTEMIC STRUCTURE – KNOW-THAT (KT) AND KNOW-HOW (KH) 

Winch, in his recent work (2014; 2017), extends Ryle’s (1949) original idea where he made a 

distinction between propositional and procedural knowledge; know-that (KT) and know-how 

(KH). Winch explains the concept of know-that with three stages of complexity, namely: 

acquisition, possession, and mastery. Stage one addresses the amassing of facts (acquisition); 

stage two explains the stage of control where the student is aware of how facts and concepts 

are linked in the epistemic structure - this recognition of increasing coherence gives 

theoretical understanding and the ability to work inferentially with knowledge (Winch, 2014). 

The third stage, mastery, is developed from an extended experience in a field and in which 

there is knowledge integration; ‘know-that’ is combined with ‘know-how’.  

Winch (2014) also divides the concept of ‘know-how’ into hierarchical levels of increasing 

expertise which are: techniques (a form of execution of a relevant job); skills (the capability 

to carry out a job in contextually relevant conditions); transversal abilities (capability to plan, 

control, organise and share a complex outcome); project management abilities (managing 

difficulty and unexpected difficulties). He suggests that acquiring a high level of expertise 

entails the integration of both forms of knowledge, and it is this interdependency that 

distinguishes ‘controlled’ from ‘extended’ forms of professionalism (Winch, 2017). That 

said, when knowledge is developed from the point of ‘know-how’ only, such an approach is 

less likely to provide sufficient epistemic signalling for deep learning, such as the ability to 

identify key concepts, the relative importance of concepts or their inferential relationships 

(McPhail, 2018). Despite the importance of ‘know-that’, the New Zealand school curriculum 

began increasingly to emphasise ‘know-how’ in an outcomes-based system, and more 

recently similar trends are visible in the New Zealand Tertiary Education Strategy Report, 

2014-2019 (MOE, 2014b) where there is an emphasis on skills and pedagogy compared to 

recognition of knowledge content and epistemic structures. 

Social realists (Muller & Young, 2019; Maton, 2014; Rata, 2012; Wheelahan, 2012; Muller, 

2012; Young, 2008, Moore, 2007) argue that equitable access to ‘know-that’, and to the 

epistemic inferential concepts such knowledge contains, is a matter of social justice (Young, 

2008). In relation to this, Muller and Young (2019) employ the term ‘powerful knowledge’ to 
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indicate this point of access to epistemic structure. However, the critical point here is that, if a 

novice is to have access to academic knowledge, then all curricular, including vocational, 

should include some theoretical knowledge (Shay, 2013; Wheelahan, 2012). Wheelahan 

(2012) and Moore (2010) argue that social access without epistemic access will only lead to 

the reproduction of social inequality. Furthermore, educational ‘interruptionists’ argue that 

making ‘powerful knowledge’ universally accessible to the following generations is more 

likely to address this social justice issue (Rata, 2017). Nevertheless, the reason why this line 

of thinking is crucial is that New Zealand’s approach to knowledge has made a shift away 

from a humanist or liberal approach which favours know-that, towards a more vocational or 

instrumentalist approach (Codd, 2002; Wright and Shore, 2017).  

This purpose/shift phenomenon is considered in detail in chapters five and seven by 

examining the historical and contemporary changes, and the effect of this knowledge shift 

found in the university through the review of various New Zealand educational policy 

documents. To explain the different forms of knowledge in academic fields (also known as 

‘vertical discourse’), in the next section I will use Bernstein’s (1999, p. 162) idea of 

‘horizontal knowledge structures’ and ‘hierarchical knowledge structures’ within ‘vertical 

discourse’. These concepts can assist us with recognising the structural differences between 

the hard sciences and other disciplines, a difference with implications for the argument I 

make that the ongoing knowledge shift is manifested in the structural differences of university 

knowledge. 

A3. KNOWLEDGE STRUCTURES WITHIN VERTICAL DISCOURSE 

According to Bernstein (2000), the different types of knowledge within vertical discourse 

develop according to their field of production and the differences in their object of study. 

Within vertical discourse, Bernstein identifies horizontal and hierarchical knowledge 

structures.  

Horizontal knowledge structures occur where knowledge develops through the 

accumulation of new concepts, i.e., as seen in sociology or English literature (Shay, 2013). 

Bernstein (2000) adds that horizontal knowledge structures are created in “projects from the 

past” (p. 167). In other words, that knowledge advances through the combination of former 

languages and meanings and new conceptions. Bernstein (2000), Moore (2009), and others 

(Rata 2012; McPhail, 2018) also identify that schisms often occur in disciplines where new 
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ideas or discourses take hold and replace older ones. In this case the past discourses are 

strongly disputed and discarded (e.g. phenotype). 

Bernstein (2000) uses the humanities to exemplify horizontal knowledge structures and 

claims this type of knowledge structure has a ‘weak grammar’. This is because these types of 

structures tend to place greater importance on the knower and the reduction of knowledge 

relations to the power relations between groups (Moore, 2007). Therefore, “Knowledge is 

reduced to experience and experience is determined by membership (‘identity’) within a 

structure of power relations, and this, in turn, is reduced to the binary” (Moore, Arnot, Beck, 

& Daniels, 2006, p. 41). Also, knowledge is produced and justified in a social manner that 

requires a knowledge community. This knowledge community requires a collective social 

discourse, which Becher and Trowler (2001) argue is “a particular mode of recognizing and 

realizing what counts” (p. 165). Knowledge is then disseminated through recontextualisation 

on a social base. In the intellectual field, horizontal knowledge structures can lead to a more 

individualised knowledge because of the dependency on individual experience within the 

knowledge community. This knowledge structure tends towards the local and lacks 

disciplinary independent terms compared to vertical disciplines, such as chemistry and 

physics.  

In contrast to horizontal knowledge structures, hierarchical knowledge structures build 

upon and develop knowledge in a cumulative and vertical manner. This structure reflects the 

way in which general propositions and theories, like those found in the natural sciences, are 

developed over time. Within hierarchical knowledge structures, knowledge is created through 

a logical, systematic process. The process is explicit, and it advances in a hierarchical 

structure that is steadily more abstract and integrated (Bernstein, 2000). The knowledge 

foundation does not depend on social relations or particular interests of the academic; rather, 

the key to the discourse lies inside the discrete, specialised structure of the propositional 

language (Bernstein, 2000). Hierarchical knowledge structures lead to integration of 

knowledge and horizontal structures lead to accumulation of knowledge (Bernstein, 2000). 

In the next section, in order to be able to understand how knowledge is structured for 

educational purposes, I introduce Bernstein’s concepts of ‘classification and framing’ of 

knowledge. 
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A4. INTERNAL ORGANISATION OF KNOWLEDGE 

Bernstein’s (2000) concepts of classification and framing assist in understanding the 

structures of pedagogical discourses. Classification refers to the relative spaces between what 

is classified (power) and framing refers to the level of control within boundaries (control). 

Classification and framing are meso level concepts that refer to knowledge within the field of 

recontextualisation; that is, the field in which there is movement of knowledge from the field 

of production to the fields of recontextualisation and reproduction. To examine how 

knowledge is structured within university curricula, classification and framing are useful. 

Bernstein describes these as methodological tools for exploring relations between and within 

categories in an academic environment (in this study – the university). 

Bernstein (2000) describes the classification of knowledge as the degree to which academic 

knowledge is distinctly defined from the content of other disciplines. In other words, it 

signals the degree of boundary between one discipline and another. For Bernstein, 

classification has to do with the degree of boundary maintenance or insulation between 

contents or agents. He stresses that classification “does not refer to what is classified but to 

the relationships between [them]” (1971, p. 205). Bernstein considers strengths of 

classification on a continuum from strong to weak. Strong classification is defined as 

knowledge that is significantly insulated from other knowledge fields. For example, physics 

is strongly classified. On the other hand, weak classification occurs where disciplines may be 

brought together in interdisciplinary education. The utilisation of classification as a concept 

in this study aims to contribute to the understanding and debate regarding how knowledge is 

structured, conceptualised, applied, or recontextualised when it comes to curriculum planning 

and development. Furthermore, the concept could also have economic, social, and political 

implications, and the ongoing concern about whether curriculum developments which draw 

on these concepts create powerful knowledge is also important. 

Bernstein conceptualised framing of knowledge as the “degree of control teacher and pupil 

possess over the selection, organization, and pacing of the knowledge transmitted and 

received in the pedagogical relationship” (1971, p. 206). This is also about how knowledge is 

transferred, for example, through the use of everyday language or specialised language. 

Bernstein (2000) argues that “Classification refers to what, framing is concerned with how 

meanings are to be put together, the forms by which they are to be made public, and the 

nature of the social relationship that goes with it” (p. 12). Also, framing controls relations 
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within the academic environment. To further expand on these ideas, within an academic or 

instructional environment with a strong framing of knowledge, the instructional outline will 

be explicit; when the framing is weak, the outline becomes more hidden, tacit, or verbalised 

in everyday language.  

A5. EXTERNAL ORGANISATION OF KNOWLEDGE 

This section explains the two concepts developed by Bernstein (2000) to describe external 

structures of knowledge organisation within the university that he terms ‘singulars’ and 

‘regions’. These theoretical concepts provide me with the means to see the shifting 

relationship between KT and KH in the university – where some courses are turning more 

and more to the regions of their practice for curricular content rather than continuing to look 

inward to the more ‘sacred’ traditional concepts. The new Bachelor of Music course offered 

by the University of Auckland is a prime example of this process, but ‘regions’ such as 

medicine, education, and engineering have always been regions in two senses: (i) they draw 

on disciplinary knowledge from more than one area and (ii) they are strongly related to, and 

in the case of engineering and education, regulated by the industry outside the university. 

Singulars refer to pure disciplinary disciplines which are strongly classified. The concept 

connects people within an explicit knowledge field and creates the opportunity for strong 

epistemic relations due to the discipline’s strong classification. Within singular knowledge 

types, the instructor usually has a strong subject identity with a distinct and specialised 

knowledge foundation, and holds an independent role “protected by strong boundaries and 

hierarchies” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 65). However, this could lead to a specific, restricted, 

professional identity with firm boundaries for entry by novices (e.g., physics or sociology). 

Whereas strongly classified subjects with a specialised discrete discourse are termed 

singulars, regions are created in the process of recontextualising these singulars into larger 

units (Bernstein, 2000). Regionalisation sees previously strongly insulated and introspective 

subjects increasingly looking outwards towards fields of practice; regions “operate both in the 

intellectual field of disciplines and in the field of external practice” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 52). 

Regionalisation tends to emphasise the type of knowledge required in professional contexts 

(such as the ‘know-how’ described in A2). The recontextualisation of a number of disciplines 

into regions denotes a weakening of classification. It involves a shift in orientation from the 

tendency of pure disciplines to be inward facing to outward facing to fields of practice 

beyond the university (Beck & Young, 2005). This would seem to suggest that the identities 
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linked with regions might be more diffuse, even in the case of “the classical university 

regions such as engineering, medicine, architecture” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 55). 

The role and strength of singulars is a significant issue in the creation of a profession’s 

knowledge base that impacts practitioners’ knowledge relations including the conditions for 

knowledge-based professionalism (Beck & Young, 2005). Bernstein’s (2000) argument is 

that regions are becoming gradually controlled by external forces (such as related 

professional bodies and even global influences such as the OECD, the World Bank, IMF, 

ICTs) with regards to content and pace. This trend is seen in the New Zealand Tertiary 

Education Strategy document (TES) (2014-2019) (MOE, 2014b). As a result, the outcome of 

this is that teachers’ and instructors’ authority and professional identity are more open to 

external influences and formed to a great extent by the needs and demands of the economy. 

The market and/or the state, therefore, achieve more significant control over the knowledge 

base. I explain this in detail in the economic section (B – below) of this work in relation to 

the increasing acceptance and visibility of ‘know-how’ in society, i.e. as seen in New Zealand 

TES document strong economic emphasis. 

A6. GENERICISM 

This last section of my knowledge components discussion introduces the concept of 

‘genericism’. Beginning from 1980 when regionalisation was gaining prominence in 

universities, Bernstein (2000) notes that genericism, a specifically new type of knowledge 

form or mode, began to gain prominence. This knowledge mode had its origin at the pre-

university level and can be identified by terms such as ‘key skills’, ‘core skills’, ‘thinking 

skills’, ‘problem solving’ and ‘teamwork’. These generic skills first emerged in the writing of 

Delors for UNESCO in the 1990s. Inside Delors' report (1996, p. 22), these skills are 

described as “learning to know; learning to do; learning to live together; and learning to be”. 

The OECD in 2005 also emphasised these skills in their project called Definition and 

selection of competencies (DeSeCo). Within the report, the generic skills are presented as 

follows:  

First, individuals need to be able to use a wide range of tools for interacting 

effectively with the environment; second, individuals need to be able to engage with 

others; and third, individuals need to be able to take responsibility for managing their 

own lives, situate their lives in the broader social context and act autonomously 

(OECD, 2005, p. 5). 
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In the mission to make the curriculum more applicable to the seeming economic needs of 

countries – the knowledge economy-  these generic skills (also known as key competencies) 

found their way into New Zealand through the government-released New Zealand 

Curriculum in 2007. The New Zealand version – key competencies – in the New Zealand 

Curriculum (MOE, 2007) was based on those developed by the OECD’s DeSeCo project. 

The New Zealand Curriculum states that the key competencies support young learners in 

becoming connected, actively involved, confident lifelong learners. These key competencies 

are as follows: “Thinking, Relating to others, Using language, symbols, and texts, Managing 

self, and Participating and contributing” (MOE, 2007, p. 12). The appearance of these future-

focused educational ideas in New Zealand policy reinforces the phenomenon of the 

international borrowing of ideas; here, the move is from the global to the local. 

 

Corbel (2014) describes the term genericism by using the word ‘trainability’ which was 

earlier introduced by Bernstein (2000) to mean the focus on generic skills that enables an 

individual to react flexibly to current and future opportunities. Corbel, Wheelahan, Forward, 

and Darwin (2014) suggest that the goal of genericism is directly related to employability, 

which they emphasise could lead to “an essential hollowness, where instead of developing 

expertise within an occupational or vocational setting, there is the development of ‘skills’ 

with no particular content or setting at all” (p. 9.). These generic skills are assumed to apply 

to all subjects, “all regions and fields of practice and at all levels” (Beck & Young, 2005, p. 

190). Bernstein (2000) suggests that such genericism, where there is actually no epistemic 

knowledge structure, could result in an empty notion of knowledge. Beck and Young (2005) 

also argue that 

At the heart of generic modes, he [Bernstein] suggests, is ‘a new concept of “work” 

and “life” which might be called short-termism’. He [Bernstein] continues: Under 

these circumstances it is considered that a vital new ability must be developed: 

‘trainability’, the ability to profit from continuous pedagogic re-formations and so 

cope with the new requirements of ‘work’ and ‘life’. These ... will be based on the 

acquisition of generic modes ... (Bernstein, 2000, p. 59). The concept of trainability 

clearly has considerable similarity to the more widely used term ‘learning to learn’. 

Both declare the inevitable obsolescence of accumulated knowledge and prioritize the 
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value of developing the skills and flexibility to acquire and put to use whatever is 

needed next (p. 191). 

 

In summary, I will return to Durkheim’s (1912/2001) and Bernstein’s (2000) work to support 

my argument that the knowledge dialectic I am investigating in this study is influenced by 

global and local forces such as neoliberalism, economic uncertainty, the public good vs. 

private good debate, and the ‘knowledge society’ debates; all terms which were introduced in 

chapter one and are expanded upon in the next section (‘The Economic Components’). These 

forces appears to have encouraged a shift from the valuing of the humanistic purposes of 

knowledge to valuing the instrumental affordances of knowledge (the instrumentalisation of 

knowledge) or, in other words, a shift from knowledge for its own sake (priceless) to a shift 

of knowledge for utility (priced) (Sakhiyya & Rata, 2019). This is not to deny that knowledge 

has a utility function in that it serves both the economic sphere as well as the symbolic sphere 

of modern societies (socially, culturally, economically, ecologically, and politically), but 

what is of interest here is the emphasis and accessibility of knowledge forms available within 

the university. This inherent tension between symbolic knowledge and knowledge’s market 

functions, or the humanistic (know-that) and economic (know-how), is located within broader 

discourses of the ‘knowledge economy’ (discussed in chapter one) where different and often 

contradictory discourses bump against each other in a disagreeable unification (Blackmore & 

Sawers, 2015; Shore, 2010). The contradiction is situated at the intersection between the 

obligations to knowledge as the building block of the public’s symbolic sphere on the one 

hand and a commitment to a global market on the other.  

 

Many writers also suggest that the move away from the symbolic function of knowledge to 

the profane function of knowledge may be problematic (Rata, 2018; Young, 2008; 

Wheelahan, 2012; Moore, 2007) because symbolic knowledge (know-that) is the way in 

which a society creates its ‘consensus’ (Bourdieu, 1979) and collective representation 

(Durkheim, 1912/2001). However, today, the outcome of the ‘knowledge functions’ debate 

appears to be trending towards the acceptance of skills-related knowledge as the primary 

knowledge needed in society, helped no doubt by the visibility of vocational knowledge. 

In the next section, I provide an overview of the conceptual methodology: Part B – Economic 

Components. 
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B. ECONOMIC COMPONENTS 

This thesis examines the economic influence on knowledge in the New Zealand University 

through the identified economic abstract concepts of neoliberalism, marketisation, 

managerialism, massification, and public good vs. private good as shown in Figure 1. 

Together, these concepts form a framework that provides a means to understand the role and 

purpose of knowledge within an economic ideology. According to Wheelahan, (2012), Beck, 

(2010), and Bernstein, (2000), the change to the dominance of an economic and 

instrumentalist view of knowledge over a symbolic purpose is a global trend. New Zealand is 

not alone when it comes to managing this shift to the marketisation, managerialism, and 

massification within the education sector (Kromydas, 2017; Peters & Besley, 2013; Grey & 

Scott, 2012; Shore, 2010; Codd, 2002).  

I now consider each of the key concepts that form this part of the realist methodological 

approach. 

B1. THE CONCEPT OF NEOLIBERALISM 

The concept of neoliberalism enables me to identify how knowledge has increasingly shifted 

towards an economic purpose. This concept has already been introduced in chapter one, but 

in this section, I show specifically how neoliberalism serves as a theoretical tool for my 

analysis and for theorising the research problem. 

Neoliberalism is a concept that refers to a form of capitalism known as the market model of 

capitalism (Thorsen, 2010; Saad-Filho & Johnston, 2005). This concept prioritises market 

models of free trade and reductions in state intervention in the control of markets (Jackson, 

2015). Global education narratives of the late 20
th

 century found in corporate documents 

reveal a strong link between neoliberal economic ideas and the utilisation of education as a 

primary means of achieving economic goals such as global competitiveness (IBM, 2015). 

Some writers argue that increasing globalisation has even led to a weakening of the 

democratic rationale and power of the nation state itself (Beck, 2010/2018; Dasgupta, 2018; 

Bresser-Pereira, 2008; Hackshaw, 2013). 

The idea of wealth creation under the camouflage of democracy is what distinguishes the 

neoliberal form of capitalism and capitalist mindset. This wealth creation has been more 

recently linked to the concept of the ‘knowledge economy’ (Munro-Knight, 2013). The 

‘knowledge economy’ is a term coined by economists and political scientists to denote a shift 
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from the post-industrial mass production and stimulatingly service economy models to an 

economy based on technology and the utilisation of human intellectual capital. Within this 

economic imaginary, knowledge is perceived as a good in itself – in the sense that what 

results in job creation is the generation of new knowledge. Therefore, job seekers are no 

longer employed because they are great at just a specific thing but, instead, are employed on 

the basis that they can introduce a new way of thinking which could drive growth and other 

economic gains (Munro-Knight, 2013). 

The fundamental principle of neoliberalism is the notion of the ‘isolated’ individual, which 

translates to the idea that society is or should be driven by self-interest, and concerning 

welfare, every individual should be responsible for their own welfare (Finn, 2001). Following 

this standpoint, for example in New Zealand, individual responsibility challenges the concept 

of the public good (Martinez and Garcia, 1998). Governmental policies such as user-pays, 

privatisation, consumerism, self-reliance, and private services are expected to proffer answers 

to social and economic problems (Muganda, 1999).  

Conversely, it has become increasingly evident that global organisations or multinationals 

have played a prominent role in the global market with the removal of nationally imposed 

restrictions on business activity. Internationalisation has deepened as a result. Peters (2001) 

suggests that there exists a neoliberal model of globalisation, which is revealed by policies 

that enable the free flow of money through markets in a world economy that is largely 

designed and implemented by the World Bank (WB), the World Trade Organisation (WTO), 

and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Without sufficient local controls to normalise 

global capital, these organisations take the concept of ‘free trade’ to enable regional and 

international trade agreements that benefit them (Peters, 2001).  

Boas and Gans-Morse (2009) note the use of neoliberalism today denotes something 

negative, but in the post-World War II era, economic philosophers of the German Freiberg 

School of Economics used the term in a positive way, and argue that neoliberalism is seen to 

be a reasonable substitute for classical liberalism – this term is “based on a belief in liberty” 

(Goodman, 2005, p. 1). The concept of neoliberalism was initially used in a way that is the 

opposite to how it is utilised publicly and academically today. According to Boas and Gans-

Morse (2009, p. 139), “the term neoliberalism … denote[s] a philosophy that was explicitly 

moderate in comparison to classical liberalism, both in its rejection of laissez-faire policies 

and its emphasis on humanistic values”. Saad-Filho and Johnston (2005) posit that the dearth 
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of “a clearly defined invariant features” [allows the neoliberal ideology to be seen and 

interpreted across] “a wide range of social, political and economic phenomena at different 

levels of complexity” (p. 1). This creates some neoliberal practices that are easily 

categorised; while others are more challenging to locate or categorise. The outcome is that 

neoliberalism turns out to be a blanket term. This indefiniteness in pinpointing and labelling 

neoliberal instruments, practices, and mechanisms could be interpreted as a theoretical 

limitation. Boas and Gans-Morse (2009) investigate the use of the term neoliberalism in 

social sciences discipline research outputs and they claim the concept is applied unevenly as 

“it is used frequently by those who are critical of ‘free’ markets, but rarely by those who view 

marketization more positively” (p. 138). 

Lastly, the extensive use and multi-layered description of the concept of neoliberalism makes 

it problematic to describe within higher educational settings unless its effects materialise in 

some policy, practice, or specific action. Boas and Gan-Morse (2009) argue that the reason is 

that those who see neoliberalism positively hardly use it as a concept to depict their actions or 

beliefs whereas those who are critical will recontextualise the concept to explain this 

sociological phenomenon. For clarity of purpose, within this thesis, neoliberalism will be 

taken to mean a market model of capitalism that promotes market approaches to aspects of 

education.  

B2. HIGHER EDUCATION MASSIFICATION 

The concept of massification allows me to analyse, theorise, and discuss the developments of 

higher education in New Zealand over time – the research focus. By doing this, I am able to 

strengthen my discussion of the present situation and its implications for the future. 

According to Teichler (1999), discussions surrounding growth in higher education, formerly 

an elite enterprise, began in the late 1950s and early 1960s, in the post-World War II era. 

Altbach (1999) suggests that the subsequent significant growth of higher education is one of 

the most remarkable changes of the late 20th century in all Western countries. The expansion 

seems to have continued into the early years of the new millennium. Kogan and Hanney 

(2000) argue that the growth of the sector is an outcome of numerous policy changes seen in 

higher education. There has been a swing away from the elitist model of higher education to a 

massive increment of admissions which resulted in what is known today as the massification 

of higher education (Teichler, 1998; Trow, 1972). 
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In New Zealand, massification happened in the 1960s and 1970s when university education 

was free. Equal access to tertiary education, which was promoted in New Zealand at that 

time, was considered to be a means of achieving social mobility (Leach, 2013). This is also 

similar to what happened in Europe under the ‘European Higher Education Area and Bologna 

Process’ (1998-2000) initiative – a higher education improvement initiative consisting of 48 

countries in Europe with the central aim of increasing staff and students' mobility while 

facilitating employability. Similarly, the concept of massification emerged from the concepts 

of internationalisation and globalisation. In one sense, massification has become the process 

of opening access to education to a global audience. 

However, during the 1990s in New Zealand, a market-oriented tertiary funding system was 

introduced (Grey & Scott, 2012). While the model successfully increased access and 

significantly improved equity, the public was more worried about the rise in education fees, 

the quality of tuition, and the relevance of provision to the ‘real world’/’world of work’, 

mostly at the sub-degree level (Grey & Scott, 2012). During this period, McLaughlin (2003) 

claims that the conservative government aimed to provide a tertiary education system that 

was well-organised, advanced, and open to the market. A surge in enrolments led to a stricter 

control on the resources, as noted in a New Zealand Ministry of Education document (2010 – 

2015, p. 3): “Rising demand for tertiary study in a period of significant fiscal constraint 

means that we expect our investment to be used efficiently and effectively by tertiary 

education organisations and students”. This demand for places led to a higher level of learner 

contribution to individual tertiary education costs as well as an increased responsibility 

instruments (e.g., PBRF) being introduced into the higher education sector (McLaughlin, 

2003).  

In New Zealand, it is argued that the increase in student enrolments reflects a global 

occurrence ensuing from processes such as the emergence of the ‘knowledge society’ and 

globalisation (see chapter one), and also the democratisation of education (Mohamedbhai, 

2012). Higher education expansion has occurred in more varied forms – the admission of 

mature-age students and a growing number of students from developing nations. Lately, 

massification has become far more difficult as returns of education have recently flattened 

out (Vincent-Lancrin, 2009), and social mobility has stalled in general e.g., the case of higher 

education development in China (Mok & Wu, 2016). Within this thesis, massification will be 

taken to mean the expansion of access to higher learning opportunities, which may lead to the 

commodification of education. 
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In the next section, I turn to the trio of features of the ‘knowledge society’ to deepen the 

economic argument of this study. 

B3. MARKETISATION AND PUBLIC GOOD vs. PRIVATE GOOD 

The use of the concepts of marketisation and public vs. private good as conceptual tools 

briefly outlined in this section enables me to theorise, deepen my discussion, and to show 

further how the purpose of knowledge may have shifted towards an economic purpose. 

Discussions on the topic of marketisation of higher education recognise the knowledge 

tension, which Furedi (2010) describes as a move from knowledge for knowing to knowledge 

for paying. I will describe the present ideological shift through a brief historical summary of 

the main changes to higher education in this section. Some writers suggest that the 

marketisation of knowledge and of the university is seen as a way to regulate the perceived 

political hegemony of the university and academics in higher education (Lynch, 2006). For 

example, according to Salter and Tapper (2013), the growing gap between the state and 

higher education gives a clear reason as to why the state wishes to control higher education as 

an instrument of social mobility. The authors further examine the link between how 

knowledge is controlled and identify that “in its dealings with higher education, the state is 

obliged to recognise that universities perform a key social function by controlling the 

individual and occupational mobility necessary for social change (Salt and Tapper, 2013, p. 

5). Therefore, if the state is interested in maintaining the skilled workforce in order to sustain 

the ‘knowledge economy’, then it must use the main instrument in which an idealised form of 

knowledge is stored, sustained and advanced – the university. 

For instance, in New Zealand, Codd suggests that the state’s higher education reforms after 

the global economic turn in the late 1980s and the early 2000s changed the way in which 

knowledge was regulated and transmitted via a market model, mainly behind the facade of 

social justice (Codd, 2004), for example, through a greater range of courses and student-

centred assessment. Salter and Tapper (2013) suggest that if indeed higher education has a 

role in social mobility, it is also in control of the socio-cultural role that can uphold or discard 

specific values – so we can say it has ideological power. This ideological power is similar to 

Foucault’s idea of the relationship between the control of knowledge and power. Foucault 

(1977) claims that “there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of 

knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time, 

power relations” (p. 27). 
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The shift from public good to private good in the context of education is a result of the 

tension between the differing conceptualisations of citizens and the market (Labaree, 1997). 

Labaree identifies this educational tension that has shaped the educational policies and goals 

using three concepts: ‘democratic equality’, ‘social efficiency’, and ‘social mobility’. In brief, 

democratic equality means the need for a democratic society to focus on developing its 

citizens, which is widely done through education. Social efficiency is similar to democratic 

equality, but the concept focuses more on training citizens to be able to contribute effectively 

in the society. The third concept, social mobility, refers to the need for education to prepare 

its citizens to compete for social positions globally. Labaree (1997) notes that the three 

concepts are directed towards creating a new type of economy e.g. a mixed economy. The 

first two concepts (democratic equality and social efficiency) promote education as a public 

good/benefit, while the third (social mobility) gravitates towards a private good. While the 

first two concepts are in contradiction with the third, these competing concepts have affected 

the structure of educational systems which in a way has impaired its effectiveness. Labaree 

also suggests that the growing influence of the third concept has resulted in education being 

seen increasingly as a commodity and a form of status attainment: credentials are valued over 

the acquisition of knowledge. This is a move from education’s humanistic purposes towards 

instrumental purposes. 

In alignment with Labaree’s analysis, Marginson (2011) proposes that there are three 

imaginaries commonly present in the higher education sector: higher education as a 

commercial market; higher education as a field of status ranking and competition; and higher 

education as a field of collegiality and worldwide confederations focused on the development 

of knowledge. Political affairs continue to form higher education, and the constant emphasis 

on status ranking of the universities is driving its administrators to make decisions that are 

not always promoting the public good aspect of higher education but one that is supporting 

and increasing the status of the universities on league tables both nationally and globally. 

Marginson (2011) suggests that universities of today need to focus more on promoting the 

global public good side of their mission. However, the private good mentality of 

administrators is having considerable influence on students’ perception of higher education, 

as something more ‘instrumental’. Rather than seeing their university education experience as 

an intrinsic good, they tend to see it as what Peter (1973 cited in Pring & Thomas, 2004) 

describes as a means to an end: higher education students’ may be gradually seeing their 

education experience as a private good – a useful instrument needed to better their personal 
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life, and also a tool to make them employable nationally and globally. Despite the fact that a 

highly educated population and the development of citizens are beneficial to the nation, 

today, there appears to be a visible shift from higher education as a public good to higher 

education as a private good. 

Walton (2011) argues a case for higher education as a public good while rejecting the market-

driven policies. He proposes that the corporate university acts “as if they [the university] 

were public limited companies, operating under the rubric of ‘shareholder value’...This 

enshrined the doctrine that the sole duty of a company was to maximise the financial return to 

its shareholders...” (pp. 21-23). Walton further notes “invading ideologies of entrepreneurism, 

competition and managerialism” [against a] “priestly vocation, an attachment to academic 

activity as a value and an end in itself”. He later exemplifies his points by highlighting the 

shutting down of less profitable university departments. This is occurring also in New 

Zealand universities. During a peaceful protest at the University of Auckland campus (one of 

the universities used in this study), the student movement ‘Epsom Campus Social Justice’ 

displayed a poster with the following information: 

Twenty five full time positions have been cut, and dozens of people are losing their 

jobs. University austerity directly affects students like us by treating our education as 

an economic equation. Social workers and teachers fulfil integral roles in society - we 

deserve better. Our educators and support staff deserve better. Executives get rich 

while our buildings burn down and are not replaced, while Epsom campus rots away 

around us. The university should not be run as a business. 

 

Collini (2012) while investigating the purpose of education in the 21st century examines the 

notion of an ‘ideal university’. Collini (2012) suggests that the value of higher education 

should be the pursuance of knowledge for its own sake, primarily through the humanities 

disciplines. Through his historical account of the purpose of the university, Collini tries to 

place the university within an intellectual project that is to be respected and preserved. Collini 

(2012), in agreement with Giroux (2004), delineates the role higher education is supposed to 

be playing when it comes to the creation of the social identities of its students. This is a role 

which promotes the intrinsic value of education, and Collini (2012) proposes that the role 

may be an example of the socially and historically created values existing within the 

humanities disciplines themselves. Collini (2012) further outlines a shift from the liberal 



 

61 
 

learning philosophy to one that is founded on ‘instrumental habituation’, which can be seen 

more strongly in disciplines that are not built on a transactional scholarship: 

This all too easily translates into the economistic philistinism of insisting that the 

activities carried on in universities need to be justified, perhaps can only be justified, 

by demonstrating their contribution to the economy. In the face of this, one has to 

make, over and over again, the obvious point that a society does not educate the next 

generation in order for them to contribute to its economy. It educates them in order 

that they should extend and deepen their understanding of themselves and the world, 

acquiring, in the course of this form of growing up, kinds of knowledge and skill 

which will be useful in their eventual employment, but which will no more be the sum 

of their education than that employment will be the sum of their lives (Collini, 2012, 

pp. 90-91). 

 

Accordingly, the economic rationalisation of education is seen to shrink learning and make it 

equal only to the type and nature of occupations (Collini, 2012). In that case, education then 

needs models of learning measured by the sum occupation potential of its graduates. Could 

this be the reason why the University of Auckland advertises its global employment ranking? 

The University has been ranked #1 in New Zealand and #71 worldwide in the QS Graduate 

Employability Rankings 2019 (QS Quacquarelli Symonds Limited, 2018). 

 

There has always been resistance to the market model of higher education (Shore, 2010; 

2015; Holmwood, 2011; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997). For example, Holmwood (2011) put 

forward a proposal to reclaim the idea of a ‘Public University’. This is part of a wider cultural 

response to the issue of the marketisation or corporatisation of higher education. Holmwood’s 

essays provide a detailed account of the impact of marketisation on higher education. A 

major point stressed is the idea that a university is a public good, teaching and research 

funding should align with this idea of ‘public good’ instead of the present individualistic 

approach. Another interesting part of the essay collection are the words of Professor Sir Steve 

Smith – the current Vice Chancellor and Chief Executive of the University of Exeter – who 

outlined three key points that have become established in public argument, and which I relate 

to the context of New Zealand. Smith’s (2011, cited in Holmwood, 2011) three points are: 

“funding for higher education has been reduced. Second, that this spells the end for 
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humanities and social sciences. And third, that the new system places impenetrable barriers in 

the way of students from poorer backgrounds” (pp. 134-135). 

Regarding the first point, in New Zealand, the current Labour-led Coalition Government 

introduced a first-year free policy which, in turn, resulted in the government having to freeze 

monetary contributions to the eight public universities. A Times Higher Education World 

Education Rankings (2018, p. 1) news report was entitled “No money left for universities 

after country’s government introduces free higher education.” The University of Auckland 

Deputy Vice-Chancellor Academic – Professor John Morrow - also mentioned in the New 

Zealand Herald in September 2018 that “all NZ universities received much less funding per 

student than their counterparts in Australia and elsewhere. He [also] said the Government's 

decision to spend $550 million fees-free tuition for first-year students added nothing to the 

universities' income” (Collins, 2018, p. 1).  

Smith’s second point regarding the demise of the humanities and social sciences due to 

funding cuts, appears to be playing out in New Zealand. Job cuts in New Zealand’s 

humanities and social sciences occurred in 2018 due to the decrease in student enrolments in 

these faculties. Sturm (2018), the director of the University of Auckland's Centre for 

Learning and Research in Higher Education, told Radio New Zealand that 

A small part of the drop in humanities students numbers is down to increasing 

numbers of minorities and women taking traditionally white, male-dominated science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics subjects, "The work I've done on graduate 

attributes … particularly with Māori and Pasifika students, would suggest that their 

parents are encouraging them to go into fields that are both traditionally better-earning 

and of higher status, and of greater value to those communities - law and medicine 

and so on." (Sturm, 2018 cited in Newton, 2018, para. 10). 

 

Similarly, this point concerning job cuts across the country is expressed well by Radio New 

Zealand journalist, Kate Newton, in her article ‘Universities face a crisis of the humanities’: 

The death of art history at the University of Otago was merely the latest in a series of 

staffing and programme cuts in arts and humanities faculties at universities around 

New Zealand. Otago cut 16 jobs from its humanities division in 2016, the University 

of Waikato cut 17 humanities and social sciences teaching roles in 2017, and AUT 
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announced in August this year [2018] it planned to cut up to 40 full-time positions 

from its Society and Culture faculty. The University of Auckland will cut five staff 

from its School of Language, Linguistics and Culture and ignored furious protests 

earlier this year when it decided to close three specialist arts libraries (Newton, 2018, 

para. 4). 

 

The third point highlighted by Professor Smith, that the new system creates barriers for 

students from poorer backgrounds in accessing higher education, was addressed by Kirsty 

Johnston, an investigative reporter at the New Zealand Herald: 

Half of university scholarships go to students from our wealthiest families, dismaying 

teachers in disadvantaged areas who see even their brightest students struggle to get a 

foot in the door … Unlike students from wealthy families, failing to get a scholarship 

often meant the end of the dream for disadvantaged kids - particularly for those from 

families who'd never had anyone go to university before (Johnston, 2018, para. 1 and 

5). 

 

This way of describing a situation/problem can be linked to the market ideology where the 

market is more important and used as a key tool in making decisions. Johnston (2018) says  

[The] Vice-Chancellor Stuart McCutcheon [said] the scholarships were not just about 

equity - they were also about attracting very able students to the university … They 

[the university] want the most able to improve their global ranking, but I think first 

and foremost they should be concerned about improving education for New 

Zealanders, in particular for those who are unable to access university because of 

financial hardship (para. 12 and 14). 

 

Smith (2011 cited in Holmwood, 2011) further argues that humanities and social sciences 

funding should not be about the numbers. The constant highlighting of skills acquisition in 

most of the New Zealand higher education policy documents (see chapter eight), which 

indirectly promotes the STEM subjects, contributes to the lesser value placed on humanities 

and social sciences programmes within society in this neoliberal era from 1980 onwards. 
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4.0 SUMMARY 

I summarise the knowledge and economic argument (deduced from figure 1) in higher 

education with the words of the New Zealand academics Butterworth and Tarling (1994): 

It has been easy for the public to believe that the main object of the changes since 

1984 has been to save money. The [higher education] ‘reforms’ have often been 

advanced under that guise. It is, however, a mistaken view. The object is ideological. 

The millenarian vision of ideologues involves an unremitting attack on the structures 

of democratic pluralism. Their central project is the negation of community values 

and the redefinition of the citizen as merely consumer. The aim involves the 

destruction of that sense of communal responsibility which infused the creation of the 

modern democratic state, but which Hayek traduced as an inconvenient hangover 

from tribal consciousness. When public activity [higher education] is privatised, the 

very idea of society is undermined. These are the issues that New Zealanders have to 

consider. (pp. 250-251). 

 

In line with Butterworth and Tarling (1994), for higher education in the 21st century, the 

highlighted issues in the quote above suggests – the need to prioritise theoretical knowledge 

in our curriculum, and that people should be wary of any economically driven curriculum 

policy that dissolves the discipline in favour of other logic (Ensor, 2004). Furthermore, Shay 

(2013) suggests that what is important for conceptualising knowledge differentiation is the 

relationship between theoretical and procedural knowledge both at the knowledge and at 

economic levels. Barnett (2009) claims that the fascinating questions lie for those curricula 

that face both ways; in other words, they make use of both theoretical and procedural 

knowledge bases. I will end with a paraphrase of Young’s (2008) who argues for the need to 

design a curriculum that accepts the differences between the knowledge forms as well as their 

interdependence within the current economic narratives. This supports the thesis argument for 

a knowledge integration approach which has the potential to fulfil both the democratic and 

economic needs of New Zealand citizens. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

GLOBALISATION AND EDUCATION 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature on globalisation. The review will 

provide a context from which to examine my central argument that there appears to have 

been a shift in the way knowledge within the university is now perceived – a shift located in 

the knowledge dialectic. I am suggesting that the dialectic can be perceived as a creative 

tension rather than deterministically negative. Moreover, the dialectic I have identified has 

always existed (see Moodie, 2016, and the historical account in chapters four and five) but 

has recently taken a new turn because of the increased reach and effect of the global 

education market, in particular the reach of the ideas associated with neoliberalism and the 

effects of these ideas on the university. For example, one of the key roles traditionally for the 

university was as a site for nation building. Many commentators now argue that this role is 

under threat from the varied pressures of educational globalisation (Wright & Shore, 2017; 

Shore, 2015; Shore, 2010, Olssen & Peters, 2005). 

In creating my argument, I first define the concept of globalisation and consider its 

dimensions. I then consider the connection between globalisation and internationalisation in 

order to argue for a causative effect of globalisation on higher education institutions. In doing 

so, the chapter also explores the concepts of public and private good, and ends with a 

discussion of globalisation and New Zealand higher education. I position education within a 

global context to reveal the changing perspective and significance of education globally; in 

particular, the focus is on the impact of neoliberal globalisation that many commentators 

argue has resulted in the commodification of education (Dodd, 2016; Connell, 2015; Grey & 

Scott, 2012; Miller, 2010; Chen, 2008). Giroux (2000) argues that when education is 

commercialised, it reneges on its responsibility for developing a democracy of citizens by 

shifting its aim to developing a democracy of consumers - this can be seen in the private good 

– public good discussion. 
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Overall, the chapter examines the macro to micro effects of globalisation on education to 

show that decisions made at the macro level do affect local or micro-level decisions. 

2.0 GLOBALISATION DEFINED 

The meaning of the word globalisation is highly debated in the social sciences (Guillen, 

2001). Robertson (1992, p. 8) describes the word as “a concept that refers to the compression 

of the world and the intensification of consciousness of the world as a whole”. Researchers 

claim that globalisation has been in existence for centuries. World-system theorists, such as 

Wallerstein (1974) and Waters (1995), maintain that globalisation began during the 

expansion of European capitalism in the 16th century. However, some scholars consider 

globalisation a 20th century phenomenon, intensified by various world events including 

World War II, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989, the global oil crises in the 1970s, and 

the rise of new economic policies during the Ronald Reagan (US), Roger Douglas (NZ 

Minister of Finance – the economic policy agenda was labelled ‘Rogernomics’), and 

Margaret Thatcher (UK) tenures. Guillen (2001) suggests that it is preferable to date the start 

of modern globalisation to the period following World War II which saw the struggle for 

faster growth and expansion in Northeast Asia, the coming of the nuclear age, the renewed 

increase of foreign trade and investment, and various decolonisation processes. 

Some writers (Venugopal, 2015; Flew, 2014; Harvey, 2005) argue that the rise of neoliberal 

beliefs in the 1970s and early 1980s and the unscrambling of ‘Pax Americana’ - A state of 

relative international peace regarded as overseen by the US (or the UK) - started the historical 

discussion on the topic – globalisation (Gullien, 2001). In subsequent decades, sociologists, 

anthropologists, economists, politicians, educationists, and members of the public continue to 

study the concept of globalisation closely to understand its current effects, and the meaning it 

has for societies locally and globally. One of the ongoing issues associated with 

understanding the concept of globalisation according to Guillen (2001, p. 238) is that “it is far 

from a uniform, irreversible, and inexorable trend. Rather, globalization is a fragmented, 

incomplete, discontinuous, contingent, and in many ways contradictory and puzzling 

process”. 

Although the word ‘globalisation’ has been around since the 16th century, it is in the last 25 

to 35 years (post-1960) that it has become prominent in everyday discourse. According to the 

English Oxford Dictionary (n.d), globalisation occurs when organisations operate and have 

influence internationally; for example, a business can have a worldwide presence irrespective 
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of where it is established. Kearney (1995, p. 549) claims that globalisation “refers to social, 

economic, cultural, and demographic processes that take place within nations but also 

transcend them, such that attention limited to local processes, identities, and units of analysis 

yields incomplete understanding of the local”. Furthermore, he suggests that we are dealing 

with "the intensification of world-wide social relations which link distant localities in such a 

way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice versa" 

(p. 548). Also, globalisation is the result of unceasingly collective exchanges among 

businesses, groups, societies, states and countries (Stiglitz, 2003).  

Another definition by Held and McGrew (2007) suggests that globalisation concerns changes 

in networks of activity and control, structural organisation of social interactions, and 

transactions at inter-state and country-wide levels. Altbach and Knight (2007) suggest a 

slightly different meaning: globalisation is a process of interrelated forces pushing for greater 

international participation. These interrelated forces may be political, social or cultural, 

academic and economic (Knight, 2004). Hedley (2002) states that the word ‘globalisation’ 

implies global processes that are to some extent unique and still developing. He also argues 

that these global processes are multi-ecological and are experienced unequally in various 

sectors of our society, and also throughout the world. Overall, globalisation comprises a 

complex set of human forces involving the production, distribution/transmission, and 

consumption of technical, economic, political, and socio-cultural goods and services which 

are administratively and technologically integrated on a worldwide basis (Hedley, 2002, p. 5).  

Friedman’s (2006) description of globalisation draws our attention to the technological means 

by which the process is facilitated: the use of technological innovations, such as email, 

computers, teleconferencing, and various software, makes the planet smaller. In line with 

Friedman, Gibson-Graham (1996, p. 120) asserts that globalisation is fundamentally “a set of 

processes by which the world is rapidly being integrated into one economic space via 

increased international trade, the internationalization of production and financial markets 

[and] the internationalization of a commodity culture promoted by an increasingly networked 

global telecommunications system”. Moreover, Giddens (1994, p. 4) defines globalisation as 

“action at a distance”, that is, the ability of local agents to have an impact on events in other 

places through technological, economic, media, and political processes. Also, the movement 

of beliefs, technology, concepts, values, and goods between countries is a part of the 

proliferation of meanings assigned to globalisation. According to Knight (2015), the effects 

of globalisation on nations are diverse and interact with a country’s traditions, beliefs, 



 

68 
 

history, unique ideals, priorities and norms in idiosyncratic ways. The 2017 international 

trade talks for a Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement are examples of countries 

engaging in global economic agreements while attempting to preserve their local sovereignty 

(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2017). 

Having provided several scholarly descriptions and definitions of globalisation, it is useful to 

also understand the word from the ordinary citizen’s viewpoint. Kiggundu’s (2002) research 

considered the meaning of globalisation for the ordinary citizen. Participants associated over 

100 phrases with the word globalisation. Some of these phrases are positive, such as good 

government and freedom, some are negative, such as crime, war, and corruption, and some 

comprise technical phrases, such as leapfrogging and trade policy. Others highlight 

ideological dimensions, such as capitalism, Americanisation, and neo-colonialism. There are 

also more populist phrases such as big brother and protest, as well as institutional phrases, 

such as stock market, International Monetary Fund-IMF, World Bank-WB, and World Trade 

Organisation-WTO. 

Despite the various descriptions and definitions of the term ‘globalisation’, the concept 

remains somewhat fuzzy due to its continuously evolving nature. This could be because the 

concept is connected to so many societal and world changes and, at the same time, often 

viewed negatively by people because of the many challenges faced by societies and nations 

today in relation to, for example, the economy and education. However, perhaps the most 

straightforward, comprehensive, and accepted description of the ‘term’ globalisation is that 

suggested by Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton (2000) and quoted as follows: 

“Globalization can usefully be conceived of as a process (or set of processes) that embodies a 

transformation in the spatial organization of social relations and transactions, generating 

transcontinental or interregional flows and networks of activity, interaction, and power. It is 

characterized by four types of change: 

1. it involves a stretching of social, political, and economic activities across political 

frontiers, regions, and continents. 

2. it suggests the intensification, or the growing magnitude, of interconnectedness and 

flows of trade, investment, finance, migration, culture, and so on. 

3. the growing extent and intensity of global interconnectedness can be linked to a 

speeding up of global interactions and processes, as the evolution of common systems 
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of transport and communication increases the velocity of the diffusion of ideas, goods, 

information, capital, and people. 

4. the growing extent, intensity, and velocity of global interactions can be associated 

with their deepening impact, such that the effects of even the most local developments 

may come to have enormous global consequences. In that sense, the boundaries 

between domestic matters and global affairs become increasingly blurred” (Held, 

McGrew, Goldblatt, & Perraton, 2000, p. 15). 

A further significant point is that globalisation appears to be strongly related to neoliberalism, 

and a growing control of societies from elite technical expert solutions directed at 

governmental reforms and economic development. Similarly, some authors argue that the 

main driver of globalisation is neoliberalism, and that globalisation can be described as both 

the effect of, and the move towards global neoliberalism (Litonjua, 2008). Economic 

neoliberalism backs up the maximisation of economic freedom for people, therefore reducing 

the level of state intervention to the barest minimum. In light of this, it does support the 

removal of government-enforced constraints on foreign movements of people, goods, and 

capital (Harmes, 2012). 

On a more social level, globalisation can enhance human rights movements, social 

movements, and national movements that go beyond national borders, thereby allowing 

national organisations to receive resources and support internationally (Guidry, Kennedy, & 

Zald, 2000). Along the same lines, the social dimension of globalisation relates to the 

influence of globalisation on people, their work life, families, and society. According to some 

literature (Makhlouf, 2017; Keohane & Nye, 2000), there have been growing concerns about 

the influence of globalisation on income, social protection, and employment, but, beyond 

that, the social dimension of globalisation also includes culture and identity, security, societal 

inclusion and exclusion, and families and societal cohesion. Nevertheless, several authors 

(Lee & Vivarelli, 2006; Pangestu, 2001) have highlighted the controversial nature of the 

social impact of globalisation. It is argued that the social impact of globalisation appears to be 

at either end of a spectrum of two extreme views:  

For some, globalization has been an instrument for progress; it has created wealth, 

expanded opportunities and provided a nurturing environment for entrepreneurship 

and enterprise. For others, globalization has created unemployment, poverty and 
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marginalization, and is thus perceived as a force institutionalizing social crises 

(Gunter and Hoeven, 2004, p. 17). 

 

3.0 GLOBALISATION AND INTERNATIONALISATION OF HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

Globalisation and internationalisation are interrelated but different in their modes of 

operation. These two broad terms are used in this section to identify, describe, and analyse 

the contemporary changes in tertiary education institutions globally. In doing so, the 

understanding of these terms will further add to the background discussion of the creative 

tension in order to strengthen my argument of the knowledge dialectic. 

Globalisation and internationalisation are terms that are often used interchangeably. As 

highlighted in the discussion of the range of definitions, globalisation can be seen as a 

process of linking local economies internationally as well as increasing social and political 

connections. Internationalisation, on the other hand, includes policies and programmes 

adopted by governments, and by academic systems and subdivisions to cope with or exploit 

globalisation. The concept is also a way of knowing about, increasing, and understanding the 

essence of global interactions (Altbach, 2004). 

Naidoo (2006) asserts that, globally, tertiary education is evolving fast in the same way as 

other traded goods and services. Enders (2004) suggests that in higher education, the impact 

of globalisation and internationalisation has become significant. In today’s globalised world, 

where nations are constantly faced with rapidly shifting economies, national security threats 

and political challenges, there is a need to respond to these changes and meet societal needs. 

To respond to these changes, Brustein (2007) highlights the need for higher education 

institutions to create globally competent students. In the same vein, Hunter, White, and 

Godbey (2006) suggest there exist skills, attitudes, knowledge, and experiences that are 

needed to become globally competent. At the tertiary level (i.e., universities, colleges, 

graduate schools, polytechnics, and PTEs), globalisation is demonstrated by what is called by 

insiders as ‘internationalisation’ – “a subtle response that affects not only academic 

programs, faculty, and students but also creates new administrative structures and privileges 

(Stromquist, 2007, p. 81). Stromquist (2007) further states that higher education institutions 

understand this pressure, and are continually innovating to respond to these changing needs. 

The process of globalisation is not in control of educational institutions directly, but through 
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the internationalisation of ideas, higher educational institutions are driven to respond to the 

changes in society by producing the globally competent students needed in the globalised 

environment. Similarly, through international ranking systems, globalisation has influenced 

higher education directly. Altbach (2004) maintains that for higher learning institutions to 

address this shift, they constantly have to make changes to their offerings, operations, and 

policies. Today, students travel overseas to further their studies, and, on a daily basis, the 

number of international students keeps growing. One of the ways universities have responded 

to the growth is through collaboration with other institutions in delivering education through 

online distance learning options by leveraging technology.  

According to Scott (1995), every university is unique but not every university is international, 

yet all universities have to answer to the same influences of globalisation. An excellent 

example of internationalisation can be seen in the way the University of Auckland has 

responded by creating graduate profiles for its students in order to produce graduates who can 

be competitive and productive in the globalised marketspace. These graduate profiles are 

divided into three levels, namely, graduate aspirations and graduate capabilities. The level 

one graduate aspirations are listed on the University of Auckland website as follows: 

 Scholars – Graduates of the University have a broad knowledge base and disciplinary 

expertise. They are aware of contemporary research in their field of specialisation and 

able to conduct their own research and investigations. They are excited by ideas, 

discovery and learning and are conscientious in their endeavours to understand the 

complexities of the worlds they encounter at work and in society; 

 Innovators – Graduates of the University are future and solution focussed. They are 

curious, critical and creative. They are capable of developing unique and sustainable 

solutions to real world problems; 

 Leaders – Graduates of the University take personal responsibility and seek 

opportunities to work with others to advance thinking and achievement in all spheres 

of their lives. They are confident, inclusive, inspiring and influential; and  

 Global Citizens – Graduates of the University are citizens of Aotearoa/New Zealand 

and the world. They appreciate the role of the Treaty of Waitangi and are aware of 

global issues. They act with integrity and fluency across cultures and perspectives, are 

committed to the betterment of society, open in their thinking and appreciative of the 
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riches that diversity and equity bring (University of Auckland Graduate Profiles, 

2017). 

Considering the threats and opportunities that ‘globalisation’ and ‘internationalisation’ are 

posing to higher education institutions globally, there is no doubt that the above aspirations 

are important for higher education institutions. For instance, as a result of globalisation, 

countries around the world are competing face-to-face in the education market. For nations to 

survive in this harsh competitive terrain, and also maintain quality education, then higher 

education must be internationalised. It can be said that the internationalisation of higher 

education is an unforeseeable result of the global economy partnership which in a way is one 

of the essential facets in the development of educations system not only in New Zealand but 

also in other countries (Altbach, 2004). 

It is clear, then, that the significance of globalisation and internationalisation cannot be 

ignored. Within higher education, globalisation and internationalisation make it possible for 

people all over the globe to collaborate and share a range of knowledge. Also, cultural 

interactions are now possible in everyday life among people of different nations and within 

our lecture rooms. In a way, globalisation and internationalisation has positively increased 

student exchange opportunities, increased cooperation/collaboration among universities and, 

at the same time, increased the latter’s competitiveness. 

Globalisation and internationalisation are widely seen as vital influences on a new type of 

higher education. With the ongoing extension of countries’ higher education systems into the 

globalised marketspace, there is a need to embrace the opportunities provided by 

internationalisation. For example, the new ‘Global Studies’ degree programme offered by 

some overseas universities through partnership and collaboration means that the University of 

Auckland is able to deliver the degree locally  (The University of Auckland Calendar, 2018). 

Given this, higher education leaders find they must view their institutions’ status and 

development from the global perspective. In the context of economic globalisation, higher 

education institutions need to produce globally competent students, and such students should 

have the capability to adjust comfortably and seek personal achievement and growth in this 

environment. To achieve the above aim, the OECD (2007) argues that higher educational 

institutions should be able to deliver internationally ready courses, through global exchange 

and coordination between fellow universities, most especially those which combine 
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technology, knowledge, and research (e.g., the new Bachelor of Global Studies offered by the 

University of Auckland as mentioned above). 

In summary, globalisation can be regarded as a catalyst, whereas internationalisation is the 

response; a response in a proactive way (De Wit & Knight, 1997). So, therefore, educators 

need to continue to pay attention to these forces that are shaping the future of education and 

the world for which they prepare graduates. “In an idealistic way, one can consider 

internationalisation of higher education as the sector’s response to globalisation. This is one 

of the most significant forces that is shaping the world” (Coelen, 2013, p. 3). 

4.0 INFLUENCE OF GLOBALISATION ON HIGHER EDUCATION 

INSTITUTIONS 

The effect of globalisation on higher education can be conceptualised in terms of 

opportunities and challenges. According to Parsad and Lewis (2008) higher education 

institutions must meet students’ demands by providing ready access for students in all 

disciplines. The authors also note that a means of accessing higher education globally can 

now occur through e-learning and massive open online courses (MOOCs). With the rapid 

development of information and communications technology (ICT), online interactive 

learning, if used efficiently, could be the means needed to open up access to higher education. 

However, some researchers argue that such e-learning cannot be compared to or replace the 

traditional ways - receiving lectures and attending tutorials (Tiene, 2000). In some cases, 

though, e-learning is the only available option for some people to access courses of study. 

While the increase in usage of this learning option could pose a threat to the traditional 

university mode of delivery, Bacow, Bowen, Guthrie, Long, and Lack (2012) suggest that in 

any educational environment, both the traditional ways of learning and the e-learning 

approach have their place, and both mediums will be used by people seeking to learn and 

enhance their skills. According to Hanna, David, and Francisco (2010), the traditional 

learning approaches in higher education are insufficient; therefore, scholars and educationists 

have a unified obligation to support both learning approaches. 

Aside from opening up higher education access, another challenge faced by higher education 

today is the diverse student body with briskly growing learning needs, attitudes, skills, and 

responses. As highlighted in the previous paragraph, one of the learning requirements is the 

use of technology to enhance learning delivery. The spread and growth of ICTs is having a 

massive influence on society. If technology is used to the advantage of society rather than just 
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being used as a tool for simplifying processes, it can be beneficial to the economy, and also 

can help many people improve their economic status (Kvochko, 2013). Increased 

technological awareness of the public, and the adoption of learning and teaching technologies 

by higher education institutions, is making learning institutions attractive, as well as highly 

relevant to society. Duderstadt (2009) suggests that tertiary institutions are moving in this 

direction by creating new degree programmes and practices to meet the educational 

requirements of the greater range of students. 

Lastly, Balistreri, Giacomo, Ptak, and Noisette (2012) suggests that for a tertiary institution to 

deliver on its promise of creating the globally competent graduate that is needed in our 

globalised society, it is imperative for the institution to understand the students’ 

demographics and profiles. The contemporary mix of students cannot be compared to the mix 

of students a few years ago as various factors, including new technologies and economic 

conditions, are influencing the way the process things today. Higher education institutions 

need to be proactive regarding meeting the changing societal needs of its citizens and, as 

Duderstadt (2009) claims, today’s students work differently, think differently, access 

challenges differently, and relate with one another in a whole new way. Today, one can even 

argue that students are informed about ‘globalisation’ and various global problems because of 

the very nature of globalisation – making the world a smaller place. 

5.0 DIMENSIONS OF GLOBALISATION 

According to Knight (2004), there are four key dimensions of globalisation. These are: 

economic, academic, cultural/social, and political. In addition to these, I will add the 

technological dimension (which I discuss next after the academic dimension) because of its 

increasing centrality to globalisation itself and global higher education.  

I will discuss each in turn even though the five dimensions are interdependent. 

5.1 ECONOMIC GLOBALISATION 

The current form of globalisation is widely considered an economic phenomenon (Levin, 

2001). This observation is agreed upon by a number of writers such as McBurnie (2001, p. 

13), who claim that “the economic dimension is often held to be the key driver of 

globalisation”. According to Milner and Mukherjee (2009), economic globalisation as a trend 

is categorised by the increasingly strong exchange of people, information, goods, and money 
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across the borders of different countries. This development in trans-border economic activity 

happens in different ways and is explained from three different angles. The first is 

international trade. According to McDonald (2017), this simply means the buying and selling 

of goods and services between different nations. The second angle is known as ‘foreign direct 

investment’ (FDI), which Duce (2003, p. 2) defines as:  

the aim of obtaining a lasting interest by a resident entity of one economy (direct 

investor) in an enterprise that is resident in another economy (the direct investment 

enterprise). The lasting interest implies the existence of a long-term relationship 

between the direct investor and the direct investment enterprise and a significant 

degree of influence on the management of the latter. 

 

This could also be described as investments made by a local company being operationalised 

in another country. The third angle is referred to as ‘capital market flow’, which means the 

flow or movement of capital between nations. Today, the flow of money among nations is 

interconnected to many sources and not confined within a particular nation. The positive side 

of capital market flow is claimed to be that nations can quickly develop and expand their 

financial markets, but one of the negative possibilities is when there is a market crash, the 

effect is felt globally as in the 2008 global financial crisis.  

According to Marginson and Considine (2000), educational institutions are also following in 

the footsteps of the trend of economic globalisation in terms of focussing on an 

entrepreneurial mindset in which public education is seen and valued as a commodity in an 

open market. Equally, “the academy has shifted from a liberal arts core to an entrepreneurial 

periphery”, in which “marketization” of the academics leads to the rise of “research and 

development with commercial purpose” (Slaughter & Leslie 1997, p. 208). This profitmaking 

determination encourages tertiary institutions to contest for funding and staff available 

worldwide to help their institutions (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). 

5.2 TECHNOLOGICAL GLOBALISATION 

Technological globalisation can be defined as the “enabling infrastructure that reframes time 

and space and facilitates the economic, political, and cultural” dimensions of globalisation 

(McBurnie, 2001, p. 15). Its facets include the storage, processing and near-instantaneous 

transmission of information through the integration of information and communications 
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technology (ICT). Information and Communications Technology such as the World Wide 

Web (www), e-mail, internet, intranet, voice mail, and video transmission comprise the 

enabling infrastructure of globalisation. Technological globalisation can be seen in two 

forms: opportunity and threat. 

In higher education, the indications of opportunities resulting from technological 

globalisation are: reducing costs by putting course and library materials and other useful 

resources online; allowing for transnational educational delivery; enabling providers to offer 

virtual education without the need for bricks and mortar (e.g., traditional lecture theatres, 

paper-based libraries); and facilitating alternative pedagogical styles (McBurnie, 2001). The 

focus of McBurnie is on instruction and learning; however, other researchers have addressed 

the influence of technological globalisation from the position of the management of academic 

institutions (Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). From the position of management, technological 

globalisation provides opportunities in the area of automation of processes, for example, 

simplifying student enrolment and record keeping, and also in the area of communication 

improvement among students, administrators and staff. 

On the other hand, Altbach (2015, p. 2) suggests that technological trends such as the growth 

of the internet “have the potential for creating severe problems for academic institutions and 

systems in smaller or poorer nations”. Friedman counters Altbach’s statement by suggesting 

that the “convergence of the personal computer… with fibre-optic cable… the rise of work 

flow software is the newfound power for individuals to collaborate and compete globally” 

(Friedman, 2006 quoted in Myers, 2007, p. 38). In addition, cultural globalisation is also 

impacted by technology as it allows cultural information, images and facts to cross national 

and cultural boundaries swiftly. 

5.3 ACADEMIC GLOBALISATION 

Academia is another area where the forces of globalisation have influence. Academic 

globalisation comprises a broad variety of influences and effects in higher learning 

institutions - on academic fields, scholars, and students. In some literature, globalisation from 

the lens of academia identifies international partnerships and collaborations in fields such as 

research and development, scientific investments, and patent building as significant indicators 

of globalisation. 
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According to Heylin (2006), higher learning institutions perspectives have always been 

global in areas of collaboration and exchange of thoughts and the exchange of academics and 

students.  The influence of ICTs, the growing flow of students internationally, investments in 

science and patents, and the increased emphasis on research and development have made 

globalisation more evident. 

Research and development (R&D) in education is divided into three areas: the basic; applied; 

and experimental development research (OECD, 2008). The OECD further define R&D as “a 

creative work undertaken on a systematic basis to increase the stock of knowledge, including 

knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this knowledge to devise new 

applications (OECD, 2008, p. 156). So, on this definition, any research partnership carried 

out amongst higher learning institutions could be regarded as being part of R&D. Today, the 

advent of computer systems and networks and their challenges and affordances rely on the 

collaboration between different people, institutions, and business organisations of different 

nations. These can be seen in areas such as the adaptability of software usage globally, the 

internet not belonging to anyone, a variety of knowledge, and the congestion of the internet. 

Similarly, in the middle of all this are current local and global rules and regulations, for 

example, intellectual property agreements signed between nations or firms to collaborate on 

achieving a common goal. While, it is good to note that enforcing agreements may be very 

difficult to achieve, collaborations keep growing. Examples include: “Mazda, DENSO, and 

Toyota Sign Joint Technology Development Contract for Electric Vehicles”
3
, “An historic 

statement was signed today by Education officials from the Republic of Korea and New 

Zealand that will pave the way for students to further their studies in either country”
4
. 

In summary, the way policies are created in higher learning institutions in the light of such 

international collaborations reveals how tertiary institutions are reacting to globalisation. 

5.4 CULTURAL/SOCIAL GLOBALISATION 

Changes in economic and technological globalisation affect cultural/social structures. 

According to Kellner (2002), globalisation has formed a new social environment. This 

environment is described by Held, McGrew, Goldblatt, and Perraton (2000, p. 14) as the 

“broadening, deepening and speeding up of worldwide interconnectedness in all aspects of 

life”. Also, this social environment consists of a set of processes which exemplify a change in 

                                                           
3 See https://www.denso.com/global/en/news/news-releases/2017/20170928-g01/ 

4 See http://www.education.govt.nz/news/joint-recognition-of-republic-of-korea-and-new-zealand-qualifications/ 
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the spatial organisation of social relations and connections. This is measured in respect to 

their capacity, power, momentum and impact causing transnational or interregional flows and 

systems of activities, interactions and the action of power (Held and McGrew, 2000). 

A broad overview indicates how globalisation may be building a new homogeneous cultural 

and social environment (Kellner, 2002). However, a careful examination indicates a 

somewhat different view of the environment (HBS Centennial, 2012) and reveals that the 

globalisation processes altering the cultural norms and social values in our environment may 

be moving too fast and, thus, make it difficult for segments of global society to adjust to. 

Yang (2002) suggests that even when social groups interact more closely, they intentionally 

try to maintain a focus on their localised identities. Such societal changes might be difficult 

for some countries or governments to support (Knight, 2004). For some segments of society, 

the social change may be seen as a threat to their identities, independence, and culture. That 

may lead groups of people with similar cultural norms and social values to spread their 

connections internationally and relate less with other groups within the nation. 

In a similar argument, Chomsky (2007) describes globalisation as a global integration. His 

definition holds an alternative global view of the cultural/social dimension: people with 

similar beliefs, causes or professions can quickly be brought together, as it has been seen in 

cases of human rights activists, education activists, music lovers, and extremists to contribute 

to progressive cultural/social change which in turn could create a new form of society. 

Hannerz (1996) also argues that as the nation state is made up of many different 

communities, globalisation could lead to a separation between the people who share the same 

locale. According to Stiglitz (2010), people in power should be ready to measure the 

cultural/social globalisation forces carefully, and also make appropriate decisions which will 

benefit the society. 

5.5 POLITICAL GLOBALISATION 

This dimension of globalisation addresses the potential weakening of the nation state and the 

systems challenging its political self-determination. There are four threats rising from 

globalisation identified by Beerkens (2003, p. 130). These threats are divided into four parts 

as follows:  

 as a geographical concept distinguishing it from the local; 
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 as a concept of authority distinguishing it from territorial sovereignty;  

 as a cultural concept distinguishing it from isolation; and 

 as an institutional concept distinguishing it from national. 

Beerkens first point identifies how it is possible for countries to critique biased or restricted 

policies, practices and patterns by benchmarking against those of other countries. The second 

point challenges the idea of national control by emphasising that nations are, and should be, 

held accountable internationally for their human rights practices, social well-being policies, 

and protection of political rights. The third point refers to globalisation as the mixing of 

cultures and its consequences, and the fourth explains the use of globalisation as an 

“institutional concept, the logic of national identity, commitment, and citizenship is called 

into question and is substituted by the emergence of a cosmopolitan identity or citizenship. 

This goes beyond the notion of a retreating state” (Beerkens, 2003, p. 132). 

Burbules and Torres (2000, p .16) define political globalisation as:  

a certain loss of nation-state sovereignty, or at least the erosion of national autonomy, 

and correspondingly, a weakening of the notion of the ‘citizen’ as a unified and 

unifying concept, a concept that can be characterised by precise roles, rights, 

obligations, and status. 

 

In relation to Beerkens’s understanding, it is clear that the political field of globalisation 

cannot be removed from the cultural, social, and economic pressures that form the nation’s 

position. Despite the fact that globalisation processes are perceived as being out of the control 

of the state, the role of the state has remained significant in the communication of social 

interests and the representation of its citizens, who may be advantaged or disadvantaged by 

international policy development. Cohen (2007) maintains that as control of the economy is 

shifted away from the public sector – a move from the traditional method of controlling the 

market – to the private sector, there has been a change in the political platform of institutions. 

Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) argue that higher learning institutions that follow an 

institutional alliance with the new neoliberal economic shift have benefitted financially from 

the political developments. In support of this statement, Shore’s (2007) reference to the 
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commercialisation of research in response to funding cuts is evidenced at the University of 

Auckland. He argues that  

The ending of government grants for students; the introduction of fees and student 

loans; the attempt to instil a more competitive ethos among university staff and 

students; the heavy emphasis on the commercial exploitation of academic research 

and closer ties between the universities and business. (Auckland University now 

boasts over 120 patents and has created its own private company - ‘UniServices’ - 

whose mission is to promote the ‘commercialization of intellectual property’ and to 

manage the University’s growing number of private financial contracts) (p. 3). 

 

Uniservices is worth $1.22 billion in cumulative revenue to date (UniServices, 2019). 

Cross-national policy borrowing is another aspect of globalisation noted by Lingard (2000) as 

affecting institutional policies. Appadurai (1996) also suggests that international political 

organisations such as the OECD, the World Bank, UNESCO, the IMF, UNICEF, the UN, the 

EU, and UNCTAD are connected to the political ideas flowing globally. These organisations 

are mainly regulating agents that represent a multifaceted and uncontrollable network of 

interactions that spread out beyond the nation-state (Waters, 2001 cited in Burbules and 

Torres, 2000). 

6.0 HIGHER EDUCATION: PUBLIC GOOD VS PRIVATE GOOD 

This section further strengthens the argument I have been making about globalisation. In 

order to show how education might has moved from its core purpose of nation building to 

one serving the economy (see chapter four). I then trace the historical developments of 

globalisation, its dimensions, and its continued impact on education post-1970s. Underlying 

this knowledge dialectic discussion, I hypothesise a potentially beneficial creative tension. 

In the years leading up to the First World War, the education system had helped 

prepare children for what would be expected of them. At school, they learned not only 

to read, write, and do their sums but also received instruction in moral virtues and 

imperialistic ideals. This was seen as important to the strength of the country and the 

Empire (New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 2004, p. 1).  
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Higher education was established to promote nation building by preserving particular beliefs 

and core human knowledge that in turn develop the values and beliefs of the nation (Hawkins 

& Mok, 2015). Tertiary education institutions in Western nations were created to support the 

development of a democratic nation (discussed extensively in chapter four). According to the 

European Commission (1996), however, the purpose of education is to serve the economy. 

Higher education institutions today are progressively affected by various market policies 

which are forcing them and their leaders to give more emphases to profitability (Kromydas, 

2017). As higher education institutions continue to engage in the business of profit or 

continue to move in that direction, universities might be in danger of losing their identity as 

being part of a “public education system that gives everyone a chance and helps to build 

strong communities” (TEU, 2017). 

Similar trends are noted in the report Engaging Higher Education by Wegner (2008, pp. 1-2): 

“In contrast to earlier times, the past four decades have witnessed a decreased willingness to 

make public policy a key lever for engaging higher education institutions in addressing public 

purposes”. Although one of the founding reasons for publicly funded higher education is for 

nation building, the benefits of higher education today are being reformulated. “The work of 

higher education can be public and/or private; and manifest either as individual or collective 

benefit” (Marginson, 2007, p. 310). 

It is difficult to identify agreement in the literature concerning the current purpose of higher 

education institutions. Two differing purposes, encapsulated by the social vs 

economic/private good vs public good debate, appear to be creating tensions regarding the 

role of the university in society – the knowledge dialectic. The meaning of ‘goods’ in the 

following sections is related to ‘benefits for society’. I will elaborate upon the two different 

purposes. 

7.0 HIGHER EDUCATION AS A PRIVATE GOOD 

A private good is something that is purchased for consumption purposes, and its consumption 

is limited only to the purchaser of the good or service which prevents another individual from 

consuming it or benefitting from it (Investopedia, 2017). Economists describe private goods 

as ‘rivalrous’ and ‘excludable’. Marginson (2007, p. 315) explains that public goods “first, 

have a significant element of non-rivalry and non-excludability, and secondly, [they are] 

goods that are made broadly available across populations”. Goods that can be consumed by 

any individual without being weakened (e.g., knowledge of mathematical formula), such 
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goods are termed non-rivalrous. When the benefit of a good or service cannot be restricted to 

an individual consumer (e.g., national defence, air, free-to-air television, courtroom and 

social tolerance), such goods are termed non-excludable. Marginson (2011, pp. 415-416) 

explains further that limited goods “are both fully non-rivalrous and fully non-excludable but 

many have one or other quality in part or full. Goods with neither quality are classified as 

fully private goods”. Therefore, any goods or services that produce positive gains to an 

individual only can be called a private good. In the neoliberal policy model, education is 

regarded as a private good - individuals must pay to acquire because they are its sole 

beneficiaries. Often termed ‘consumer pays’ in New Zealand education, this policy model 

can be traced back to 1990 when student fees (by the Labour Party in 1989) and loans were 

introduced (by the National Party in 1992).  

Consumerism is a word that is often used today as a result of the shift in our environment 

regarding the public-private debate. According to Sandlin et al., (2012), this term has 

reinvented every aspect of our environment, including the educational system. The authors 

coined the term ‘consumerocracy’ to explain the change in the perspectives of administrators 

and corporate bodies, which are constantly shaped by competition and profit. Commercialism 

in higher education involves making a profit by marketing products directly to students and 

also commodifying research outcomes. For example, the University of Auckland Uniservices 

– the commercial arm of the university - has a total cumulative revenue of $1.22 billion. Its 

website (https://www.uniservices.co.nz) states: “Together with our partners, we look to the 

future, imagine the possibilities, and innovate for public and private good with a strong focus 

on commercial success”. Another example is the New Zealand government’s education 

strategy for the international education market projected to be worth a considerable sum: $5 

billion by 2025. Since the implementation of this strategy, there has been a huge increase in 

student numbers and in the number of private training establishments. The president of the 

Tertiary Education Union, Dr Sandra Grey is sceptical; “Bringing more students through as 

quickly as possible so that we can strip them of their foreign currency to reach our $5 billion 

target is dangerous. As people who work in education, we should have a goal to teach people 

in need, not just people who can pay” (Tertiary Education Union, 2016). 

Giroux (2000, p.73 cited in Sandlin, Burdick & Norris 2012, p. 162) argues that “when public 

education becomes a venue for making a profit, delivering a product, or constructing 

consuming subjects, education reneges on its responsibility for creating a democracy of 

citizens by shifting its focus to producing a democracy of consumers”. This position aligns 
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with the thesis argument that the purpose of the university appears to have changed, an idea 

upon which I expand in chapter four. 

8.0 HIGHER EDUCATION AS A PUBLIC GOOD 

Conventionally higher education is regarded as a public good, producing a huge set of 

externalities, benefiting not only the individuals but also the whole society. Higher 

education institutions are recognized as important social institutions, performing vital 

social functions, that are widely acknowledged as noble and core for the very 

sustenance of societies, besides creating and disseminating knowledge (Tilak, 2008, p. 

220). 

 

Murray (2009) highlights the public benefit of higher education and clarifies the difference 

between social benefits and individual benefits. Some of the public benefits are the promotion 

of societal cohesion and social capital, supporting enhanced health and wellbeing of citizens, 

enhanced regional development and reduced crime. Murray supports her points through 

studies conducted in Australia, Europe, and the United States and suggests that the cost of a 

highly educated citizen indirectly benefits the collective. Similarly, irrespective of the 

influence of privatisation, higher education will continue to support and deliver public 

benefits; “Higher education produces certain public goods whether it is marketised or not. 

The classic public goods are knowledge, collective literacy and common culture” 

(Marginson, 2007, p. 318). In a similar vein, Murray (2009, p. 240) states that  

…the wider social benefits of time spent in education are those benefits that accrue to 

society rather than to individuals. Benefits such as better health, better job prospects 

and higher social status are likely to accrue to individuals but have spin-off societal 

benefits including less need for national spending on health and welfare and a larger 

tax base to provide national social benefits.  

 

Also, Marginson (2007, p. 312) highlights other benefits resulting from acquiring higher 

education which are not limited to the benefit of the individual who pays for and acquires it.   

For example, the training of a manager may render not only her or his work more 

profitable and productive, but render more profitable and productive the work of 

others. Likewise, when a consumer becomes literate through education, she or he 
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becomes receptive to the print-based marketing of a range of products provided by 

companies that did not pay for the costs of the education. 

 

The Tertiary Education Union (TEU) remind us that New Zealand tertiary education is a 

“sector which is publicly valued, funded, and owned; collegially governed; equitable, and 

founded on Te Tiriti o Waitangi”. The New Zealand’s Education Act (1989) established that 

public universities are: 

characterised by a wide diversity of teaching and research, especially at higher level, 

that maintains, advances, disseminates, and assists the application of knowledge, 

develops intellectual independence, and promotes community learning. Also, 

universities are to accept the role of critics and conscience of society (p. 162). 

 

Global research in various countries has shown conclusively the public benefits of higher 

education (Marginson, 2007; Bloom, Hartley, & Rosovsky, 2007; McMahon, 2009; Baum, 

Ma, & Payea, 2010). Going forward, there are good grounds for advancing this argument; 

and that is because the overall benefits of higher education are always and will continue to be 

tied to the public. 

9.0 GLOBALISATION AND TERTIARY EDUCATION IN NEW ZEALAND 

This section adds to the knowledge dialectic argument by unpacking the realities of 

globalisation in the New Zealand tertiary education sector. It illustrates the effect of global 

ideas at the local level. I argue that the points I advance below are an expression of the 

knowledge dialectic which is central to my argument. 

Since 1984, the New Zealand economy has experienced a massive transformation informed 

by neoliberal principles championed initially by the New Zealand Treasury, the Reserve 

Bank, and the Fourth Labour Government. Although this neoliberal transformation came to 

be subsequently camouflaged with a social liberal face under the subsequent ‘Third Way’ 

politics, government policy decisions continued to follow a market-based model (James, 

1999; Codd, 2002). The transformation began with the removal of foreign exchange controls 

and the deregulation of financial markets, and continued with the corporatisation of state 

assets and the liberalisation of goods and services markets. In this way, New Zealand moved 

from being “one of the most regulated in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
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Development (OECD) to one of the most deregulated” (Treasury, NZ, 2006, p. 3). New 

Zealand’s social, economic, and higher education sector have adjusted significantly to 

achieve a strategic position in the ‘knowledge economy’. Higher education institutions in 

New Zealand have been substantially altered by the radical shifts defined by the key neo-

liberal ideologies such as privatisation, commodification, deregulation, decentralisation, and 

commercialisation (Grey & Scott, 2012). 

The economic forces of globalisation have caused many Western countries to shift from an 

industrial to an information-based economy. In the 21st century, skills and competencies 

developed and taught in higher institutions play a significant role in achieving the aim of the 

‘knowledge economy’. As a result of this shift, Peters and Besley (2013) state that the role of 

higher education in, for example, the development of new knowledge, the development and 

spreading of creative skills and the communication of knowledge, has become more 

associated with economic productivity and creating the human capital ready for the 

‘knowledge economy’. While some in higher education have welcomed this move, Lambert, 

Parker, and Neary (2007, p. 256) argue that it represents “an ‘instrumental’ education, in the 

sense that it is about the development of human resources and economic prosperity much 

more than notions of personal achievement, growth and fulfilment, and the promotion of 

education for the social good”. In alignment with this concern, in 2017 the Tertiary Education 

Union (TEU) encouraged educators, students, and policymakers to campaign against the 

National-led Government’s proposal to allocate the same funding to private training 

establishments (PTEs) as that of New Zealand’s public universities. This act in a way 

opposes the notion of higher education institutions as a public good. To quote from the 

union’s website “Support our campaign to keep tertiary education public” – 

(http://teu.ac.nz/2017/05/campaign-sign-up-4/). 

In New Zealand, the tertiary education sector comprises PTEs, institutes of technology, and 

polytechnics (ITPs), wānanga (publicly owned tertiary institutions that provide education in a 

Māori cultural context), workplace training, publicly funded universities, and technical 

institutes. According to the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) (2017), tertiary 

education providers offer courses that range from school-to-work programmes, postgraduate 

study and research, vocational training to post-secondary school leavers. Towards the end of 

the 1980s, the reform of the tertiary education sector became obvious when the New Zealand 

Treasury argued that the higher education system was failing to respond to the economic 

changes (Roberts, 2013). Treasury had stated that the neoliberal approach was adopted to 
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implement higher education policy that supports learning as the primary contributing factor to 

economic prosperity and societal cohesion. Its application is more specifically described as a 

model that transfers control of economic factors to the private sector from the public sector, 

as seen in the educational sector in New Zealand. The supporters of neoliberal ideologies 

justify its presence by  

pointing to the way advancing information networks and spreading free markets have 

improved the lives of billions of people around the world, elevating life expectancy 

while lowering global inequality, and sparking the most successful economic 

development story in human history (Winslow, 2015, p. 205).  

 

Despite changes in governments over the past three decades, Roberts (2013) suggests that the 

overall strategic framework for higher education has stayed the same. Higher education 

policy is subject to national goals, and moulded by the Tertiary Education Strategy (TES) 

(Ministry of Education, 2014), which provides the fundamental principles upon which 

practical actions be based. The Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) leads the 

government’s relationship with the higher education sector: it provides funding, promotes 

research and evaluation, provides strategic and regulatory advice, and also oversees the 

performance commitments of the tertiary sector. The New Zealand Qualifications Authority 

(NZQA) monitors the quality assurance through external review processes. 

In summary, this chapter has advanced the thesis by examining the influence of globalising 

and internationalising forces on university education. These forces are manifested in the 

continuing debate about the value of knowledge, which I call the knowledge dialectic. This 

provides a context for the examination in the following chapters of a potential creative 

tension underlying the knowledge dialectic.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

UNIVERSITIES: THE PAST AND PRESENT 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Universities have often been accorded a significant role in nation-building, 

particularly in post-colonial countries such as Australia and Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

From their establishment in these two countries and many like them, universities were 

designed with significant utilitarian goals in mind alongside commitments to a more 

traditional focus on liberal education and the pursuit of knowledge (Manathunga, 

2016, p. 2). 

 

This chapter explores the historical background of the object of my thesis study – the 

university from a humanist standpoint. In this section, a concise introduction is laid out 

concerning the historical role, value, and mission of universities. The chapter also explores 

the medieval origins of universities in the Middle East, Northern Africa, Asia and Europe, 

their development, the medieval guild system, the relationship between American universities 

and churches, and ends with the history of New Zealand universities. Sociological studies, 

such as this research, require historical understanding and contextualisation of the object of 

the study. The reason for historicising the object of study is crucial to show how the shift in 

the purposes of education represents an historical and creative tension (an apparent 

knowledge dialectic between humanistic and instrumental ideals) shaped over centuries 

within various geographical contexts. Essentially, I suggest that the knowledge dialectic 

could represent a creative tension and should be located and understood both in the history of 

the object and the specific trajectory of New Zealand tertiary education, the case study. By 

providing this historical context, the chapter strengthens the argument I am proposing and 

makes a contribution to the global historical analysis of universities. Overall, the purpose of 

this historical section is not only to demonstrate that there has always been a tension between 

vocational, liberal, and professional educational ideals, but also to show that the tension takes 

a new form. 
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2.0 THE ORIGINS AND PURPOSE OF UNIVERSITIES 

The university as an institution was established during the medieval European period. 

According to Duderstadt (2003), it is a multifaceted establishment. Its traditional purposes, 

such as education, moral development, nation-building, social cohesion, individual 

development, social and national purposes, have served people in profound ways to the extent 

that the university remains one of the most significant social institutions of our society 

(Brennan, King, & Lebeau, 2004). Holten-Anderson (2015) delineate five roles of 

universities, the first four of which are related to the classical ‘universitas’ role. The fifth role 

is one that modern societies increasingly are demanding from universities. Holten-

Anderson’s (2015) five roles are as follows:  

 Repository of the Knowledge of Mankind: universities must act as ‘knowledge 

vaults’, maintaining and securing crucial knowledge for present and future 

generations. 

 Generation of new Knowledge: to undertake the activity that we call research. 

 Transferring Knowledge to the Next Generation, i.e. what we call education. 

 Transferring Knowledge to Society, i.e. what we call dissemination. 

 Generating economic development: to play an integral role in furthering economic 

growth and thereby pursuing socioeconomic goals. 

Holten-Anderson (2015) and Zornes (2012) explain how universities combine basic missions. 

These include: the development of intellectual independence; meeting international standards 

of research and teaching; and being a repository of knowledge and expertise and a higher 

place of learning that maintains, advances, disseminates, and assists the application of 

knowledge as well as the advancement of academic investigation. This makes universities 

unique (Perkins, 1973). Meyer (2002) notes that the university might be one of the most 

carefully theorised and self-reflective of all contemporary institutions. 

3.0 HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS IN ASIA, MIDDLE EAST, AND 

AFRICA 

Northern Africa, as formerly part of the Middle East, still houses one of the oldest centres of 

higher learning known in the world today. Al-Karaouine mosque and university (also written 
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as Al-Quaraouiyine, Karueein, and Qarawiyyin), situated in the alleyways of Fes el-Bali, Fez, 

Morocco, is considered to be the oldest existing, and the first degree-granting, institution in 

the world (Guinness World Records Limited, 2019; UNESCO, n.d). The daughter of a 

prominent and wealthy merchant, Fatima Al-Fihria (a pious woman from the city of Kairouan 

(now Tunis), established the university in 859 AD; the school taught grammar, medicine, 

mathematics, and astronomy derived from Islamic traditions. In 1957, the mosque school 

added physics, chemistry, and foreign languages to broaden its areas of study (Deriwala, 

2014). In 1963, the University of Al-Karaouine joined the modern state university system 

(Fry, 2014); in 1965, it was formally given a new name ‘University of al-Karaouine’ rather 

than just ‘al-Karaouine’ (Griffiths & Buttery, 2018). 

In India, Nalanda University was the historical centre of Buddhist-based learning and among 

the first learning institutions known, possibly originating before such establishments of 

higher learning as: Al-Azhar in Cairo, Egypt (founded in 10th century AD); the University of 

Bologna, Italy (11th century AD); and Oxford University, England (12th century AD). There 

is still, however, some debate in the literature concerning the chronology of the establishment 

of these very early institutions. 

Nalanda University was established in the northeastern Indian state of Bihar as early as the 

5th century AD and could, and still can, accommodate comfortably over 10,000 learners and 

2,000 lecturers on its campus. The dorms provided by Nalanda University are believed to 

have been the first of their kind (Nalanda University, 2014). The 5th-century campus had 

lecture halls, libraries, monasteries, meditation rooms, hostels, chaityas, sanctuaries, lakes, 

and gardens. The university enrolled students as far away as Japan, China, Korea, Tibet, and 

the southeastern, central and Western parts of Asia (Holloway, 2014). It drew academics 

from the above-mentioned regions because it was one of the most important seats of learning 

in the Buddhist world. 

Nalanda University students studied subjects such as Vedas (Hinduism), logic and grammar, 

as well as other secular knowledge areas such as medicine, astronomy, politics, mathematics, 

and fine arts; the art of war was also studied even though the university’s philosophy is 

derived from Buddhism. As a result of the study options, well-known philosophers such as 

Aryadeva, Asanga, Nagarjuna, and Vasubandhu were linked to the university (Johnston, 

2000). The major setback to Nalanda University came when a general of Qutbuddin Aibak by 

the name of Mohammad Bakhtiyar Khilji led an army in 1205 that attacked the university and 
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destroyed most of its priceless buildings. The university library was burnt down, and many of 

its scholars, comprising Buddhist monks, were ruthlessly killed. Up until today, the incident 

is still considered one of the greatest acts of cultural vandalism in India - the result of a lack 

of tolerance for the broad curriculum of the university. 

A further example of an early university is the Shi'ite's centre of Islamic scholarship (Al-

Azhar Al-Sharif University) founded by the Fatimids around 970-972 AD and known today 

as Al-Azhar University (THE World University Rankings, 2019; Dodge, 1974). This 

university is associated with Al-Azhar Mosque in Islamic Cairo and considered to be the 

oldest university in Egypt and second oldest university in the world (Quacquarelli Symonds 

Limited, 2019). Just like Al-Karaouine, the university is also a mosque school and centres on 

Arabic and Sunni literature. In addition to religious teachings at the school, areas of Western 

natural sciences, Islamic law, logic, Arabic grammar, and rhetoric were taught (Dodge, 1961 

cited in Alatas, 2006, p. 123). Al-Azhar institution represents the only university in the 

Arabic world to survive as a modern university – according to various higher education 

ranking organisations (THE World University Rankings, 2019; Quacquarelli Symonds 

Limited, 2019). Baghdad’s Al-Nizamiyaa, founded in 1065 AD by Nizam Al-Mulk, is 

another highly respected ancient learning institution, established in the 11th century in Iran. 

Prominent figures such as Al-Ghazali (1058-1111) taught in the school. According to Fischer 

(2003), the great Persian poet of Shiraz learned under a fellowship at the Nizamiyya College 

at Baghdad. Al-Ghazali, the Islamic thinker, is celebrated for his work in jurisprudence, 

philosophy, and theology. In addition, Al-Ghazali, Abulaylah, Abdul-Rahim, and McLean 

(2001) note that Al-Ghazali occupied the uppermost academic chair in Nizamiyya, teaching 

over 300 students. 

4.0 HISTORY OF EUROPEAN MEDIEVAL UNIVERSITIES 

A great deal of what we know about the history of universities today is derived from the 

publication of Die Geschichte der Enstehung und Entwicklung der hohen Schulen unseres 

Erdtheils (My translation: The history of the origin and development of the high schools of 

our part of the world), between 1802 and 1805, written by Christian Meiners and comprising 

four volumes. Heinrich Denifle in 1885 was the first to follow Meiners in with a publication 

titled Die Entstehung der Universitaten des Mittelalters bis 1400, and ten years later, 

Hastings Rashdall (1895) followed with his work titled The University of Europe in the 

Middle Ages in 1895. According to Pedersen (1997), regarding precision and control of 
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source materials, no other works have surpassed those mentioned above. Collectively, these 

works function as an overview of the historical research carried out to understand the history, 

meaning, and purpose of the university. 

According to Haskins (2002), the early stages of the oldest universities in Europe are 

somewhat obscure, but they appear to have emerged as public institutions for the public 

interest – the welfare or wellbeing of the general public and society (Macintyre & Marginson, 

2000 cited in Coady, 2000) - through their transformation of monasteries and cathedral 

schools. The university was like a guild (Haskin, 2002) formed out of a guild-like system. 

Ridder-Symoens (2003) suggests that assigning a date to the birth of the university remains 

difficult because exact dates are not known. Nevertheless, scholars (for example, see 

Livingstone, 1948/2016; Durkheim, 1977/2006/2013) widely agree that the birth of 

universities can be credited to the rise of two European institutions, namely, Bologna and 

Paris during the last thirty years of the 12th century. 

4.1 BOLOGNA - THE UNIVERSITÀ DI BOLOGNA 

According to Sanz and Bergan (2002), the Università di Bologna ‘Studium’, popularly 

referred to as ‘Bologna’ in the literature, is said to have been established by Theodosius. 

‘Bologna’ was founded in 1088 by and for students. It is the oldest university in Western 

Europe (Alma Mater Studiorum - Università di Bologna, 2017). At the same, however, it is 

alleged that no one in particular ever actually started the University; rather, it happened 

spontaneously through the cooperation of individuals who were trying to do something 

different other than forming an institution (Long, 2014). After receiving its charter in 1158, 

the Università di Bologna ‘Studium’ was constitutionally declared as a place where research 

could grow autonomously from both secular and sacred sources. It was notable for teachings 

on canon and civil law and the only degree granted until modernity was the doctorate. 

Around 1200, philosophy and medicine were studied at the university (Watson, 2016). Guido 

Guinizelli, Cino da Pistoria, Dante Alighieri, Francesco Petrarca, Cecco d'Ascoli, Re Enzo, 

Pope Gregory XV, Salimbene da Parma, and Coluccio Salutati were all students of Bologna. 

In 1158, Frederick Barbarossa declared a Constitutio Habita, requiring every school to be 

founded as a ‘societas di socii’ (group of students) managed by a master (dominus) rewarded 

by the sums paid to him by the students (a collectio) – seen as a gift rather than a salary 

(Watson, 2016), as at that time, a gift of God or science was perceived as something that 

could not be sold. The university enrolled students from across Europe; it grew in status and 
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had over 2,000 students during the 13th century (Watson, 2016). As of today, this medieval 

university continues to run (THE World University Rankings, 2019). 

4.2 PARIS - THE UNIVERSITY OF PARIS/UNIVERSITY OF THE 

SORBONNE 

The University of Paris, also known as the Sorbonne, is the second oldest university in 

Europe (Haskins, 2002). It arose in 1150 from the efforts of a group of like-minded 

intellectuals and was linked with the cathedral school of Notre Dame de Paris, although, there 

are different versions of its beginning. This Université de Paris (its French meaning) was 

alleged to have been established by Alcuin (735-804) under the aegis of Charlemagne (742-

814) (Delogu, 2008; Sanz & Bergan, 2002). In the 13th century, the schools’ organisation 

system was redefined by two broad principles. The first principle was the grouping of 

students and teachers in a society called ‘universitas’. The second principle was that of self-

government. This was assured in the early part of the 13th century by three authority texts:  a 

recognition in 1200 by Philippe Auguste; an affirmation by the ecclesiastical legate in 1215; 

and the sacred or papal bull entitled ParensScientarium in 1231 by Pope Gregory IX (La 

Chancellerie des Universités de Paris, 2017).  

In the University of Paris/Sorbonne, the church paid the teachers. In contrast to the Università 

di Bologna, the style of operation can be seen as a top-down approach; professors ran the 

school and, thereafter, Paris turned into the most prestigious place for professors from all 

Europe. As at Bologna, the primary topic was theology. Control of the capabilities granted 

was in the hands of an outside specialist - the chancellor of the diocese. Not long after 

receiving the papal bull, the university turned into a legitimate entity, profiting from benefits, 

and gained a seal bearing the engraving: Universitatis magistorum et scolarium parisiensium. 

It was also around this time, the 1240s that the first notice was passed concerning a rector and 

a Master of Arts (maître-ès-expressions) chosen as the leader of the university by his peers 

(La Chancellerie des Universités de Paris, 2017; Bullough, 1957). 

5.0 THE EUROPEAN MEDIEVAL UNIVERSITIES CONTINUATION 

Pedersen (1997) suggests that when reviewing the birth of universities, it is imperative to 

acknowledge educational developments in ancient times because higher education had 

undoubtedly been in existence beforehand. Nevertheless, Haskins (2002) asserts that, strange 

as it may seem, the Greeks and the Romans had no universities. Although they had higher 
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education, the term or idea of a ‘university’ as an institution is not found. It would be difficult 

to surpass most of their teachings in rhetoric, philosophy, and law, but their teachings were 

not instituted into a structure that would be recognised as a university. According to Sakhiyya 

and Rata (2019), for a university to subsist as an institution, one that maintains its core reason 

of existence -  a place for developing, critiquing and enlightening - it must uphold its role as 

“a socially sanctioned symbolic network” (Castoriadis, 1978, p. 25). For example, a 

distinguished teacher such as Socrates awarded no diplomas. Rüegg (1992) describes how the 

University of Paris comprised both professors and students. The professors were the only 

ones considered as qualified and permanent members of the institution. In contrast, Bologna 

included professors who were contracted on an annual basis. From the establishment of these 

two universities to the present, most universities have modelled themselves after Paris and 

Bologna, despite their differences (Rashdall, 2010). 

These two medieval European universities are products of the 12th-century cultural rebirth. 

According to Rashdall (2010, pp. 17-18), that time is described as “that wonderful deepening 

and broadening of the stream of human culture” (humanism). Around the 13th century, 

Verger (1986 cited in de Ridder-Symoens, 2003) suggests that European cultural life began to 

devote places and spaces for the creation and circulation of ideas, which signals the 

significant role universities began to play in religious teaching and for civil elites and 

assuming the position of open ‘intellectual power’ notwithstanding their limited number. It 

should be acknowledged that “Universities served only a limited sector of the medieval 

population” (Hollister and Bennett, 2001, p. 250). Only rich men could pay to study in the 

university, and women were banned from universities up until the 19th and 20th centuries. 

The first universities were known as ‘studium generale’, but with time the word ‘universitas’ 

rapidly became more popular. According to Verger (1986 cited in de Ridder-Symoens, 2003, 

p. 37), ‘universitas’ is a non-figurative Latin word which means “the whole” or “totality”. It 

is agreed that “by the fifteenth century, the original distinction between the two terms was 

pretty generally lost; and universitas gradually became a mere synonym for studium 

generale” (Rashdall, 2010, p. 17) and the word ‘university’ became used without the need for 

additional qualification. Notwithstanding the uniqueness between the medieval institutions of 

Bologna and Paris, and the plethora of universities around the world today, the fundamental 

characteristics remain intact. Haskins refers to these as the “features of organised education 

with which we are most familiar with, all that machinery of instruction represented by 
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faculties and colleges and courses of study, examinations and commencements and academic 

degrees” (Haskins cited in Rashdall, 2010 p .4). 

Retrospectively, the first universities are considered to be somewhat naive rhetoric guilds for 

religious quibbles or, more positively, places for the development of ideas. In medieval 

Europe, the universities comprised of a community of scholars who had the approval to grant 

degrees to students. It is notable that the Pope and local monarchs were the people the 

universities had to turn to for the rights to grant degrees (Woods, 2005), though the ultimate 

power lay with the pope because degrees approved by the national monarch were only valid 

within the kingdom they were issued from. From 600 to around 1500 A.D., there was strict 

grading to create balance within the institution. Most of the scholars were either priests or 

monks, and the bulk of the teachings took place in either the monastery schools or the 

cathedral schools. Churches represented the state because religion had a huge influence on 

society. This led to the church having tight control, and so education was habitually of an 

“exclusively religious” kind (Lawton & Gordon 2002, p. 45). Universities today have 

campuses filled with different buildings, but the universities in the early medieval period did 

not have a campus. 

Hollister and Bennett (2001) note that many cathedral schools and semi-secular local schools 

evolved into centres of higher learning. In the late 12
th

 century, this produced increased 

enrolments and the development of faculties, which subsequently resulted in the change of 

some of the schools into universities (see figure 2). Many liberal schools during that period 

were later granted university status, as occurred in the United States of America. Verger 

(1986 cited in de Ridder-Symoens, 2003) states that 18 Studia generalia had begun by the 

end of the 13th century. Although a few of them had local influence, others were short-lived; 

some thrived and remain in existence until today such as the Universities of Paris, Bologna, 

of Oxford and Cambridge (Haskins, 2002). 
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Figure 2: Early Middle Ages cathedral schools transitioned into universities
5
 

6.0 THE GROWTH OF UNIVERSITIES IN THE MIDDLE AGES 

Two key factors led to the growth of universities. The first factor was the growing wealth in 

many parts of Europe. The second factor was the increasing need for professionals to 

participate in the state governments and the church (Haskins, 2002). Although the Middle 

Ages is often thought of as a period of poverty, this is not entirely accurate as Europe was 

becoming more affluent overall (Schaus, 2006). This is evidenced by an increase in the 

building of cathedrals, each with its own school. In some cases, these cathedral schools, in 

the long run, transitioned into universities as shown in figure 2. 

One of the reasons why the cathedral schools were turned into universities was because both 

the secular governments and the church were becoming more structured in their management 

of society and there was a growing need for educated people to serve in positions of authority 

(Bovey, 2015). For the church and government to achieve their aim of training people to 

assume these positions of power, they turned to the universities. During the 12th and 13th 

centuries, the universities developed as places of training in professions such as theology, 

medicine and law, and also as places of study for the revived works of the Arab scholars and 

Aristotle. At that time, students and faculties were first structured in guild-like groups or 

societies. 

                                                           
5 Boeree, G. C. (2000). The Middle Ages. Retrieved from http://webspace.ship.edu/cgboer/middleages.html 



 

96 
 

I now turn to the discussion of guilds because the understanding of their formation and 

purpose helps to set the foundation for the later debates, and to show that the guild is a 

significant structure in producing vocational education. 

7.0 THE MEDIEVAL GUILD SYSTEM 

The medieval guild was a collection of merchants and craftsmen. The word ‘guild’ originated 

from the Saxon ‘gilden’ meaning ‘to pay’ and refers to the payment given to the guilds by 

their members (Wonning, 2012). A guild can also be referred to as a society, an association, a 

company, a fellowship, a fraternity or livery, or a group of people who share a common 

interest or take part in the same work. There were two types of guilds known in the medieval 

period, namely: the merchant guilds and the craftsman guilds. 

The merchant guild was the association of all tradesmen operating in a particular town or 

city. The merchants dealt in all types of goods. The craftsmen guild, on the other hand, was 

an association of craftsmen in the same field.  

There are three ways a layperson could become a member of a merchant or craftsmen guild. 

These are listed below and illustrated in Figure 3: 

 By succeeding his/her parents (patrimony) 

 By buying a membership (redemption) 

 By serving under a master (meister) learning about a particular craft (apprenticeship - 

lehrling): 

 

Figure 3: The guild system triangle
6
 

 

                                                           
6 Adapted from Ball, J. (2016). Presentation on theme: Farm Fallow Three-Field System Farm Fallow Before After Fallow means left 

unfarmed 
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Aside from the two known guild systems, there existed another guild called the ‘knowledge 

guild’. A knowledge guild was a group or community of professors and students (also called 

Universitas magistrorum et scholarium, see Rashdall, 2010). The knowledge guild was 

formed to develop the mutual interest (morality, ethics, and philosophy) of its members and 

also to oppose the increasing influence and status of the guilds of craftsmen arising during the 

12th century (Thompson & Hickson, 2012). By the late 12th century, knowledge guilds 

(universities) had sprung up all around Europe (see figure 2). Students who attended the 

universities during that time were not only the children of nobles. They were the children 

(boys) of the new middle class.  

In addition, political actions sometimes influenced the migrations of students into forming 

different universities (Pietsch, 2016; de Ridder-Symoens, 2003; Perkin, 1984). The 

establishment of the University of Oxford in the 12th century was by University of Paris 

English students who were forcefully dismissed from the Paris school by Henry II, the 

English King, as a result of conflict between the French and the English (The University of 

Oxford, 2019, France, para. 1; Encyclopædia Britannica, 2019, University of Oxford, para. 

2). In the same vein, German scholars who were banned from Prague by John Huss’s Czech 

national movement founded the University of Leipzig in the 15th century. Notable 

universities established during late Middle Ages were Salamanca (1230), Prague (1348), 

Vienna (1365), Uppsala (1477), Leiden (1575), and Moscow (1755). These universities 

regularly had students in thousands playing significant roles in public matters. Some of the 

oldest universities such as Salerno (9th century) and Montpellier (13th century) focused on 

medicine, Bologna (11
th

 century) on law, and Paris (12th century) on theology. The student 

groups, known as ‘nations’ and comprising students from specific regions, lost much of the 

power due to the faculty taking control of both graduation requirements and teaching. 

8.0 THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AMERICAN UNIVERSITIES AND 

CHURCHES 

By the 17th and early 18th centuries, universities had as part of their purpose the training of 

young men for ministry in the United Colonies (United States of America pre-1776). The 

distinguished institutions were: Harvard (1636; Puritan – English Protestants); William and 

Mary (1693; Anglican – Church of England); Yale (1701; Congregationalist – Independent 

Protestant Church); Princeton (1746; Presbyterianism); Columbia (1754; Anglican – Church 
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of England); Brown (1765; Baptist – Evangelical Christian Church); and Rutgers (1766; 

Dutch Reformed – Protestant Reformation). 

Harvard is known to be the first institution of higher education in the Americas, established to 

meet the demands of religious and nonspiritual entities (Roberts, Cruz, Agueda & Herbst, 

1996). However, its early periods began with just one professor and nine students. During the 

late 19th century, new universities were established from the extension of private colleges 

and the creation of state tax-supported universities. This is mostly as a result of the Morrill 

Act (1862). In the 19th century, some women’s colleges were established. Renowned early 

women’s colleges were: Mt. Holyoke in South Hadley, MA (1837); Elmira in Elmira, NY 

(1853); Vassar in Poughkeepsie, NY (1861); Wellesley in Wellesley, MA (1871); Smith in 

Northampton, MA (1871); and Bryn Mawr in Bryn Mawr, PA (1881). The 19th century also 

brought about another advancement, which was the evolution of regular schools, which in 

time became teachers colleges (see teacher training
7
). Although English schools regularly 

influenced the curricula and principles of American universities, numerous colleges 

motivated by the German university system and by the growing demand for technical 

training, started to increase their faculties to comprise of both graduate and professional 

institutions each dedicated to a particular area of study. 

9.0 UNIVERSITIES IN NEW ZEALAND FROM 1800 - 2000 

Traditionally, the people of Scotland have been understood as having high moral principles, 

believing in hard work and placing a high value on education (Knox, 2000). This 

fundamental importance placed on education made Scotland one of Europe’s leading and 

best-educated states (Wilson, 2015). In the 19th century, there were more universities in 

Scotland than in England; universities were national and of public status to serve the common 

good; and, regardless of social status and wealth, parish schools were open to all young boys 

and girls of Scottish origin (Knox, 2000). 

A study conducted by Wilson (2015) suggests that of the emigration out of Scotland in the 

period 1840-1940, less than 10% came to New Zealand. He added that despite the low 

percentage internationally, the influence of Scots was felt in every corner of New Zealand 

particularly in Dunedin. The Scots made a notable impact in many areas, not least in 

education (Wilson, 2015). New Zealand universities have the Scots to thank for their 

                                                           
7 The Columbia Encyclopedia, 6th ed. Teacher Training. (2017). Retrieved from https://www.questia.com/read/1E1-teachert/teacher-

training 
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existence. The present tertiary education system developed out of the Federated University of 

New Zealand structure, which was in place from 1870 to 1961 (with colleges spread all over 

the country, and its headquarters located at the Senate House in Wellington).  

New Zealand’s oldest university is the University of Otago; it was established in 1869 by an 

ordinance of the Otago Provincial Council. Its formation was sustained by clergy who were 

asked to serve the goldfield communities in 1863. Scotland’s universities were good models 

for colonial institutions because of their comprehensive curricula and lack of connections to 

an established church (Wilson, 2015). Otago was accredited to award degrees in medicine, 

law, music and arts, and it was only the fourth in Oceania along with the University of 

Sydney (1850), University of Melbourne (1853), and University of South Australia (1856). 

One can argue that the influence of the Scots paved the way for the professional programmes 

taught at the University of Otago. 

However, what is striking about the founding of New Zealand universities is the place of the 

professions and professional dimensions of education (see chapter five). The inclusion of the 

professional is the vocational aspect of universities’ existence, and evident right from the 

beginning. According to Perkin (1984) and Cobhan (1975), universities were principally 

vocational schools for the professions, educating not only the clerics, but also clerical and 

amateur administrators, lawyers, and sometimes doctors. The profession and professional 

dimensions connect back to the guild influence (in relation to trade) and are also discernable 

in Scottish education and agriculture. For instance, a relationship between the two was 

witnessed in New Zealand with the early establishment of two agricultural colleges - Lincoln 

and Massey. Drawing from history, one can say that the guild is the strand that produced 

vocational education and that vocational education as we have it today, found its place in the 

knowledge guild (universities) system. For example, the knowledge guild as witnessed in the 

medieval era – a group of professors and students is synonymous with what happened in New 

Zealand with miners and tradespeople. 

The University of Otago conferred its first degree, a Bachelor of Arts, on Mr. Alexander Watt 

Williamson in 1874 before it came to be an affiliated college of the University of New 

Zealand. Three more colleges were introduced: in Christchurch (Canterbury College, 1873); 

Auckland (1883); and Wellington (Victoria University College, 1897). In July 1871, Otago 

commenced with a staff of just three professors. One taught literature, classics, and English 

language, one was responsible for natural philosophy and mathematics, while the third 
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professor handled political economy, and mental and moral philosophy. The subsequent year, 

a professor of natural science joined the staff. With more donations given in 1872, the 

syllabus was broadened to include law lectures (1873) and courses in medicine (1875). 

Mining lectures were delivered from 1872, and the School of Mines was created in the year 

1878. 

The school of Dentistry was established in 1907, and the School of Home Science (later 

Consumer and Applied Sciences) was founded in 1911. The teaching of accountancy and 

commerce began in 1912. Different chairs and lectureships were established in the years 

between the two world wars, and the Faculty of Theology commenced teaching in 1946, and 

in 1947, the School of Physical Education was launched. 

The government put into effect the recommendations of the Vice-Chancellors’ Committee 

enquiry into university structures and operations and this included dissolving the University 

of New Zealand structure in 1962. This later resulted in the establishment of four self-

governing universities and two associated agricultural colleges: the University of Otago; the 

University of Auckland; Victoria University of Wellington; the University of Canterbury; 

Canterbury Agricultural College; and Massey Agricultural College. Non-academic forms of 

higher education such as polytechnics and technical colleges were also developed in the late 

19th century and catered to individuals who had gone into the workforce immediately after 

leaving school; students initially started as part-time and studied when not working. In 1962, 

the introduction of grants by the university grants committee covered fees and boarding 

accommodation costs, which contributed to the early stage of tertiary education 

massification. 

Two new universities were established in January 1964: The University of Waikato and 

Massey University (The New Zealand Vice-Chancellors' Committee, 2009). The University 

of Waikato was created to accommodate the needs of the area around Hamilton, which is 

presently New Zealand’s fourth largest city. Massey University (Palmerston North) started 

life in 1926 as the New Zealand Agricultural College and was soon renamed Massey 

Agricultural College (1927). Lincoln University has a long history, with a School of 

Agriculture was established in Christchurch in 1878. It was renamed Canterbury Agricultural 

College in 1896 and awarded the right to grant degrees through the University of New 

Zealand. In 1961, it was renamed Lincoln College, and it became a component college of the 

University of Canterbury until it later emerged as a full and independent university. 
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According to the New Zealand Vice Chancellors' Committee (2009), Lincoln University was 

formally recognised in 1990. Technical education became progressively professionalised and 

was essential if a person wished to go into a trade during the early 20th century. 

The most recent university to be established in New Zealand was the Auckland University of 

Technology (2000). Commencing as Auckland Technical School in 1895, the secondary 

school and university functions were divided, and the Auckland Technical Institute (a 

polytechnic) was created in 1960. In 1989, the establishment’s name was changed to the 

Auckland Institute of Technology. It gained university status in 2000 (AUT, 2019, n.d). 

Currently, New Zealand has eight state-funded multi-disciplinary and multi-faculty 

universities, which offer a broad range of subjects in areas such as science, commerce, 

engineering, medical, law, education, and the arts. 

In summary, it can be seen that universities created in the medieval period up until today still 

share the same traditional purposes and role of the modern universities as described at the 

beginning of this chapter by Holten-Anderson (2015). This is evident as universities are 

positioned in the difficult situation of being expected to serve both the economy and society. 

All in all, knowledge plays a prominent role in the day-to-day activities of every university 

and is also at the centre of their existence. Universities today, among its numerous tasks, 

prepares students for job-related opportunities, and many individuals now receive their work 

qualifications from a university (Goldin & Katz, 1999; Fletcher, 1968), a move one can 

connect back to the guild system. In all these matters, we are the “heirs and successors, not of 

Athens and Alexandria, but of Paris and Bologna” (Haskins, 2002, p. 4). 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

THE HISTORICAL TENSION BETWEEN 

LIBERAL AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the historical tension between two kinds of 

education most often described as ‘Liberal’ and ‘vocational’, which I argue creates a 

knowledge dialectic - a contradiction between the humanistic and instrumental purposes of 

knowledge. My intention in this chapter is to present the two kinds of education as a binary, 

because in reality, nothing is either one thing or the other. I will begin by briefly discussing 

the educational ideals of Ancient Greece to set the foundation for the following sections. The 

second section will consider and add to the earlier discussions on the purposes of education, 

while the third and fourth sections will trace the historical ideas about liberal and vocational 

education in turn. I will use the term ‘Liberal’ to refer to theoretical knowledge, and the term 

‘vocational’ to apply to procedural knowledge. 

The tension between liberal education and vocational education is an old discussion in 

Western societies. Universities as establishments of learning have been at the forefront of this 

debate since their inception (Moodie, 2016). This apparent tension between the two different 

types of knowledge can be drawn back to the Greeks and Platonic ideals. These ideals 

emphasise two different types of knowledge – knowledge which was ‘sacred’ compared to 

knowledge which was ‘practical’. Access to these different types of knowledge divided 

people into classes: those who had to toil to earn a living; and those who were considered 

leaders and who were relieved from an obligation for manual labour (Dewey, 1916/2004). 

For Durkheim (1912), ‘sacred’ refers to those collective representations that are set apart 

from the mundane dimensions of society, and, on the other hand, the concept of ‘profane’ 

encapsulates all those humdrum and practical aspects of human survival. Durkheim’s 

religious concept has been used in different contexts to denote sacred as ‘liberal or theoretical 

knowledge’ and profane to mean ‘vocational or procedural knowledge’ (Rata, 2012; McPhail, 
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2017a). We can see the historical presence of the tension clearly in both ancient and more 

modern literature (as discussed in chapter four). In the next section, I outline in more detail 

the emergence of the educational ideas of the Sophists. 

2.0 ANCIENT GREECE AND OTHER HISTORIC PERSPECTIVES 

In the second half of the 5th century BCE (Before the Common Era) when the Greek schools 

in Athens under the tutelage of the Sophists were beginning to grow, the emphasis of the 

education of young men experienced a change. Before the Sophists’ era, the focus of 

education had been on developing practical skills and physical education, and instilling 

traditional morals and values in males. The Sophists’ focus was centred on the improvement 

of the human mind, and the development of the intellectual skills of oratory, rhetoric, and 

philosophical inquiry (Moutsios, 2017). “The Sophists revolutionized higher education...to 

produce citizens equipped to succeed in the circumstances of their society [by utilising] the 

[new] content and method focused on brain-power and on well-honed powers of speech and 

reason” (Mitchell, 1999, p. 17). Within the structure of democratic Athens, the Sophists were 

in the vanguard of those who believed in the collective potential of humans to nurture 

themselves through education (Moutsios, 2017). 

Plato provided the most comprehensive explanation of this form of higher education. 

Although the aim of general education was training for physical fitness and military 

proficiency (Lawton and Gordon, 2002), higher education expanded this formal education 

such that Athenians started to hold intellectual capabilities in higher esteem than physical 

training (Lynch, 1972). The change in educational focus caused an argument between those 

who believed in traditional purposes and those who held modern views on education. The 

traditionalist notion was that focusing on intellectual aspects of education would undermine 

the Athenian culture predicated on exceptional fighting in war (Sommerstein, 2003). On the 

contrary, those in support of the shift felt that even though the development of physical assets 

was crucial, its worth in relation to Athenian influence would diminish over time and soon 

become a thing of the past (Plutarch, 1927). The same people opined that education should be 

used as an instrument to develop the whole man, including his mind (Downey, 1957). 

During the same period, Plato, one of the prominent students of Socrates, contributed to 

philosophy and political science but also to the philosophy of education (Lawton & Gordon, 

2002). Plato’s ideas were influenced by Socrates, whose beliefs on education were designed 

around the connection between understanding and morality. Evidently, there is a moral 
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purpose to education according to this view. His teaching style, often called the Socratic 

Method, demonstrates: 

…a system of intellectual enquiry based on questioning fundamentals, assumptions or 

beliefs. This technique involved an expression of ignorance. The interesting aspect of 

this kind of ‘teaching’ was that it abandoned the notion of knowledge being acquired 

by the process of transmission of ideas or information from one who knows (teacher) 

to one who has space in his mind to receive it (the student) (Lawton & Gordon, 2002, 

p. 15). 

 

Plato discusses similar ideas in his Republic. He suggests that connections can be made 

between understanding, morality, and justice. Therefore, the benefit of education goes 

beyond the individual; an educated person has a moral obligation to help in advancing 

society. Education, then, plays a prominent role in the preparation of societal leaders. Plato 

(cited in Ferrari, 2000) addresses those who have acquired education: “[you are educated to 

become] guides and rulers both for yourselves and for the rest of the city…You have been 

better and more fully educated than the rest, and are better able to play your part in both types 

of life” (p. 226). Plato also believes that the state should be responsible for the provision of 

education rather than it being privately provided (Lawton & Gordon, 2002). 

In Classical Athens however, wealth played an important role in relation to access to higher 

education. According to Lynch (1972), the amount of higher education to which a person had 

access was determined by the capacity of the family to afford it. Sophists taught the formal 

programmes within higher education at a cost. Education was not made available to those 

who could not afford to pay, or to women and slaves. The labourers (who lacked the means) 

were limited in the education available to them. “Knowledge derived from the culture of the 

leisured class, not from the toil of subservients” was more highly valued (Lewis, 1993, p. 

177). After the Roman Empire took over Greece in 146 BCE, the affluent Romans began to 

use the educated Greeks as slaves/teacher to be educated. This further adds to the influence of 

Greek culture in the Roman Empire (Plutarch & Scott-Kilvert, 1960). 

Cicero (106-143 BC) was a Roman politician lawyer and intellectual who also wrote 

extensively on higher education, its aims and how to achieve those aims. He introduced the 

term ‘humanitas’, which evolved into ‘humanities’, ‘liberal arts’ and ‘liberal education’ 

(Mitchell, 1999). “Humanitas signifies all the best qualities of civilised and well-educated 
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men – courtesy, unselfishness and generosity as well as pietas – [duty] and gravitas – 

[dignity]” (Lawton & Gordon, 2002, p. 26). Liberal education aims to develop well-balanced 

individuals with theoretical knowledge of a wide range of subjects, with the expertise of a 

variety of transferable skills, a sense of social responsibility, an active intellect, and practical 

skills. Cicero’s ideal was that the aim of any education should be to develop humanitas. This 

aim provided the historical foundation of university education in many countries (Bologna – 

1088, Paris – 1150, Oxford – 1190, Cambridge – 1281, Rome – 1303, Heidelberg – 1386 (see 

chapter four), and it was to be achieved through the study of rhetoric, philosophy, history, 

music, logic, law, literature, arithmetic, and debate – artes liberales/liberal arts. Cicero argues 

that “No man can be an orator possessed of every praiseworthy accomplishment, unless he 

has attained the knowledge of everything important and of all the liberal arts” (Watson et al., 

1860, Book 1, p. VI). Mitchell (1999) added that artes liberales would provide the “right 

thinking and the secure moral moorings of the good citizen” (p. 18).  

The Socratic/Platonic debate has had a lasting and important influence on methods of 

pedagogy and intellectual inquiry. The Greco-Roman genius of the classical age 

articulated first principles of higher education that were to become abiding influences 

on Western educational thought and that were again memorably reaffirmed by 

Cardinal Newman 1,900 years after Cicero’s death (Mitchell, 1999, p. 19).  

 

Newman’s ideas will be discussed latter in the chapter. 

In the 20th century, we can see these historical ideas about liberal and vocational education 

being discussed in the literature from different perspectives. For example, Hodkinson (1991) 

presents the vocational and academic debate by stressing that vocational education is an 

education acquired for a purpose, and academic education is the type of education concerned 

with gaining knowledge for its own sake. Hodkinson concludes that the tension between 

academic and vocational education is continuous. 

Hyland (1993, p. 89) also addresses the debate between liberal and vocational education and 

recommends building “programmes of general-practical and vocational-academic 

reconciliation”. He suggests educators should use John Dewey's theory of knowledge and 

ideas on vocational education as the building blocks. Dewey argues that “education which 

acknowledges the full intellectual and social meaning of a vocation” should be valued 

(Dewey, 1916/2004, p. 327). Dewey (1916/2004) elaborates on the topic in detail to remind 
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us about the importance of removing the negative biases and polarities between liberal and 

vocational education, which in the past bedevilled the education sphere. The vocational-

liberal debate is deep-rooted not only in terms of educational and philosophical differences 

but also in political and societal transformations. 

While the tension between liberal and vocational education is one that goes far back in 

history (Lawton & Gordon, 2002; Sych, 2016), Law argues that liberal education should 

focus on highlighting the vocational consequences of all education, while vocational 

education should be utilised to make liberal education more real and comprehensible (Law, 

1971). The fundamental ideologies driving this tension are founded on old, cultural, ethical, 

educational and economic reasons as we have seen in Greece. Rosenstock (1991) suggests 

that to move from rhetoric to realism, educators on both sides of the divide would require a 

shift in their thinking. 

However, this historical section points to the need to rethink ideas about how the two types of 

education are perceived; the discussion will focus next on an in-depth understanding of each 

kind of education in order to examine the types of knowledge each concept promotes. I will 

use the term ‘liberal education’ to describe and encapsulate education founded on theoretical 

knowledge, while ‘vocational education’ will be used to stand for procedural knowledge and 

its significance. I conclude with a brief definition of each type of education before 

considering each in turn and in more detail in the following sections. 

Liberal education can be described as an education that prepares a person for rational living, 

and it is also seen as an education that is intrinsically worthwhile rather than an education 

driven by extrinsic demands such as earning a living. According to Newman (1852), 

education should not be about its functionality but its intrinsic value. Traditionally, a liberal 

education aims to achieve this rationality first by transferring the legacy of the past to the 

next generation (Oakeshott, 1971). 

Vocational education, on the other hand, is concerned with providing a person with the means 

and skills to contribute directly to the current economic system. Snedden (1910) argues that 

vocational education is that type of education that transfers skills that could be used 

unswervingly to productive ends in matters of material production. Vocational education can 

also be seen as an education directed specifically towards developing individuals’ vocational 

attributes. From today’s perspective, this type of education is extrinsically worthwhile, a 

position which appears to contradict the principles of liberal education. 
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3.0 THE PURPOSES OF EDUCATION 

The origin of the tension between liberal (theoretical) and vocational (procedural) education 

can be drawn back to the simple philosophical debate about what the purpose of education 

should be (Standish, 2003). Queries that lie at the centre of this education tension are: what 

type of education do people require?; what should the primary function of education be in 

society?; and how much education is enough? To address these queries, I will place the 

continuing debate within a historical context by drawing on the past discussions of this 

tension. 

The issue surrounding the ongoing tension between liberal education and vocational 

education is foundational to debates concerning the purpose of education, as I explained in 

the introduction to this chapter. According to Lewis (1993), that one type of knowledge is 

more valued than another type creates the basis for the philosophical discussion which 

continues today. In the 19th century, Spencer (1894) asked what knowledge is of most worth. 

This critical question offers a way to begin the discussion concerning the value of the two 

forms of knowledge. 

There exists an argument that the purpose of education is to: develop individual intellectual 

capabilities; uphold and encourage liberal principles; offer applied and useful beliefs; and 

train individuals for their role in society and industry (Foshay, 1991). Evidently, the tension 

between liberal and vocational education that we see today is no different from what has been 

seen in the past: people are placed according to their social classes, type of occupation, and 

the type of education required to help a person keep and maintain his/her social class in 

society. For example, Brewer (1996) claims that this dichotomy, which divides the ‘head’ and 

‘hand’, can still be seen in our universities and societies. 

Similarly, the liberal and vocational tension is not only deeply rooted in philosophical and 

social structures but also linked to a nation’s interest for its economic power and impact in 

the world. Kliebard (1999, p. 5) cites the example of what happened in Britain between 1760 

and1840. He points out that: 

Increasingly, for example, critics of English society were observing that England no 

longer produced enough food for its citizens, and, to maintain its position of power 

and influence in the world, she needed to achieve pre-eminence in technology and 

manufacture. Classical studies, linguistic elegance, and masterpieces of literature as 
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the centrepieces of the liberal arts curriculum were being challenged, and they were 

being questioned on some fronts. 

 

Vaughn (1991, p. 447) elaborates on the economic argument for education in the 20th 

century: 

The primary economic problem in most communities is no longer finding enough jobs 

for people - it is finding enough people who have the skills for the new jobs. This 

dramatic change is caused on the one side by the dwindling number of well-qualified 

people entering the workforce and, on the other side, by a growing demand for people 

with deeper and broader occupational skills. This demand is driven by new 

technologies, expanded international trade, and the increasing importance of new and 

small businesses. We are creating an educational meritocracy in which education and 

training are the only paths to economic success. Because employers concentrate on 

advanced training and are ill-equipped to provide remedial education, uneducated 

people are less and less able to reach even the first rung of the employment ladder. 

Since universities prepare less than one-fifth of those workers filling skilled jobs, 

vocational education is becoming one of the most important economic development 

programs in the nation. 

 

Vaughn’s points highlight the need for knowledgeable and skilled workers in Western 

societies, and the latter continue to drive education reforms in many countries. To contribute 

to the national interest, workers must acquire the skills necessary to fill positions in a range of 

economic sectors, including manufacturing, so that competitiveness can be achieved. Since 

one of the purposes of education is to train individuals to be ready to seize opportunities both 

locally and internationally, then the question remains ‘what type of education do we then 

need to provide in our tertiary education sector to prepare citizens of a country to become 

productive?’ This sort of question adds to the tension between liberal and vocational 

education by asking if tertiary institutions should focus more on teaching theoretically related 

content or more vocationally associated subjects, or both. 

Beck (1990) discusses the ongoing argument by drawing on the work of John Dewey and 

David Snedden. The author identifies clear pathways between Dewey's liberal and social 

reformation route and the social efficiency route proposed by Snedden. Beck suggests that 
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“those who treasure liberal education speak and write of their treasure as academic and as 

preparation for living, surely not as preparation for making a living" (Beck, 1990, p. 17). 

Statements of this nature capture the essence of the apparent tension between these two 

purposes for education. To comprehend the historical distinctions between liberal and 

vocational education in more depth, I examine each education type in the following sections. 

4.0 LIBERAL EDUCATION 

The origin of the word ‘liberal’ is derived from the Greek term eleutherios, meaning ‘free’. 

Used functionally, according to Cronon (1998), the word liberi denotes the ‘sons of free 

men’. Evidently, one can say liberal education is linked with the freedom of humanity. An 

education that is aimed at developing an individual’s reasoning, thinking faculties, and ability 

to participate in intellectual discussion is called a liberal education. The term liberal 

education is comprehensive, widespread but sometimes contradictory. “It is at once the most 

enduring and changeable of academic traditions” (Axelrod, Anisef, & Lin, 2001, p. 49). The 

Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) (2018, p. 1) “sees liberal 

education as a philosophy of education that empowers individuals with broad knowledge and 

transferable skills, and a strong sense of values, ethics, and civic engagement”. Liberal 

education can also be defined by highlighting what it does not represent: it is not applied; it is 

not vocational; it is not exclusively scientific; it is not learning for a job; and it is not of 

extrinsic value (i.e., it is of intrinsic value. Why this division?  

Because that alone is liberal knowledge, which stands on its own pretensions, which 

is independent of sequel, expects no complement, refuses to be informed (as it is 

called) by any end, or absorbed into any art, in order duly to present itself to our 

contemplation (Newman, 1852, pp. 132-133); 

 

Liberal education aims to train intelligence for its proper office: to know. The less this 

knowledge has to do with practical affairs, with making or producing, the more 

adequately it engages intelligence (Dewey, 1916/2004, p. 261). 

Whatever else a liberal education is, it is not a vocational education, not an 

exclusively scientific education, or not a specialist education in any sense. It is the 

appropriate label for a positive concept that of an education based fairly and squarely 



 

110 
 

on the nature of knowledge itself, a concept central to the discussion of education at 

any level (Hirst, 1972 cited in Dearden et al., 1972, p. 391). 

As outlined at the beginning of this section, a liberal education can be traced to Athens during 

the 4th and 5th centuries BCE. “It was there that such non-vocational programmes of 

instruction were devised and provided to the sons of wealthy slave-owning Athenians” 

(Conway, 2010, p. xxiii). Dewey (1916/2004, p. 259) adds “The separation of liberal 

education from professional and industrial education goes back to the time of the Greeks, and 

was formulated expressly on the basis of a division of classes into those who had to labor for 

a living and those who were relieved from this necessity”.  

Dewey’s statement, that liberal education was meant only for individuals who did not have to 

work for a living, is a vital point regarding liberal education’s original link to basing 

individuals’ access to different/separate types of education on the social class to which they 

belonged. 

The Platonic ideal was a theory that supported the sharp cleavage [in] Greek society 

between citizen and slave. Knowledge derived from the culture of the leisure class, 

not from the toil of subservient. Epistemological notions in the Greek Platonic 

tradition have had a nagging resiliency through the ages, transported through time 

especially via the medium [of] the great English universities, and the instrument or the 

concept of liberal education (Lewis, 1993, p. 177). 

 

Wall (1968) suggests that Newman’s view of liberal education, expressed in the following 

quote, is possibly the most famous appeal for liberal education. 

Liberal education and liberal pursuits are exercises of mind, of reason, of reflection. 

Manly games, or games of skill, or military prowess, though bodily, are, it seems, 

accounted liberal; on the other hand, what is merely professional, though highly 

intellectual, nay, though liberal in comparison of trade and manual labour, is not 

simply called liberal, and mercantile occupations are not liberal at all (Newman, 1852, 

pp. 132-133). 

 

Wall (1968) agrees with, and extends Newman’s definition as follows:  
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…the ideal behind this conception of liberal education is that the subject matter 

incorporated in the curriculum should be chosen not on utilitarian criteria but on 

considerations which relate to its intrinsic worth or its power to ennoble the mind and 

character (Wall, 1968, p. 55). 

 

Another key writer to support the idea of a liberal education is Oakeshott. He argues that of 

the many roles of education, a crucial one is to transfer knowledge from one generation of 

human beings to the next, thereby providing a cultural inheritance. During the process of 

transmission of knowledge, novices “are initiated into the world they are to inhabit” 

(Oakeshott, 1971, p. 43). Oakeshott (1971) stresses the idea of liberal education by arguing 

that schools introduce a person into an intellectual, creative, ethical, and emotional 

inheritance. He adds that this sort of education is sufficient in itself, a position which 

highlights the fundamental purpose of education (knowledge for its own sake). Importantly, 

Oakeshott’s liberal education is not an education that belongs only to the elite, instead he sees 

it as a tool for all that teaches a person “how to be at once an autonomous and a civilized 

subscriber to a human life” (Oakeshott, 1971, p. 51). His conclusion about liberal education is 

that it is a means to an end – a humanist end (not an economic one); freedom for any 

individual who engages in intellectual, creative, and ethical works, which arguably is the 

instrument that can broaden the human mind to limitless opportunities. 

Hirst expatiates on the concept of liberal education, emphasising that the forms of knowledge 

are “not collections of information, but the complex ways of understanding experience which 

man has achieved, which are publicly specifiable and gained through learning” (Hirst, 1972 

cited in Dearden, Hirst, & Peters, 1972, p. 399). He argues that the forms of knowledge are 

communicated and conveyed through generations via symbols, “for the symbols give public 

embodiment to the concept” (Hirst, 1972, p. 401). 

Hirst aligns the definition of liberal education to the earlier concept introduced by the Greeks, 

that of “education concerned directly with the development of the mind in rational 

knowledge, whatever form that freely takes” (Hirst, 1972, p. 404). To put it another way, 

liberal education is that which aims to free the mind to achieve its own purpose by 

familiarising the novice with the forms of knowledge of human practices. Accordingly, Hirst 

arranged the forms of knowledge into two types: the distinct disciplines; and the fields of 

knowledge. Distinct disciplines are “mathematics, physical sciences, human sciences, history, 
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religion, literature and the fine arts, philosophy, and morals. Fields of knowledge: theoretical, 

practical (these may or may not include elements of moral knowledge)” (Hirst, 1972, pp. 

407-408). In summary, Hirst’s understanding is that learning how to think, reason, and 

comprehend how the forms of knowledge are classified in different fields and disciplines 

could grow the human mind. 

Pring (1993) takes a similar line of reasoning to that of Oakeshott and Hirst, stating that 

“Liberal education introduces the learner to a world of ideas, of understanding, and of 

imagination” (p. 65). He summarises the views of several authors concerning liberal 

education as follows: 

A common thread in the different interpretations of liberal education has been the 

central significance given to the cultivation of reason and to those studies which 

enhanced the capacity to know, to understand, to pursue the truth. For that reason, 

liberal education was based firmly on the nature of knowledge, learnt not as a set of 

inert and discreet ideas but as disciplines of active thinking, internalised and 

interconnecting with each other. And this idea of liberal education has dominated the 

formation of our educational institutions, at every level and in every shape, and the 

content of the learning promoted by them (Pring, 1995, p. 184). 

 

Bailey (1988) is another scholar who takes a traditional stance in relation to education’s 

liberal purposes. 

The view of the liberal educator is straightforward: schools of general education 

should not be places of vocational training. In spite of considerable pressure in the 

direction of vocational education in recent years it is probably still possible to make 

the empirical claim that our schools are not de facto places of vocational training 

(Bailey, 1988, p. 30). 

 

Bailey continues that the “breadth of study is a liberal aspiration. The fundamentality and 

generality of studies necessary to ‘adapt and respond flexibly’ are at the heart of a liberal 

tradition (Bailey, 1988, p. 32). He defends the significance of liberal education by 

highlighting the risks of training learners solely in vocational education in a democratic 

society. “To claim the value of these and other educational activities as basically intrinsic is, 

of course, correct, but such a claim cuts little ice in a society where wealth creation looks 
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more and more like an end in itself” (Bailey, 1988, p. 31). He brings to the fore the 

relationship between the types of society imagined and education as a vital part of this 

imaginary. 

British writers have not been the only advocates of an actual liberal education. Kliebard 

(1999) traces the origin of liberal education and its apparent end as a foundation for general 

education in the United States. Kliebard cites Bailey (1984/2010, p. 27), saying “the first 

justification for engaging people in liberal general education…is that its very rejection of 

specific utility, and its espousal of intrinsically worthwhile ends, provides the maximum and 

most general utility”. He highlights the value of liberal education’s role “in the development 

of rationality and the freedom that rationality provides to discover why I should believe and 

act as I do" (Kliebard, 1999, p. 23). Kliebard stands on the shoulders of Hirst by reiterating 

that the development of an individual’s intellect, ability to reason and think is the moral and 

justifiable aim of an actual liberal education. This sort of purpose, he argues, is an essential 

part of any educational structure. 

In summary, liberal education, as explained by its advocates, is one that develops an 

individual’s mind broadly; education should not be about preparing an individual specifically 

for the future of work. A liberally educated individual develops the creative and cognitive 

skills required to live a ‘good life’; liberal education rejects an education that is based on 

specificity; and lastly, the ultimate aim and foundation of any truly liberal education is the 

ability for an individual to develop his/her reasoning and thinking faculty. As proponents of 

liberal education, Bailey (1988) and Oakeshott (1971) argue that this type of education 

should form the basis of an education system and be freely available to all (Bailey, 1988; 

Oakeshott, 1971). 

5.0 VOCATIONAL EDUCATION 

The definition of vocational education differs according to an individual’s philosophical 

viewpoint. Liberal instructors and ‘vocationalists’ alike agree that vocational education is an 

education solely concerned with preparing a learner for earning a living. In contrast to 

liberalism; it is a utilitarian or instrumentalist approach. Furthermore, it is thought that 

differing belief systems are the source of the divide between those who support liberal or 

vocational forms of education (Beck, 1990). What, then, is the purpose of vocational 

education? Is it to earn a living or about education for life? This debate becomes more 
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complex as the nature of work changes and as individuals begins to think about the 

relationship between what they want to do, their work and society. 

In the field of vocational education, David Snedden (1868-1951) was one of the most famous 

educators of the progressive period, and is probably the most eloquent supporter of ‘social 

efficiency’ (a term made popular by Benjamin Kidd in 1894) (Knoll, 2003). This refers to a 

focus for education on developing skills necessary for society’s needs. Snedden designed an 

educational program that attempted to “reconcile the demands of industrial society with the 

capabilities and interests of children” (Knoll, 2003, p. 2241). Snedden worked as the first 

state commissioner of Education in Massachusetts from 1909 to 1916 and co-authored ‘The 

Administration of Public Education in the United States’ in 1908. He later published ‘The 

Problem of Vocational Education’ (1910). His notion of what vocational education stands for 

has exerted influence for some time (Knoll, 2003). Knoll summarises Snedden’s argument 

that 

…[the] American school system was ‘unefficient’ and ‘undemocratic’ since it 

answered the needs of the small band of theoretically inclined students bound for 

college, but neglected the interests of the great majority of practically minded youth, 

who in the United States–contrary to ‘autocratic’ Germany–had no chance of 

preparing themselves early and thoroughly for their life's work. To deliver industry, 

commerce, and agriculture the skilled and intelligent workers they needed, Snedden 

advocated the spread of the project method of teaching and the expansion of the 

common school system by establishing, besides the traditional high schools for 

‘officers’, new vocational schools for the ‘rank and file.’… [While in the role, he used 

his influence to] institutionaliz[e] a wide range of specialized schools and courses in 

Massachusetts, which taught the skills and techniques of specific callings and 

reflected their students' intellectual capabilities, vocational interests, and future 

careers (Knoll, 2003, p. 2241). 

 

Snedden sums up the essentials of vocational education as an “education whose controlling 

motive in the choice of means and methods is to prepare for productive efficiency” (Snedden, 

1910, p. 13). This notion that the sole aim of vocational education is to aid social efficiency is 

the dominant idea of Snedden’s work.  

Snedden also argues that  
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…vocational education differs from general, or liberal, education fundamentally as 

regards its essential aims, and that, therefore, it will differ also, fundamentally, as 

regards the means and methods of instruction, as well as the administrative agencies 

which are intimately related to means and methods of instruction. It is further 

contended that vocational education and liberal education cannot be effectively 

carried on, so far as regards a given group of pupils, in a way which permits of a 

considerable blending of the unlike types of instruction. To attempt this is to defeat 

the aims both of liberal and of vocational training (Snedden, 1977, p. 43). 

 

Snedden did not disagree with the purposes of liberal education, but he understood its 

purpose was to teach an individual to be a great ‘utiliser’ – a ‘consumer rather than a 

‘producer’. The latter creates economic value or plays the role of providing either goods or 

services for creating utility. Producers combine labour and capital to create an output – a 

means to something else. Snedden considered that the best time to undertake a liberal 

education is during the early years of a person’s life. “During all the period of childhood, a 

comprehensive system of education will give the child and youth abundant opportunity to 

participate in a great variety of the practical affairs of life, but not on the vocational basis” 

(Snedden, 1977, p. 49). Snedden maintained that specific vocational capability and interests 

develop between the ages of 14 and 20, and that  

...during this time the youth should have the opportunity to concentrate his 

endeavours for long periods in acquiring vocational competency. This is not a time for 

allowing liberal education to monopolize his attention. Liberal education may, indeed, 

be still carried on as a minor-that is, occupying leisure hours in evenings and holidays 

(Snedden, 1977, p. 49). 

 

Snedden asserts that vocational education should be developed separately from liberal 

education in a school’s curriculum. He “urged that the schools project the probable social and 

occupational destination of each student and prescribe a curriculum to fit him efficiently to 

his place” (Drost, 1977, pp. 19-20). Drost further clarifies Snedden’s reason for calling for a 

divorce between vocational and liberal education because his belief was that 

…the common man be educated for a life of practical efficiency through an entirely 

different program of courses from that of the elite. He urged that training in the trades 
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and business was a legitimate function of public education and necessary for the 

broad efficiency of the individual (Drost, 1977, p. 23). 

 

By standards of more recent thinking about students’ educational trajectories, we would find 

these ideas to be deterministic and ethically problematic. However, more recently Snedden’s 

(1977) strong defence of vocational education is in part an attempt to reemphasise the 

potential importance of vocational education in contrast to the status generally accorded to a 

liberal curriculum. He highlighted the promotion of vocational education in schools to 

provide alternative education to those students who dislike the traditional school setting, yet 

still have the right to be ‘educated’ and, in turn, to contribute to the wellbeing of the larger 

society. In Snedden’s view, strong vocational education would provide students with the 

opportunity to become producers and stimulate social efficiency. 

Snedden, however, did not disagree with “professional schools of medicine, law, and 

theology, and the colleges in general” that “provided a form of vocational education for the 

elite” (Drost, 1977, p. 24). Instead, he had a clear vision of a different type of education for 

those individuals not suited to the traditional school system. 

He envisioned a vocational counterpart for the rank and file, to prepare them for the 

more menial tasks of society. If these people also had access to specialized schools 

they would gain in competence and earning power, thus making a greater contribution 

to the nation's economy (Drost, 1977, p. 24). 

 

Pring (1995), a later follower of the ‘social-efficiency’ notion, stresses that, overall, 

vocational education simply means a type of education that “signifies the acquisition of skills, 

qualities, attitudes and knowledge that are judged to be important for entry into the world of 

work” (p. 185). 

 

Prosser and Quigley (1949) elaborated upon Snedden’s perspective by devising 16 general 

principles which, according to Lewis (1994, p. 202), serve “as a blueprint for the practice of 

vocationalism”. The principles are as follows: 

I. The training environment is the working environment itself or a replica of the 

working environment.  
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II. The training jobs are carried on in the same way as in the occupation itself.  

III. The trainee is trained specifically in the manipulative habits and thinking habits 

required in the occupation itself.  

IV. The training helps the trainee to capitalize his interests and abilities to the highest 

degree possible.  

V. The training is given to those who need it, want it, and are able to profit by it.  

VI. Adequate repetitive training in experiences from the occupation fixes right habits of 

doing and thinking to the degree necessary for employment.  

VII. The instructor is himself master of the skills and knowledge he teaches.  

VIII. Training is carried to the point where it gives the trainee a productive ability with 

which he can secure employment or hold employment.  

IX. Training meets the market demands for labor whatever these may be in any given 

occupation.  

X. Training is given on actual jobs and not in exercises or pseudo jobs.  

XI. The content of the training which is taught is obtained from masters of the occupation, 

not theorists.  

XII. This teaching content applies so directly and specifically to the occupation that it has 

functioning value for this occupation only.  

XIII. The training needs of any group are met at the time they most require help and in the 

way that gives the most help.  

XIV. The particular characteristics of those it serves are considered—both in methods of 

instruction and in personal relations with learners.  

XV. The administration is elastic and fluid.  

XVI. The funds expended on training are at least sufficient to permit good training to be 

done. (Prosser & Quigley, 1949, pp. 234-235). 
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Through these principles, Prosser and Quigley show clearly why they believe liberal 

education should be separated from vocational training. Vocational education should be 

definite, hands-on and repetitive, and must be adapted to the market and labour demands. The 

constant use of the word ‘training’ rather than education highlights how strictly defined this 

type of education is. Not only are Prosser and Quigley reinforcing the philosophical 

separation between vocational and liberal education, but they are also advocating for the 

same in reality – the physical separation of schools for vocational education, complete with 

separate managerial authority. Snedden, and Prosser and Quigley argue that liberal and 

vocational education should be independent of each other. Each form of education should be 

a standalone entity. They staunchly defend their position by stating that liberal education 

would overshadow vocational education if both types of education were to be developed and 

taught in the same place. 

Vocational education must be protected, at least for many years to come, against the 

extreme emphasis which the regular school man lays upon training for culture. As 

long as this attitude exists, vocational education cannot get from such people a fair 

show. Hence it must be administered by authorities who are in sympathy with its aims 

and who attach adequate importance to its social and economic value (Prosser and 

Quigley, 1949, p. 237). 

 

Dewey’s understanding of education is that it should liberate people, allowing them to change 

and better their lot. In that respect, he contends that vocational education should be made 

available to every student and not to the selected few, a practice that continues to divide 

people into social classes. Dewey counters Snedden’s views: 

I am regretfully forced to the conclusion that the difference between us is not so much 

narrowly educational as it is profoundly political and social. The kind of vocational 

education in which I am interested is not one which will ‘adapt’ workers to the 

existing industrial regime; I am not sufficiently in love with the regime for that. It 

seems to me that the business of all who would not be educational time-servers is to 

resist every move in this direction, and to strive for a kind of vocational education 

which will first alter the existing industrial system, and ultimately transform it 

(Dewey, 2008, p. 412). 
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To conclude this chapter, I ask: did the early advocates (19
th

 and mid-20
th

 century) of 

vocational education contribute to the ongoing divide between the two forms of education 

taught and developed in our schools? Did they compound the issues surrounding vocational 

education today? As I already mentioned, the fundamental liberal-vocational divide (what I 

term a knowledge dialectic) continues to separate our way of thinking, the instructors and the 

students. Lewis (1994) states: 

…to liberal educators, curricular purity comes from abstraction, from focusing on the 

intrinsic, from a breadth of view, from looking beyond the immediate and the 

everyday. To vocational educators, curricular purity comes from concreteness, from 

immediate application, from usefulness. Devout liberal and vocational educators both 

appear to be at ease with the insularity that their curricular ideals would engender. 

And while it is true that pure expressions of vocationalism or liberal education have 

with the passage of time become largely a fiction in the context of school practice, 

there remains in the ethos of schools a very real divide between these two forms of 

education, however imperfectly each is expressed—a divide that is consistent with the 

sympathies of the purists (p. 203). 

 

From an earlier time, Dewey contends that  

…vocational education is not all of education – never was that fact more clearly 

recognized than today; but vocational education at the right time and of the right kind 

is supremely important and of that fact we have recently been in danger of losing 

sight. Hence questions as to what constitutes right vocational education, when and by 

whom it shall be given, and how it shall be effectively correlated with other forms of 

education, are just now of the greatest importance (Dewey, 2008, p. 461). 

 

Today, Dewey’s questions continue and have led to the on-going scrutiny of vocational 

education within the context of economic, social, and political changes that continues to 

misinform individuals, universities, and the broader society on the role of vocational 

education. 

In the next chapter, I introduce and consider vocational education in Germany. My rationale 

for studying Germany’s educational system is because Germany’s tertiary education is rated 

one of the best education for preparing future workforce while providing access to both 
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theoretical and procedural knowledge through a model known as ‘the dual model’. This 

model combines theoretical and procedural education leading to two qualifications – an 

academic degree and a vocational qualification.  
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CHAPTER SIX  

VOCATIONAL EDUCATION IN GERMANY 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

Germany’s higher education system is repeatedly rated as the best education model in 

meeting the demands of a skilled workforce (Klumpp, Pont, Figueroa, Albiser, Wittenberg, 

Zapata, & Fraccola, 2014; Woessmann, 2017) by providing access to both theoretical and 

procedural knowledge. That is my justification for outlining its structure in this chapter. The 

model is described as ‘dual’ because it combines theoretical and procedural education leading 

to two qualifications – an academic degree and a vocational qualification. Researching the 

German vocational education system was vital for my argument because the knowledge 

dialectic that I describe in this thesis is defined as a contradiction between theoretical and 

procedural knowledge; under the German ‘dual system’ (Duales Ausbildungssystem), these 

two apparent contradictory knowledge forms are combined. At the core of the system is an 

apprenticeship model found mostly in technical education pathways in other countries. The 

duration to complete an apprenticeship is typically three to three and a half years. After 

serving this time, the individual will be awarded the title of a ‘skilled worker’ or a 

‘journeyman’, as determined under the guild system (see chapter four). The journeyman can 

further gain the title of Master of Trade (MoT) after gaining experience from a particular 

occupational school. However, over the last 20 years, the radical changes of information 

communications technology and globalisation have been significant areas of influence on the 

apprenticeship system (Woessmann, 2017) as well as most universities. In order to explore 

the topic, and to examine how access to both types of knowledge is catered for, I will divide 

the discussion into two sections: (1) The vocational education model in Germany; and (2) 

Vocational education in the dual system. 

2.0 THE VOCATIONAL EDUCATION MODEL IN GERMANY 

In Germany, vocational education is termed vocational training or apprenticeships. It is not 

seen as just a channel to obtain a working class job, but is regarded as a significant factor in 

the successful economic and social structure of German society (Euler, 2013; Nilsson, 2010; 
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Wagner, 1998; Cockrill & Scott, 1997). The dual system is regarded as crucial. Education 

takes place in workplaces as well as vocational schools (for young people less than 18 years 

of age) called Berufsschule. This education type is regulated by law (Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research (BMBF), 2018). Another interesting aspect of this duality is that for 

different parts of vocational development, the education responsibility is a collective one 

between the Länder- the federal states, the companies, and the federal government. 

The term dual system was first introduced in 1969 by the German Commission for Education 

in its policy report on Vocational Training and Education right after the launch of the 

Vocational Training Act (revised in 2005) (Federal Ministry of Education and Research 

(BMBF), 2018). The Vocation Training Act  

introduced this close alliance between the Federal Government, the federal states (the 

‘Länder’) and companies with a view to providing young people with training in 

nationally recognized occupations which is then documented accordingly by means of 

a certificate issued by a competent body, i.e. a chamber of industry and commerce or 

a chamber of crafts and trades (Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), 

2018, p. 1). 

 

Within the dual system, a vocational school is in charge of handling the theoretical or ‘know-

that’ aspects of vocational education, while the companies take care of the ‘know-how’ 

aspects (see chapter two). The significant part of the whole education is the training received 

in the workplace because the ‘know-that’ gets integrated with ‘know-how’, which then 

becomes applied. According to Munch (1995), the Vocational Training Act allows companies 

to direct, conduct, and take full responsibility for the ‘know-how’ training. 

Apprentices spend four days per week working in a company and one to two days in 

theoretical learning classes. It is the responsibility of the participants to look for a suitable 

company that is willing to take them on board. Once the participant finds an employer willing 

to train them, a formal contract is initiated (Cortina et al., 2003). When compared with other 

European nations or the American system, it is evident that more executives and engineers in 

Germany qualified through apprenticeship training (Cortina et al., 2003). This may suggest 

that the level of theoretical training in the German system is significant in providing the 

means for apprentices to eventually move to higher levels of management. Advocates of the 

dual system also argue that participants are well prepared to get a job as the company that 
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trained them is likely to hire them (Jacoby, 2014), hence reducing the unemployment rate in 

the country. This is illustrated statistically by Eurostat (2017), which shows Germany had the 

lowest unemployment rate in Europe as of 2016, and also lower than that of Japan and the 

United States (eu.europe.eu). In 2018, Germany was rated third after the Czech Republic 

(first) and Switzerland (second) for the lowest unemployment rate in the world. (factsmaps). 

In the next section, I examine the general education system in Germany briefly as an 

understanding of the primary and secondary education structure will enable me to clarify the 

relationship between general education and vocational education in Germany. The section 

will conclude by outlining different types of vocational schooling that make up the German 

dual system. 

3.0 PRIMARY LEVEL EDUCATION – GRUNDSCHULE OR VOLKSSCHULE 

German elementary level education is called the Grundschule (primary school). All children 

(from age six to age nine) attend the Grundschule for four years - grades I-IV. Grundschule 

aims to provide students with the basic understanding they require for further education 

(Lohmar & Eckhardt, 2014). At this level, students are taught how to read and write 

mathematics (basic concepts of geometry, arithmetic and simple applications), an 

introduction to history, geography, chemistry, physics, biology, and social studies, as well as 

subjects like religious studies, music, French, art, and physical education. The subjects do 

vary from school to school, and there are plans to introduce the English language into the 

Grundschule curriculum (Stoppok, 2010). All students are tutored together at this level, and 

any children identified to be struggling with writing, reading, or arithmetic are provided 

further support courses (Hambrett, 2018). 

4.0 SECONDARY LEVEL EDUCATION 

Secondary school education in Germany is different compared to New Zealand, and it is 

divided into three pathways. After completing the Grundschule, students’ receive further 

education in any of the three secondary school education pathways. The pathways are: 

 Hauptschule – General education secondary school – lower level (Grades V-IX; Age 

X-XV) 

 Realschule - General education secondary school – lower level (Grades V-X; Age X-

XV) 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Youth_unemployment_figures,_2007-2016_(%25)_T1.png
http://factsmaps.com/countries-with-the-highest-and-lowest-unemployment-rates/
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 Gymnasium - General education secondary school – lower and upper level (Grades V-

XIII; Age X-XIX) 

The Hauptschule (secondary modern school) pathway is a five-year secondary school 

education type that prepares students for vocational school or trade apprenticeship; the 

Realschule (intermediate secondary school) pathway is a six-year secondary level education 

type that prepares students for higher business and technical schools; and the Gymnasium 

(grammar school) pathway is a nine-year university-level preparation school. Entrance into 

secondary schools is based on the students’ performance from the Grundschule. There exists 

an ‘orientation stage’ in a few German Länders – a school type independent preparation 

within the Grundschule - which prepares students for secondary school and provides 

recommendations to parents. However, the parents have the overall decision power to select 

the child’s educational pathway. The aim of the ‘orientation stage’ (usually age 10 & 11 and 

grade V&VI) is to make transferability between the pathways (Hauptschule, Realschule, 

Gymnasium, and Gesamtschule) easier (Mitter, 1990). Also, the introduction of the 

‘orientation level’ is increasing pupils’ participation in the Gymnasium and Realschule. 

I will now discuss each secondary school pathway briefly to elaborate differentiation of 

knowledge between general education and vocational education that characterises the 

German education system. 

4.1 HAUPTSCHULE – SECONDARY MODERN SCHOOL 

The main purpose of this five-year higher education primary programme is to integrate pupils 

into the social, cultural, and economic life of the country but with an emphasis on vocational 

destinations. The curriculum offers a launch into scientific thinking and also prepares pupils 

for employment. Attendance at Hauptschule extends to year nine of schooling, with pupils 

aged 10 to 15. In the last stage of the Hauptschule, students are introduced to information 

about the workplace and occupations to inform their career choices. Subjects such as 

German, English or French, physics or chemistry, biology, geography, social studies 

(focusing on the world of work), religious instructions, arts, music, and physical education 

are taught. So, even though the underlying aim of the school is vocational, a very broad 

curriculum is still made available to students. This allows them to keep their options open for 

transitions to more academic learning. Alternatively, pupils can learn subjects like 

Arbeitslehre that comprises topics such as economics, the workplace, technical practices, 
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home economics, and introduction to technology in place of social studies. Successful 

completion of the Hauptschule opens up opportunities in the direction of a full-time 

vocational school or a way to apprenticeship training. This level of education does not 

normally lead to university, but Hauptschule graduates can proceed to trade and technical 

school. 

4.2 REALSCHULE – INTERMEDIATE SECONDARY SCHOOL 

Realschule, the six-year secondary level education covering grades V to X, prepares pupils 

for entering into the universities (similar to Gymnasium), higher business or technical school. 

Realschule is different from the Hauptschule in terms of its subjects and also different from 

Gymnasia in terms of the preparation of pupils for more practical purposes in middle-level 

jobs that demand increasing social, technical, and industrial responsibilities. Usually, 

Realschule demands are slightly higher (leaning in the direction of Gymnasium) and courses 

are offered in two foreign languages (French and English) with one compulsory, and a special 

subject, such as economics or introduction to technology, is offered alongside the second 

foreign language. 

This type of education is famous in Germany because of the opportunities it unlocks, such as 

access to middle-level positions in industries and businesses with an option of moving to the 

Gymnasium upon completion of grade X. 

Planck (1983, p. 188) argues that the growth in Realschule is a result of two social forces: 

,,,the ambition of certain groups in the lower social strata to climb to a higher rung of 

the social ladder, and the desire of groups in the lower middle stratum to maintain 

their social status. In general, growing prosperity increased the interest and the 

participation of these groups in education, the increase benefiting the Realschule more 

than the Gymnasium, which is culturally and in its social character more alien to the 

members of these groups than the former type of school. 

 

As stated in the quote above, the shift in the services and manufacturing sectors was a drive 

in the development of Realschule as the qualification obtained provides young people with 

the opportunity to work in mid-level positions in public administration, and management 

positions in private establishments. Today, Realschule provides an improved secondary 

education for the future of dual education system when compared to the type of education 
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Hauptschule offers (for example, this may result in widespread support for the dual education 

system, thus ensuring its future is certain), and as Lempert (1995) puts it, students who could 

have been ‘good Hauptschule students’ a few years ago are now at least enrolled in the 

Realschule secondary school model. 

4.3 GYMNASIUM – ADVANCED SECONDARY SCHOOL 

The Gymnasium covers grades V to XIII with the primary aim of preparing pupils for 

entering university. The Gymnasium scores every pupil at the end of the programme through 

a compulsory final examination known as Reifeprüfung/Abitur. 

According to Planck (1983), in the early sixties Gymnasia were known as elitist schools, but 

a series of educational reforms in Germany since that time have radically shifted the 

Gymnasium from a school for the few to a school for many. In the Gymnasium, courses range 

from German, a compulsory English course and one other language (e.g., Greek, French, 

Danish, and Spanish), history, geography, biology, chemistry, mathematics, physics, arts, 

music, religious studies, social studies, and physical education. The listed courses are 

compulsory from grade V to X or from grade VII to X. 

Towards the final three years of the Gymnasium, students are allowed to select 

Leistungskurse (specialist courses – from both basic and advanced); they have to select some 

basic courses comprising two or three in Rhineland-Palatinate and the Saarland advanced 

courses. Basic or advanced mathematics and German are compulsory. Overall, a student who 

fails more than two courses will have to retake the whole school year. 

5.0 GESAMTSCHULE – THE COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL 

In some of the states in Germany, the Gesamtschule combines the Hauptschule and 

Realschule. The fundamental idea behind the introduction of the Gesamtschule in Germany is 

to overcome social stratification by schooling students from different socio-economic 

backgrounds together. It includes students from grade V to grade X (ages 10-15). Students 

who complete the programme successfully to grade IX are awarded the Hauptschule 

qualification, while students who complete the programme successfully to grade X are 

awarded the Realschule qualification. 
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6.0 SONDERSCHULE – SPECIALITY SCHOOLS 

Sonderschule or Förderschule are schools for students with special needs or who are unable 

to attend the regular schools. This education type can still lead to Hauptschule and 

Realschule if students complete the schooling up to grade IX or X. 

The educational system described in the above sections has often been criticised for its 

rigidity and un-democratic streaming processes that to a certain extent restrict equal 

educational opportunities, including the requirement to choose a pathway at 10 years of age. 

Nevertheless, a number of reforms have been undertaken to soften the rigidity and allow for 

more permeability between the different school types (Gomolla & Radtke, 2007). For 

instance, students have the opportunity to change or merge pathways. Nevertheless, early 

streaming provides the framework for vocational education and training in Germany. Despite 

all its problems, it has so far succeeded in terms of providing German industry with a highly 

qualified population (Woessmann, 2017). 

7.0 VOCATIONAL EDUCATION IN THE DUAL SYSTEM 

Within the German educational system, post-compulsory vocational education schooling can 

either be full-time or part-time. As identified above, the education streams such as the 

Grundschule, Hauptschule, Realschule, and Gymnasium provide the structure for the various 

types of education in Germany. The overall educational aim of vocational education in 

Germany is to advance vocational skills and knowledge. The aim is achieved by strict 

guidelines presented by the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural 

Affairs: 

…vocational schools are set the task of teaching pupils general and specialized 

subject matter while paying special attention to the requirements of vocational 

training. Furthermore, in the dual system of vocational training, vocational schools 

and training enterprises fulfil a joint educational mission (Munch, 1995 p. 57). 

 

Outside the provision of a basic technical knowledge needed to master the requirements of an 

occupation, vocational education does also prepare a young individual to be more active in 

the society, and how to be a responsible citizen (Sabates et al., 2010). 

Under the dual vocational education system post-secondary school, vocational education is 

offered and delivered on a part-time basis (this is because vocational education under the dual 
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system takes a different approach from the traditional vocational model). The dual system 

refers to training in which private companies and publicly funded vocational institutions work 

together (Munch, 1991) under government regulation. Within the dual system, the companies 

have more controlling power (in terms of the course structure) when compared to the schools. 

However, Koch (1994) suggests that the curriculum in most cases is developed by the 

schools; but employers and apprentices believe that the companies have greater input than the 

schools. 

Attendance at vocational school is flexible, and the learning is done either on a block basis or 

once or twice per week. Attending vocational school is entirely free, and companies pay the 

students stipends even though they spend some time at the vocational institution. In the dual 

framework, vocational institutions are in partnership with the companies and are different 

from other vocational schools in other countries in three distinct ways as follows: “it is a 

compulsory school; it is a part-time school; and as a public (state) school, it has a purpose 

which it carries out jointly with enterprises” (Munch, 1995 p. 57). 

In the following section, I briefly discuss the different types of vocational schools in 

Germany within the dual framework to strengthen my thesis argument because of the way the 

‘dual system’ appears to bring two types of knowledge – practical and theoretical - together. 

7.1 BERUFSSCHULE – PART-TIME VOCATIONAL SCHOOL 

Within the dual system of vocational education in Germany, Berufsschule is the most popular 

vocational school. Berufsschule is a combination of part-time academic study and 

apprenticeship (Jonen, 1995). It relies on collaboration between companies and institutions 

offering vocational education and training on an equal level to equip students for the demands 

of apprenticeship and the requirements of vocational training (Jonen, 1995). Berufsschule 

schools prepare students with specific and specialised vocational education complementing 

the universal education already received from Hauptschule, Realschule, Gymnasium, or 

Gesamtschule. Berufsschule equips students through a standardised curriculum divided into 

three areas: job-specific practical education - apprenticeship; job-related theoretical 

education; and general education (Baumert, 1994). The purpose of the education is to prepare 

the students in the direction of helping them carry out their job duties efficiently, and help 

structure the world of work and society. 
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Instruction at Berufsschule comprises on average, over 12 weeks four periods per week in 

universal education subjects such as German, physical education, social studies, and 

economics, sport and religion (irrespective of the training areas), and eight periods per week 

in vocational education. Learning of a foreign language is compulsory in order to prepare 

students for future opportunities outside Germany. Attendance can either be by attending 

classes on a part-time basis – two days per week throughout the course - or changing between 

two days per week in week one and one day per week in week two. There is also an option of 

receiving instruction in blocks. There is a connection between my thesis argument and the 

Berufsschule education pathway because, under this system, the importance of theoretical 

knowledge is maintained and balanced with procedural knowledge. 

Usually, vocational schools in Germany are structured according to different occupational 

fields. For example, an apprentice in the clerical field would generally attend a vocational 

institution for administrative or commercial-related occupations, while an apprentice in a 

technical field would attend a technical vocational school. Cortina et al. (2008) and Jonen 

(1995) suggest that, in general, vocational institutions for administrative/commercial 

occupations receive better ratings compared to technical vocational schools. This aligns with 

scholarly criticism about technical vocational schools’ old-fashioned course content and 

equipment (see Cortina, Baumert, Leschinsky, Mayer & Trommer, 2008). Also, educators 

have criticised the high number of lost hours at vocational schools due to staff shortages as 

well as time limitations for apprentices at the companies. Cortina et al. (2008) posit that, on 

average, more than 20% of hours are lost at vocational schools, while in general education 

classes this can reach 50%. These challenges identified by critics can obstruct the universal 

education goals of vocational education, which in turn might affect Germany’s broader 

social, cultural, and economic goals. They demonstrate the inevitable gap between the ideal 

and what is actually experienced in practice. 

7.2 BERUFSGRUNDBILDUNGSIAHR (BGJ) – BASIC VOCATIONAL 

TRAINING YEAR 

Berufsgrundbildungsiahr, an initiative established 30 years ago, provides school leavers who 

cannot find a fixed apprenticeship opportunity with the chance to complete a state training or 

pre-vocational year at a vocational institution. This initiative emphasises a school approach 

rather than a firm-based approach. Generally, the basic vocational year is spent at a school 

with the aim of equipping the individual with broader and more generic training. Successful 
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completion of the basic vocational year commonly substitutes for the foundational year of the 

company-based training within an apprenticeship. 

According to Führ (1989), individuals who, for one reason or another, could not complete the 

Hauptschule can still make up for that secondary school’s diploma qualification by merely 

completing the basic vocational year; although employers in most cases reject this kind of 

approach because of the concern that the training might become too general. For that reason, 

most vocation training will usually begin with a company, and the basic vocational year is 

mostly used as a ‘safety net’ for those individuals who could not secure a fixed 

apprenticeship contract with an organisation (Pritchard, 1992). 

7.3 BERUFSFACHSCHULE – FULL-TIME VOCATIONAL SCHOOLS 

Berufsfachschulen are full-time vocational institutions that prepare students for a job while 

still promoting general education. Within the Berufsfachschule, students have the option to 

select between specific training on a full-time basis or go as an apprentice in the dual system. 

The full-time vocational schools and the dual systems are distinct systems; they are not a 

substitute for one another. For example, the occupational training (for example, artistic and 

health sector occupations) covered by the dual system is not taught at the full-time vocational 

school. There is a wide range of courses offered at the Berufsfachschulen that relate to 

occupations in a range of areas: trade and technical, business, craft, home economics and 

social work, health, and occupations involving foreign languages. According to Führ (1989), 

subject knowledge areas covered at a full-time school include: chemistry and physics, 

technical assistantship in biology, information science, commerce, and domestic science. One 

criticism is that, in general, Berufsfachschule does little when it comes to supplying the 

human resources needed in the labour market (Béduwé & Planas, 2003), but focuses more 

broadly on preparing individuals for the future. Heinz (1994) suggests that Berufsfachschule 

could lead to the increased importance of exclusively school-based vocational education in 

Germany or in the direction of the occupations eventually being merged into the dual system. 

8.0 OTHER VOCATIONAL SCHOOLS 

Several vocational training establishments in Germany focus on continuing training and 

career development for individuals educated within the dual system rather than the common 

apprenticeship vocational pathway. These institutions are public and no tuition fees are 

charged. There is one type called the Berufsaufbauschulen, also known as vocational 
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extension schools, that train students either part-time (training can be during the 

apprenticeship stage, upon completion of the apprenticeship or while working as journeyman) 

or full-time (upon completion of apprenticeship) within advanced vocational schools or 

technical schools which sequentially can prepare an employee in gaining university entrance 

credentials. 

Another type of institution is Fachoberschule, also called technical secondary school, which 

can lead to gaining a credential recognised by a polytechnic (Fachhochschule). It consists of 

two consecutive years (grades XI and XII), and the entry requirement is a Realschule leaving 

certificate or its equivalent.  Fachoberschule teaches general education as well as technical 

knowledge and skills, and leads to a qualification resulting in admission into 

Fachhochschule. There exists also the Berufliche Gymnasium (vocational grammar school), 

which leads to the general entrance qualification upon successful completion. Lastly, the 

Fachschule (technical school) offers training for middle-level employees; for example, 

employees can train to be technicians with the opportunity to train up to the level of masters 

of their trade (Führ, 1989). 

Overall, the pillars of the German education system are vocational education and the 

apprenticeship system (Deissinger, 2015; Euler, 2013; Wentzel, 2011) (similar to the idea of 

the guilds introduced in chapter four). These, in turn, have contributed positively to the 

growth of the German economy. However, the educational pathways described have been 

criticised on many grounds for inflexibility and undemocratic streaming processes which can 

restrict equal educational opportunities (Gomolla & Radtke, 2007). For Fernandez-Kelly 

(2012, p. 1), the “nature of the education system in Germany remains deeply ‘unequal’, 

‘hierarchical’ and ‘exclusive’.” In addressing the challenges, many reforms have been 

undertaken to reduce the inflexibility, increase the equal access to education, and allow for 

more flexibility between different school types (Fernandez-Kelly, 2012). Aside from its 

challenges, overall, the educational system in Germany has flourished in so many ways by 

meeting the needs of the people and most importantly, by providing the industries with highly 

skilled workers. Overall, this section brings a new line of thought to my argument as it 

affirms that the German ‘dual’ education system described above might help in reducing the 

ongoing knowledge dialectic debate in New Zealand. 
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In summary, I suggest the dual education system may be adopted as a way of resolving the 

hypothesised knowledge dialectic issue. Also, this chapter provides a positive outcome of the 

creative tension which I aim to identify in the chapters to come. 

In the next chapter, I will discuss the idea of professions and professional education. This 

literature is relevant for my study because specialised knowledge is what differentiates 

professions from other jobs. Today, various market forces (see chapter three) and a new 

instrument of public management increasingly confront this specialised knowledge. At the 

same time, professional education draws on a competency model that emphasises what 

qualified graduates of a profession can do rather than what they know (Muller & Young, 

2014). However, specialised knowledge is exceptionally critical for the future of professions. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

CLASSICAL PROFESSIONS AND 

PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The body of literature about professions and professional education is broad, with the bulk of 

the work published as early as 1940 (Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933). According to Neumann 

(2019), two general categories can be identified: works exclusively covering the education of 

a particular profession (e.g., law, dentistry, education, medicine, pharmacy, engineering, 

accounting); and works that talk about the typical characteristics of professional education 

(known as professionalism). 

Durkheim (1992 cited in Grace, 2014; Neumann, 2019) states that the beginning of the idea 

of ‘profession’ (as a ‘calling’ and not just a job) and professionalism (the process and a way 

of life) can be traced back to the origins of religion (see chapter four). Grace elaborates upon 

Durkheim’s idea further by stressing that “specifically, in Europe, professionalism was 

formed in the religious culture and habitus established by the hegemony of the Catholic 

Church. Thus the first professions of priesthood, medicine, and law were shaped by a social 

milieu, which invested the technical activities of the practitioners with a spiritual, moral, 

ethical, and even, on occasions, political significance. While under the jurisdiction and 

command of the temporal authorities of the time, such professionals had another allegiance, 

to the service of God and to reveal Truth as taught by the Church. This was the concept of 

professional ‘vocation’” (Grace, 2014, p. 18). 

Before examining the components of professional education, the features of a ‘profession’ 

and a ‘professional’ will be reviewed to underline the uniqueness of this critical field of 

higher education that prepares professionals for the present and the future world of work. It 

should be noted that terms ‘profession’ and ‘professional education’ signify a profession as a 

unit, not any single profession, and its exclusive academic or educational programme. 
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2.0 FEATURES OF A PROFESSION 

Since the early 20
th

, a range of definitions and defining features have been provided by 

researchers to capture the meaning of the term ‘profession’. There is, however, no agreed 

upon list by which vocations are deemed to be ‘genuine’ professions. Neumann (2019) argues 

that a profession is not the same as other occupations. According to the early 20
th

 century 

English educators Webb and Webb (1917), a profession is described as a corporate 

experience, and a reflection of the medieval guild system. Whitehead (1933) ties the 

definition of a profession to the ‘purpose of the occupation’: 

The term Profession means avocation[s] whose activities are subjected to theoretical 

analysis, and are modified by theoretical conclusions derived from that analysis. This 

analysis has regard to the purposes of the avocation and to the adaptation of the 

activities for the attainment of those purposes. Such criticism must be founded upon 

some understanding of the natures of the things involved in those activities, so that the 

results of action can be foreseen. Thus, foresight based upon theory, and theory based 

upon understanding of the nature of things, are essential to a profession. … the 

purposes of a profession are not a simple bundle of definite ends. There is a general 

purpose, such as the curing of sickness, which defines medicine (p. 72). 

 

Carr-Saunders and Wilson (1933, pp. 284-288) list the qualities they believe make up a 

profession in their work entitled The Professions: 

I. A prolonged, specialized, intellectual training - the practitioners, by virtue of 

prolonged and specialized intellectual training, have acquired a technique which 

enables them to render a specialized service to the community. It is the existence of 

specialized intellectual techniques, acquired as the result of prolonged training, which 

gives rise to professionalism and accounts for its peculiar features; 

II. Techniques may be either scientific or institutional - the former are founded on the 

knowledge acquired by the study of a natural science, while the latter, of which law is 

an example, are based upon the study of human institutions; 

III. Fixed remuneration for professional service whether by the way of fee or salary and 

not by profit. It is important to observe that the rule which is not broken is that the 

amount paid for the service is known to, or is at least ascertainable by, the client; 
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IV. Sense of responsibility - the closer will be the approach of the vocation to the centre, 

whatever the nature of the technique may otherwise be. Practice, which involves 

direct and personal relation to clients, evokes a special feeling of responsibility, and 

on that account, nurses and midwives make an advance inwards; and 

V. Building up of associations to test competency and maintain ethical codes - They 

build up associations, upon which they erect, with or without the co-operation of the 

State, machinery for imposing tests of competence and enforcing the observance of 

certain standards of conduct. 

Sometime later Cogan (1953) recalls the work of Carr-Saunders and Wilson (1933) by listing 

the criteria of what constitutes a profession: 

I. Prolonged, theoretical knowledge; 

II. A sense of responsibility more to the individual client than to society; 

III. Altruism or reception of a fee for services rendered; and 

IV. Formation of professional associations (p. 36). 

 

Following on from this list, Cogan (1955) describes the term ‘profession’ as: 

…a vocation whose practice is founded upon an understanding of the theoretical 

structure of some department of learning or science, and upon the abilities 

accompanying such understanding. This understanding and these abilities are applied 

to the vital practical affairs of man. The practices of the profession are modified by 

knowledge of a generalized nature and by the accumulated wisdom and experience of 

mankind, which serve to correct errors of specialism. The profession, serving the vital 

needs of man, considers its first ethical imperative to be altruistic service to the client 

(p. 107). 

 

Abbot (1988), in his comprehensive work on The Systems of Professions, takes his readers 

through a variety of literature on the topic of ‘profession’. He argues that the word itself is 

derived from medieval and, in some cases, ancient origins, but that study of the concept only 

began in the 20
th

 century. Abbot acknowledges the work of “Carr-Saunders and Wilson 
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printed in 1933 as the first publication to study the occupational groups” (Abbot, 1988, p. 3). 

He later describes his blend of the word ‘profession’ saying  

Certainly all agreed that a profession was an occupational group with some special 

skill. Usually this was an abstract skill, one that required extensive training. It was not 

applied in a purely routine fashion, but required revised application case by case. In 

addition, professions were more or less exclusive (p. 7). 

 

More recently, Hissom-Daugherty (2006) contributes to the discussion by examining two 

professions (physicians and attorneys) to draw out five characteristics of a profession: 

I. Both of these professions require mastery of an esoteric body of knowledge, which 

must be obtained through higher education; 

II. They both have a great deal of autonomy in their work where they make the decisions 

instead of taking orders from those who don’t have the knowledge that they have; 

III. Each one of these professions have a single unifying, formal organization recognized 

by state and/or federal government, which controls admission to these particular 

professions; 

IV. Both of these professions have a code of ethics and professional conduct that they 

must adhere to; and 

V. They both fulfill an important social function (p. 1). 

 

It could be said that to define the word ‘profession’ is to invite an argument (Neumann, 2019; 

Kreber, 2019). One can link the inconsistencies in the definitions of ‘profession’, however, to 

changing roles and requirements in society. The discussions about what establishes a 

profession can be reduced to three elements that form the basis of professional education: a 

skill to be applied in unforeseen circumstances, a theoretical knowledge base, and a public 

responsibility. Grace (2014) adds that the  

current conditions present professionals and professions with a test of occupational 

integrity. Either they will accept the role of being simply technical experts and 

efficient producers or deliverers of state specified outcomes or they will find the 
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moral courage to maintain a role (where necessary) of being also ‘critics and 

conscience of society’ (p. 25). 

 

Winch (2014) suggests that the ultimate goal of any profession should be about the 

development and enhancement of a professional’s “ability to reason, judge and act in 

complex and unpredictable work situations” (Winch, 2014, p. 58) no matter what the 

profession. 

3.0 PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION 

Since 1970s, professional education has played an essential role globally. The changes of the 

1970s in higher education and the technical revolution at that time formed a new demand for 

professionals such as engineers, scientists, and accountants, which, in turn, increased the 

amount of information students studying in these disciplines in higher education had to learn 

(Neumann, 2019; Kreber, 2019; Sarkisov, 2009). In addition, the advancement of ICTs 

further reinforced the ongoing separation between theoretical and procedural knowledge and 

made professional training more detailed (Sarkisov, 2009). With more technological 

adoption, professional education started struggling with the demands of economic and 

technical development which further led to a meaningful change in the system of professional 

education in Western societies in the 1970s (Sarkisov, 2009). Besides the influence of ICTs, 

changes to social and political structures also brought shifting views on education and its role 

in society – these represent a shift, which I argue is located in the knowledge dialectic. The 

role of education has been changed drastically; education has been directed along a path 

where more emphasis is placed on developing the technical specialities in higher education. 

This shift in itself adds to the changing meaning and understanding of what professional 

education is and represents. To shed light on the topic, the following questions are raised: 

what is professional education?; how are professionals trained or educated?; how do 

knowledge and capabilities change over time as a person becomes more expert?; and how 

does a professional acquire and attain a level of a specialised body of knowledge that is 

useful to society?. 

Most descriptions of, and measures for the term ‘profession’ include the notion of a 

‘profession’ or a ‘professional’ having an exclusive and specialised body of knowledge that is 

used in service to society (Neumann, 2019; Kreber, 2019; Eisenhauer, 1998). Professional 

education can be defined as a formalised approach where individuals acquire content 
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knowledge and also learn to apply the required techniques. For Hoberman and Mailick 

(1994), professional education means a formalised education “directed toward helping 

students acquire special competencies for diagnosing specific needs and for determining, 

recommending, and taking appropriate action” (p. 3).  

McGrath (cited in Dressel, 1968) lists four aims of professional education as follows: 

orientation to the profession; vocational flexibility; understanding of basic principles; and 

cultivation of professional attitudes and motivation (p. 54). In line with McGrath’s aims, 

Hoberman and Mailick (1994) stress that  

Professional education is also expected to socialize students in the ‘thought processes’ 

of the profession and to inculcate them with its customs, ethics, working relationships, 

and the behaviors expected from members of the profession…and are expected to 

have a great deal of autonomy in their jobs, to have a minimum supervision, and to 

make decisions on the basis of their own professional competence. (Hoberman and 

Mailick, 1994, pp. 3-4). 

 

 

Despite the extensive literature on professional education, some scholars find that the 

attention to professional education is limited; some scholars consider the topic to be 

undervalued in the field of higher education. For example, Stark et al. (1986) posit that “In 

spite of a significant literature in the various fields of professional education, the process of 

becoming educated in the professions has received limited attention” (p. 2). Rhoades (1991) 

notes that “professional education is a peripheral and devalued category in the general higher 

education literature, often characterized as overly narrow, specialized, and focused on skills 

and training versus general education” (p. 151).  

 

In summary, with the argument still ongoing, it is worth recalling Hoberman and Mailick’s 

(1994) point that the ultimate priority of any professional education should be to educate 

students in the latest theory, research and skills; and at the basic level, professional education 

“should ensure general competence at an acceptable level in the entire field” of higher 

education (p. 10). 
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CHAPTER EIGHT  

NEW ZEALAND TERTIARY EDUCATION 

POLICY ANALYSIS (1900-2019) 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to identify and examine the hypothesised shift. From the 

second half/mid-to-late 19
th

 century until the mid-20
th

 century, there were two significant 

streams of post-secondary education in New Zealand: academic and non-academic. 

Academic education was delivered by universities and non-academic education was 

associated with polytechnics, industry-based training, and technical colleges. In recent 

decades, post-secondary education in New Zealand is known as tertiary education; in the 

United Kingdom, it is called further education; or continuing education in the United States 

and Australia. Tertiary education includes public universities, vocational schools, technical 

training institutes, private training establishments (PTEs), institutes of technology and 

polytechnics (ITPs), industry training organisations (ITOs), and Wānanga (Māori education). 

These institutions teach academic and non-academic courses ranging from community-

focused training, certificate courses, diplomas, undergraduate degrees all through to 

postgraduate research-based degrees. In New Zealand, these education streams are regulated 

within one Qualifications Framework (NZQF). 

In the last 20 years, many aspects of education in New Zealand have undergone a massive 

transformation in areas such as curriculum, qualifications, assessment, and teaching and 

learning (MOE, 2018). For the state to provide an essential educational route for students, 

governments have oscillated between a liberal education aimed at developing theoretical 

expertise with routes into the university, and vocational education, centred on developing 

students’ in specific procedural skills needed to prepare them for the future of work.  

In the following sections, I will examine the purposes and functions of tertiary education as 

they appear in various influential government policy documents (1900-2019). I will also 
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focus on how these policy reports have influenced the development of tertiary education in 

New Zealand and provide evidence for the knowledge dialectic (a contradiction between the 

humanistic and instrumental purposes of knowledge) argument I am proposing, and the 

development of tertiary education in New Zealand. Overall, the aim of this chapter is to show 

how the purpose of knowledge appears to have changed over time in New Zealand 

universities. 

2.0 LIBERAL EDUCATION AND THE PURPOSES OF TERTIARY 

EDUCATION IN NEW ZEALAND 

In New Zealand, in the mid-1980s, there was a significant restructuring of most aspects of 

state and economy that also greatly affected the society, particularly education. These 

changes have been explained extensively in the literature (Boston, Martin, Pallot & Walsh, 

1991; Boston 1995; Davis, Sullivan, & Yeatman, 1997; Codd, 2002; Roberts, 1998; Grey & 

Scott, 2012; Shore, 2010) but essentially consecutive New Zealand governments engaged in 

extensive tertiary education restructuring agendas post 1984 due to the increasing influence 

of neoliberalism. From a student angle, the primary outcome of the restructuring was the 

removal of free tertiary education. This era witnessed a noticeable transformation in how 

tertiary education would be viewed in terms of its purposes and structures/operations. This 

can be seen in various tertiary education documents released by governments between the 

1984 and 2019. Before the significant reform in 1984, the purpose of higher education was 

understood to provide personal, social, and cultural development as well as vocational 

pathways for interested students. Arguably, between 1990 and 2019, the purpose of tertiary 

education within New Zealand society has changed. It is now very much directed towards 

preparing students for jobs, increasing vocational programmes to meet the requirements of 

the industry and contributing to New Zealand’s economy (Shore, 2015; Wright & Shore, 

2017; Lewis & Shore, 2019). 

In contrast, traditional university education features a less utilitarian purpose; “it is a process 

designed to produce a fully educated person by providing knowledge that develops character 

and prepares individuals to be active citizens within their own societies” (Vanderleest, 1996, 

p. 3) (see chapter nine). This liberal type of education is not designed to provide training in 

the direction of specific vocations, although many university courses also provide this, for 

example those in medicine, engineering, and business studies. Nevertheless, the policy 

documents explored (1900-2019) indicate how the understanding of what university 
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education stands for has changed. Codd (2002), Shore (2010), and Grey and Scott (2012) 

argue that the strategies outlined in the post 1980 policy documents were based on the 

premise of economic gains to be derived from university education, and show the move of 

higher education from broadly liberal to more vocational. 

3.0 LIBERAL EDUCATION AND THE NEW ZEALAND GOVERNMENT 

POLICY REPORTS: 1900 – 2019 

Within New Zealand, universities are independent of government control (governed by 

university councils) but are publicly funded. However, through the application of policy and 

allocation of resources, the government has a great deal of influence over how the 

universities operate (Tertiary Education Commission (TEC), 2016). The fundamental aim of 

this chapter is to illustrate how the way knowledge is regarded and described has changed 

while using policy documents to illustrate this change. For example, the purposes of tertiary 

education outlined in the 1959 government-commissioned Parry Report identified the 

acquisition of knowledge for its own sake and increasing happiness in life. Fast forward to a 

more recent report, the Tertiary Education Strategy Report (2007; 2014-2019) and the 

purpose of tertiary education is to provide industrial and commercial interests with relevant 

skilled workers for the ‘knowledge economy’. 

From this point, subsequent sections will concentrate on describing the tertiary reforms in 

New Zealand between the 1900 until 2019. I will provide a summary of the more notable and 

significant reports during the period specified. In the reports, I am mainly interested in the 

shifts in the language used to describe knowledge as an indicator of the discursive shift away 

from academic knowledge to knowledge instrumentalism. I will focus more on the reports 

released after the 1980s which marked the turn towards neoliberalism, and the reorientation 

in the successive government tertiary education policies. The reform of universities during 

the 1980s as a result of neoliberalism and managerialism represents a shift that some would 

argue undermines a broader conception of education (Giroux et al., 1999; Shore, 2010), and 

increases the growth of vocational emphasis in tertiary education in New Zealand. These 

shifts will be traced in various government reports by highlighting the way tertiary education 

is described beginning with the University Degree Act 1904, David Starr Jordan Report 1907, 

and the New Zealand Royal Commission on University Education Report of 1925 where the 

state support for vocational education in tertiary education is clearly present. 
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3.1 THE UNIVERSITY DEGREE ACT PASSED (1904) 

In New Zealand, early university education provided to students followed a liberal approach, 

a type of education known to broaden the mind (Pollock, 2012). The power to grant 

vocational degrees (Medicine through University of Otago (established in 1869) and 

Engineering via the University of Canterbury) was allowed by the University Degree Act 

passed in 1904 (Archives New Zealand, 2009/2017). Upon commencement of University of 

Otago in 1871, subjects such as Classics and English Language and Literature, Mathematics 

and Natural Philosophy, and Mental and Moral Philosophy and Political Economy were 

taught. Also, mining was taught in 1872 onwards and in 1878, the School of Mines was 

established. Governed by the Senate Committee, the responsibility for setting the exams and 

conferring degrees was handled by the University of New Zealand, while the regional 

colleges were in charge of teaching (Pollock, 2012). Until 1939, to maintain high standards 

and equity, marking of examination scripts was carried out in the United Kingdom because 

the New Zealand University curriculum was modelled after the British model (Pollock, 

2012). During this period, the majority of the students enrolled on a part-time basis and fees 

were charged, although the government provided limited bursaries. So, students had to work 

and study at the same time. Admission was open to everyone provided the prospective 

students could pass the entrance examination administered by the University of New Zealand 

(Pollock, 2012). 

3.2 DAVID STARR JORDAN REPORT (1907) 

In 1907, David Starr Jordan, President of Leland Stanford University visited New Zealand. 

Not long after his arrival, he produced the Starr Jordan Report. In the report, he considers 

matters such as the examination system, the administration of the colleges, the courses of 

study, and the status of teachers (McLintock, 1966a). Jordan's report also provides 

recommendations to improve the identified faults within the system. Following the report, in 

1910, a University Reform Association was created and managed by a group of professors 

from the University of Victoria College (Campbell, 1941). The Reform Association 

recommendations are similar to Jordan's suggestions. 

As to courses, he recommended the American majoring system—at this time the 

requirements for the B.A. degree were nine terms of study and passes in six subjects. 

As to other matters: the chairman of the professorial board ought to have greater 

powers in all academic concerns; the professor should have initiative in his own 
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department and his examination should be final; further, each professor should certify 

the work of each of his students and the Professorial Board should then finally certify 

to the University of New Zealand those recommended for degrees. Jordan also had 

something positive to say on a subject that, to this day, remains under constant 

discussion: “degrees should not be granted for extramural study” (McLintock, 1966a, 

p. 1). 

 

The University Reform Association also requested a Royal Commission into university 

matters while the “four university colleges worked to the same agreed syllabus in every 

subject” (Beeby, 1992, p. 53). 

3.3 THE NEW ZEALAND ROYAL COMMISSION ON UNIVERSITY 

EDUCATION REPORT (1925) 

Following the request of the University Reform Association, a Royal Commission was 

established in 1925. The introduction of the commission led to more reforms in the New 

Zealand tertiary education sector (McLintock, 1966b). The full inquiry into university 

education appears rigorous: it addresses issues from timetable scheduling, students’ 

representation, the standard of university education, the syllabus and more specific issues 

such as the dissolution and the restructuring of the University of New Zealand (UNZ) into 

four self-regulating universities (McLintock, 1966b). However, the University of Otago 

approved of reform, but not in support of the re-organisation of the University of New 

Zealand. One point worth noting in the report is the zero mention of the public purpose of the 

university. 

Within the report, the argument is evident as to what university education’s function should 

be – an education to serve both democratic and functional purposes. As such, the introduction 

of non-school/extracurricular/vocational education is seen as a solution to promote the 

functional role of the university education in society. Also, an added function of the 

university education is proposed - to train the social classes. At that time, skilled workers 

could not attend universities due to their jobs, and full-time work contracts were barriers to 

acquiring an education. In 1925, the nations’ student enrolment figure was 3,850 in total, 

comprising 54% part-time students and 32% full-time students, while 14% of students were 

attending teachers’ training college (Pollock, 2012). In support of vocational type of 

education, Sir Harry Reichel, Principal of the University College of North Wales, and Frank 
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Tate, Director of Education in Victoria, argue that “The great bulk of hand-workers in any 

community have not been, and cannot go, to the university. If, therefore, university training is 

to touch them, the university must go to them” (Reichel & Tate, 1925, p. 86). In summary, 

their argument calls for the university not only to meet the social needs of the people but also 

to meet the needs of the workers in the society. 

Resulting from the report of 1925, the continued discontent in the state of universities led to 

the publication of the Parry Report in 1959. This report reveals support for the continued 

democratic functions of university education. 

3.4 THE PARRY REPORT (1959): REPORT OF THE COMMITTEE ON 

NEW ZEALAND UNIVERSITIES 

The report of the Committee of New Zealand Universities (Parry Report) was produced in 

1959. The committee was asked to consider how the university should be structured, as well 

as to ask: what is the “role of the university in the New Zealand community” (Department of 

Education, 1959, p. 5 cited in Codd, 2002). Expanding on this, the report states “What role 

the universities should play in the New Zealand community will depend in large measure 

upon the kind of society New Zealand wants and is willing to pay for” (Parry, 1959, p. 7). 

Parry’s perception was that the university should play an essential role in New Zealand’s 

social, cultural, and economic development. 

According to the Parry Report, universities are “centres of independent thoughts; as 

guardians of the accumulated culture of the past; as social and scientific laboratories for the 

accumulation of new knowledge” (Department of Education, 1959, p. 10, quoted in Codd, 

2002). At the same time, the committee maintained that by increasing the human resources in 

New Zealand through education, the university makes a valuable addition to the economic 

development of the nation. While the emphasis on the role of the university education is 

directed towards the importance of economic development, the committee also states “we by 

no means think that this is more important than knowledge for its own sake and for increasing 

delight in life” (Department of Education, 1959, p. 17 quoted in Codd, 2002). It is evident 

that the Committee’s report recognises the fundamental liberal functions of university 

education. Parry argues that: 

New Zealand should introduce into university studies, or develop to a higher level, 

more of those subjects which have a direct bearing on New Zealand’s own life and 
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problems, which are designed to foster the growth of national self-understanding, and 

to increase delight in life […] If New Zealand wants to foster more, and more 

advanced, study of its own life and problems, then the universities will have to be 

equipped to carry out such study, much of it at the more expensive graduate level 

(Parry, 1959, p. 8). 

 

Similarly, the report highlights the benefits of acquiring vocational education but stresses the 

need for New Zealand to encourage the acquisition of a liberal education by a larger 

percentage of the populace. 

The country will clearly need an increasing number of the engineers, scientists, and 

technologists, the doctors and dentists, the lawyers and accountants, the teachers and 

extension workers whom it is the function of the universities to educate. But it will 

also gain a great deal economically if more use is made in public administration and 

business management of university graduates in the liberal arts and social sciences. 

For what is of primary importance in administration and management is the ability to 

think clearly, to exercise judgment, to express oneself with clarity and precision, and 

to see one’s professional text in the wider context of life. It is these qualities which 

the study of such subjects as history, philosophy, economics, and literature should 

foster (Parry, 1959, p.17). 

 

The report also recommends that New Zealand universities should be granted full autonomy 

and the University of New Zealand disestablished. It draws attention also to the shortage of 

staff, the shortage of graduates in a number of disciplines including teaching, and the poor 

state of the university buildings (McLintock, 1966c). Furthermore, the committee adds that 

“highly educated and imaginative” university-qualified citizens would be needed to advance 

New Zealand’s economic development (Picton, 1961, p. 23). In this regard, it suggests a 

partnership between employers and the non-university sector with their approval to proceed 

to workforce planning, but this suggestion was rejected (Butterworth & Tarling, 1994). 

Overall, the purpose and functions as set out in the Parry Report were taken up by 

government and remained in place until the early 1980s. 

In summary, one can argue that from the very beginning of universities in New Zealand until 

the 1980s, successive governments’ approached education in a way that upheld both the 
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intrinsic and extrinsic benefits of education for the citizens and the economy. As seen in the 

Parry Report, there was a strong push towards recognising the importance a university 

education plays in developing the economic arm of New Zealand, though the slogan 

education for all is very much the motto of government throughout this period. However, we 

should also note that the university before the 1980s is substantially different from today’s 

university. The institution before the 1980s has been described as a place characterised by 

elitism, inequality, racism, institutional unfairness, and chauvinism (Berg & Roche, 1997; 

McLaughlin, 2003).  

NEO-LIBERALISM IN THE NEW ZEALAND EDUCATION SYSTEM 

This section gives an account of the dominant neoliberal ideologies that appear in New 

Zealand education policy reports from 1984 – 2019 in order to illustrate the shift in thinking 

regarding the purpose of university education and investigate the government’s post-1980 

radical shift away from its long-standing liberal principles. 

In 1984, a Labour government was elected and began a radical transformation in all aspects 

of state and economy. The changes led the way to a radically altered field of education. As 

noted by Snook et al., (1999), 

The Treasury, in a Brief to the incoming government (1987), set out a new approach 

to education which stressed the centrality of economic rather than ‘educational’ 

objectives. Treasury feared the latter for they might be at variance with the 

government’s economic objectives: ‘Formal education is unavoidably part of the 

market economy’ and government must therefore be concerned about the 

‘effectiveness and “profitability” of its expenditure’ (p. 2). 

 

Before 1984 and the introduction of neo-liberalism, the idea of a ‘free’ market was not 

evident in relation to the New Zealand tertiary education sector. Olsen (2002) argues that 

where the conditions for a ‘free’ market do not exist, it is the government’s “role in creating 

the appropriate market by providing the conditions, laws and institutions necessary for its 

operation” (Olssen, 2002, p. 59). So, in New Zealand, after the post-1984 policy document 

reports, the government began a new push towards a ‘free’ market operating model for 

universities. Universities were to be seen as businesses, students as consumers, education as a 

product to be purchased, and academics as managers of knowledge. The ‘free’ market idea 
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has been widely criticised by many authors in New Zealand (see, for example, Roberts, 1998; 

Kelsey, 1995) as it is seen as taking away the civic and egalitarian roles of the universities, 

threatening the independence of research, and turns tertiary education into a sale of 

qualifications and vocational skills for work (Peters, 1999; Olssen, 2002; Kelsey, 2002). 

Nevertheless, a market approach has remained dominant in tertiary education restructuring. 

In the following sections, key government policies, documents, and reports will be assessed 

to identify the gradual turn away from the tenet of liberal education and the traditional 

functions of universities in New Zealand more broadly. 

3.5 THE NEW ZEALAND TREASURY UPDATE (1984) 

Around the 1960s, the New Zealand Treasury added another responsibility to their traditional 

core role – financial management that came to be called economic management. Twenty 

years after, the nature of economic management changed radically as the idea of governments 

directly controlling the economy weakened due to the spread of ‘free’ market ideas. “To 

varying degrees, economists, officials and politicians returned to the idea that economic 

decision-making should be left to the individuals, firms and state-owned businesses that made 

up the economy rather than ‘second guessed’ by government” (McKinnon, 2012, p. 3). 

In the 1984 Briefing to the Incoming [Labour] Government, the New Zealand Treasury can 

be seen as adopting a neo-liberal position. Regarding the allocation of tertiary sector 

resources, the Treasury reveals a view of tertiary education as a private good because there is 

always an opportunity cost to the provider. As such, the government should not be 

responsible for its funding. 

Strong social policy reasons cannot readily be established for the direct government 

supply of tertiary services largely free at the point of consumption. Private education 

choices at this level are discretionary investment or consumption decisions (that is, 

tertiary education is more a private than a public good), since the individual users 

capture most of the benefits of higher education in their own higher lifetime earnings 

or increased utility. (New Zealand Treasury, 1984, p. 268). 

 

Berg and Roche (1997, p. 152) highlight how the language in Treasury identifies ideologies 

influencing government and its intended direction for tertiary education: 
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The Treasury's adoption of market-speak to situate education in the realm of 'private 

... choice' or 'discretionary investment or consumption decisions', as 'private goods' 

available for 'capture' by individual consumers, signified a shift from Keynesian 

values to the economic rationalism and individualism of neo-liberal ideologies based 

on theories of Public Choice, Human Capital (Hughs & Lauder, 1991; Fitzsimmons & 

Peters, 1994), and New Public Management (Fitzsimmons, 1995). 

 

While the briefing did not mention anything in particular about the liberal and vocational 

forms of education, McLaughlin (2003) argues that the briefing focused more intensely on 

issues relating to student financing and access, and funding to tertiary providers. The 

underlying rationale is that education provides the human resources needed for the economy. 

To traditional liberal advocates, such views are against the democratic functions of attaining 

tertiary education. Butterworth and Butterworth (1998) note that despite Treasury’s position 

on tertiary education, the sector experienced little policy change at that time. But, the market 

approach to education intensified from 1987. 

3.6 THE NEW ZEALAND TREASURY UPDATE (1987) 

Following the 1984 Treasury briefing, another Treasury briefing was submitted to the 

incoming [Labour] government in 1987, and the neoliberal economic approach is even more 

evident. According to Olssen (2002, p. 58):  

The changes to education which took place were motivated by the adherence of the 

groups most centrally involved - the Fourth Labour Government, the New Zealand 

Treasury and the New Zealand State Services Commission - to perspectives on the 

state, economy and education which differed fundamentally from those that had held 

sway under the period of the welfare state. 

 

The market orientation was seen in the previous Treasury report and, based on the 

recommendations in Treasury’s 1987 briefing, the Labour Government instigated a large 

number of policies designed to improve the nation’s economic performance (McLaughlin, 

2003). 

In line with the Labour Government’s goal, New Zealand changed 
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…from more or less free tertiary education and relatively universal student 

allowances to a situation where fees are charged to students, student allowances are 

highly targeted by income, and student loans are widely used. Government policy 

moved from subsidising a smaller number of students at a higher rate—often referred 

to as an elite system—to subsidising a larger number of students at a lower amount 

per student—often referred to as a mass system of tertiary education (McLaughlin, 

2003, pp. 13-14). 

 

In the 1987 Treasury briefing, the purpose and functions of tertiary education was examined 

in great depth. The purposes were divided into four areas for review: integration, fulfilment, 

economic, and custodial. Distinctively, integration is described as follows: 

The integration function of education at tertiary level lies not so much in integrating 

the individual with the norms and values of wider society but in enabling the 

individual to integrate with a particular class or group within that society; for example 

to have the knowledge and style appropriate to a university graduate, to have the 

norms, values and personal contacts of a medic and so forth. Those who are, or seek 

to be, integrated with a group which does not define itself wholly or in part through 

educational qualification, for example the iwi for a Maori person, the local rugby club 

or whatever, may therefore find little value in this aspect of tertiary education and 

may indeed experience it as posing a choice-gaining integration with group X at the 

expense of losing integration with group Y. Those with parents of higher socio-

economic status are more likely to experience the integration function of education as 

a bonus-the gateway to the groups with which they wish to integrate-whilst those with 

parents of lower socio-economic status or belonging to ethnic cultures are more likely 

to experience it as a cost or barrier (The New Zealand Treasury, 1987, p. 162). 

 

The fulfilment function of education is seen as a means of  

meeting the personal requirements of those seeking tertiary education. This may lie in 

the pursuit of knowledge or wisdom as an end it itself - the traditional image of the 

scholar - or in the participation and enjoyment of all that the tertiary institution has to 

offer - perhaps the traditional image of the university student. (The New Zealand 

Treasury, 1987, p. 162). 
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While the economic function of education looms large at tertiary level, it also seems to be 

vocationally driven, 

Tertiary courses may be specific, for instance mechanical engineering, or even 

tailored to a highly specific element within a particular vocation, for example 

networking of brand X computers; they may be required for a particular vocation, for 

example accountancy, nursing; they may be directed toward, but neither sufficient nor 

necessary for, a particular vocation, for example commerce; or they may be fairly 

general with any vocational element only likely to appear at a higher level of study, 

for example many arts degree courses. Certification of successful completion of a 

vocationally specific course is certification of the possession of those particular skills 

and hence of competence to begin working in that particular type of job (The New 

Zealand Treasury, 1987, p. 163). 

 

The custodial function of education is not that important because, by the time individuals 

reach the tertiary level, the custodial function would have disappeared. 

Within the Treasury brief, the integration and fulfilment purposes are seen as meeting the 

needs of tertiary education stakeholders – education for all. I presume this same information 

applies to vocational courses which I contemplate is in contrast with the concept of a 

vocation. 

There are potential conflicts between the fulfilment, integration and economic 

functions. Where the economic function is discharged through highly vocational 

courses, there may be little importance attached to the fulfilment and integration 

functions, thus individuals are there to study a particular discipline, for example 

computing, not to enjoy themselves or learn of, or be recruited into, the mores of 

some elite (The New Zealand Treasury, 1987, p. 163). 

 

While the government presented its tertiary education aims as social, cultural, and economic 

goals, one can argue that the greater emphasis is directed towards economic gain and 

preparing the future workers for industries. Most interestingly, the report indirectly suggests 

that the government should not finance those subject areas that are not in direct support of the 

economic function through vocation education because its benefit is directed towards the 
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individual. Individuals, therefore, should be responsible for the costs if they are interested in 

the course. 

The benefits from the discharge of the fulfilment and integration functions will be 

largely captured by the individuals educated. It may be argued that society will benefit 

from more informed, more culturally appreciative individuals but in practice those 

who feel the benefits are precisely those who are more informed etc. (The New 

Zealand Treasury, 1987, p. 165). 

 

Berg and Roche (1997, p. 152) highlight the Treasury’s advice to government by arguing that 

… ‘education can be analysed in a similar way to any other service’ (p. 2), and 

further, that ‘education shares the main characteristics of other commodities traded in 

the market place’ (p. 33). According to the Treasury, knowledge was best 

conceptualised as a commodity and universities should be viewed as ‘profit centres’ 

(p. 193) which ‘through their economic and research functions feed the New Zealand 

economy’ (p. 169). 

 

Overall, Treasury, in their 1987 briefing, proposes that tertiary education should promote 

economic gains. This is in tension with the idea of the egalitarian function of education which 

had been more prominent in education thinking in New Zealand up to that point in time. 

Although there is no direct mention or attack on liberal subjects, Berg and Roche (1997) add 

that the policy direction of the 1980s was problematic and, thus, worrisome to some 

academics in the universities because of its narrowed approach. 

3.7 THE HAWKE REPORT (1988) 

The Report on Post Compulsory Education and Training (PCET), also known as ‘the Hawke 

Report’, was commissioned in 1988 by the Fourth Labour Government after their successful 

1987 re-election. The working group that produced the report was chaired by Professor Gary 

Hawke, Director of the Institute of Policy Studies, Victoria University, and also included key 

figureheads from the affected government departments. The job of the working group at that 

time was “to give advice on the present and possible future role of tertiary education in the 

social and economic life of New Zealand and to provide a framework for policy action by the 

government” (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 20). 
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The Hawke Report recommended an expansion in tertiary education funding, changes to 

student participation and learning, increased independence for tertiary institutions, and the 

introduction of student loan scheme (Pollock, 2012; Roberts, 1999; Crawford, 2016). 

McLaughlin (2003) argues that “the recommended changes signalled a paradigm shift, one 

that still underpins the current approach to tertiary education policy and programmes” (p. 21). 

In more detail, the Hawke Report recommended: 

 More emphasis on private benefits of tertiary education but government [should] still 

[be] the primary funder of tertiary education; 

 Increase tuition fees for students and allow institutions to set fee levels; 

 Fund institutions based on the number of full-time equivalent students; 

 Treat funding of similar education at public tertiary institutions (universities, 

polytechnics, and colleges of education) as similarly as possible; 

 Support a student loan programme with income-contingent repayment; and 

 Help disadvantaged students by paying fees rather than using loans (McLaughlin, 

2003, p. 21). 

 

Also, the issue of under-representation of some groups of society was addressed in the report. 

McLaughlin (2003) points out that: 

The Labour government’s policy recommendations also included a variety of 

measures to increase representation of under-represented groups in tertiary education, 

such as the fee subsidy for low-income students, special funding allocations for equity 

objectives, institutional charters with equity targets, corporate plans with programmes 

to achieve equity targets, and possible funding for courses to attract under-represented 

groups (p. 21). 

 

The government of the day approved many of the recommendations suggested in the Hawke 

Report, abandoned the long-established policy of free education, and announced a set fee of 

$1250 for the 1990 academic year increasing to $1300 in 1991 (McLaughlin, 2003) which 

now seem modest. However, there was a fee subsidy available to disadvantaged students or 
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students from low-income homes which further set the average fee across all full-time 

students to $850 (Roberts, 1999). In the report, the most progressive recommendations 

concentrated on post-compulsory education and suggested the setting up of other educational 

paths for teenagers after completing the compulsory schooling (compulsory schooling age at 

that time is 15) (Middleton, 2013). 

In October 1990, a National Government took over from Labour, and some of the proposed 

remaining recommendations in the Hawke Report were implemented. However, finding a 

balance between public and the private tertiary education funding was a significant point of 

focus when the National Government’s education policy was introduced in 1991. This 

marked the beginning of a further reform period (1990-2000) (Crawford, 2016). At that time 

(1990), the government moved further towards a market-driven approach. Part of National’s 

tertiary education policy goal was to introduce new accountability and management strategies 

in polytechnics and universities while gradually reducing the state’s resourcing of tertiary 

education (Roberts, 1999). Most of the Labour Government’s policies or policy proposals 

were either changed or not implemented. For example, the under-representation 

recommendations and the implemented strategy of fee subsidy for low-income students. 

The National-led recommendations and objectives introduced in July 1991 are summarised as 

follows: 

 Eliminate Labour’s tuition fee of $1,300 and allow institutions to set their own fees 

based on EFTS
8
 (equivalent full-time students). Also eliminate the means-tested fee 

subsidy (grant) for low-income students; 

 Introduce the Study Right policy, which provided a larger payment to institutions for 

welfare beneficiaries and students who went on to tertiary education before the age of 

22 to encourage institutions to attract these students; 

 Target allowances for students under 25 based on parental income to provide 

assistance to those most in need; and 

 Create a student loan programme with income-contingent repayment through the tax 

system, to be up and running in 1992. 

                                                           
8 EFTS is an acronym that stands for Equivalent Full-Time Student. Funding for course in Faculties is allotted according to the number of 

EFTS generated by the number of student enrolments (https://uoa.custhelp.com/app/answers/detail/a_id/4343/~/calculating-your-efts) 

for more information. 
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 Introducing the efficiency of the market, making institutions more innovative and 

responsive to the  market, opening up the market to new private sector providers, 

increasing student participation, and constraining government costs were the main 

objectives guiding policy in the early 1990s (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 22). 

 

The fee-setting autonomy granted to the institutions opened up the tertiary education market 

to new private sector providers, and the ongoing balance issue between the public and the 

private funding continues to be a subject of debate (Crawford, 2016). 

3.8 THE TODD TASK FORCE REPORT (1994) 

Despite the move towards a market approach and steady increase in the cost of tertiary 

education, the number of people participating in tertiary education continued to rise 

(McLaughlin, 2003). The National Government continued to monitor the tertiary allocation 

and spending carefully, and commissioned a report on the tertiary resourcing issue, and the 

economic efficiency of the tertiary sector (McLaughlin, 2003). The Todd Task Force Report 

was published in May 1994 and was chaired by Jeff Todd, a senior partner at the professional 

services firm PricewaterhouseCoopers. The report advises that “all New Zealanders would 

require tertiary education and training in the 21st century” (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 23). To 

meet that demand, the report recommended the expansion of private training establishments 

(PTEs) through public funding, the continuation of the equivalent full-time student (EFTS) 

funding system strategy, and that the government continue to grant the tertiary institutions 

autonomy. Also, the report recommended that the student contribution be increased to 25% of 

the total cost (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 23). During the mid-1990s, student enrolment continued 

to rise as new programmes and institutions were introduced to the tertiary sector, and 

polytechnics also created degree programmes to meet the needs of the society. In 1998, four 

years after the publication of the Todd report, a White Paper followed. 

3.9 THE TERTIARY EDUCATION WHITE PAPER (1998) 

In 1997, another major tertiary education policy review was carried out under the leadership 

of Wyatt Creech – Minister of Education in the National Government. In September of the 

same year, a discussion paper was released to obtain the public’s suggestions on the future 

policy directions of tertiary education. McLaughlin (2003) argues that “The paper set out the 

government’s thinking on changes to tertiary education with the goal of developing a final 
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government position on changes after receiving public feedback” (p. 23). Following the 

discussion paper, the final White Paper was released in November 1998 titled Tertiary 

Education in New Zealand: Policy Direction for the 21st Century (MOE, 1998). 

It is evident in the report that one of the government’s aims was to try and review the impact 

of market-driven approaches introduced to New Zealand’s tertiary education sector from the 

late 1980s as promoted by the Treasury briefings (Peters and Robert, 1999). The report also 

endorses the importance of tertiary education to New Zealanders by arguing that such 

education would be needed more and more throughout a citizen’s lifetime to achieve 

economic and social goals (McLaughlin, 2003). McLaughlin says the White Paper pointed 

out  

some areas where improvements were needed to make the system operate more 

effectively, including more and better information for students, providers, and 

government, improved accountability, governance for institutions, quality assurance 

and audit, and some changes in research funding. Providing information for informed 

decision making, building in safeguards for accountability, and helping governance 

and capacity building are important components of a competitive, demand-driven 

model. The original National proposals to unleash market forces neglected to pay 

enough attention to these factors as they opened the system up to new rules and ways 

of operating (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 24). 

 

The review also considered whether to treat public and private education providers separately 

for funding purposes (Green, 2005). Despite the number of improvements outlined in the 

report, the public’s concern was on the continued strong neoliberal approach. Reinforcing the 

views of the public, Kelsey (2002) argues that the motive behind the tertiary institutions 

funding changes was to promote privatisation, while Peters and Roberts (1999, p. 5) add that 

the restructuring of the university councils and the governance of the sector assigned to the 

Ministry of Education was a move to “undermine academic freedom and institutional 

autonomy”. 

Another point worth stressing is the absence of criticism of vocational education in the report. 

Although this is not surprising as most of the language used in the White Paper is similar to 

the language of the Treasury briefings. Within the report, it was repeatedly stated that the 
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value of tertiary education is for employment, and also for the growth of the economy while 

the social and cultural purposes of tertiary education were downplayed. 

People participate in tertiary education for different purposes, including obtaining 

qualifications for employment, working at the leading edge in research, or increasing 

personal knowledge and understanding. The most appropriate approach for academic 

programmes in tertiary education is 'fitness for purpose' (MOE, 1998, p. 21). 

 

The White Paper stresses that it is not part of the government’s job description to say which 

tertiary education is suitable for a student, and that a criterion of any educational resourcing 

policy “should not bias students' decisions towards one type of course or institution over 

others” (MOE, 1998, p. 6). Overall, what this extended discussion of successive policy 

reports does show is that the language of neoliberalism has seeped into the language used. 

However, this does not mean the triumph of economic criteria over the traditional ones. 

3.10 THE TERTIARY EDUCATION STRATEGY REPORT (2002-2007) 

In 1999, the fifth Labour Government moved swiftly to establish the Tertiary Education 

Advisory Commission (TEAC) to advise on: the strategic policy direction for tertiary 

education growth; how to increase partnership and co-operation across tertiary education; 

how to reinforce the relationship between the community and the economy;  the contribution 

each form of tertiary education could make; and the fundamental principles to the 

governments’ financial resourcing for tertiary education (Boston, 2002). Within 18 months, 

TEAC had published four reports: Shaping a Shared Vision (July 2000); Shaping the System 

(February 2001); Shaping the Strategy (July 2001); and Shaping the Funding Framework 

(November 2001). The results made up what was called the Tertiary Education Strategy 

(TES) 2002-2007 (TEC, 2002). The TES 2002 - 2007 aim was to “ensure better alignment of 

the tertiary education sector with national priorities in return for funding” (Crawford, 2016, p. 

8). 

The TES 2002 - 2007 priorities statement includes maintaining the competitive nature of the 

tertiary education system, as well as shaping funding resourcing with a more controlled 

methodology (McLaughlin, 2003). Critics argue that the system is too competitive and not 

appropriately aligned with New Zealand’s social and economic needs. TEAC responded to 

the critics by suggesting the following recommendations: 
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 Create a Tertiary Education Commission to regulate, fund, and monitor the 

performance of the tertiary sector; 

 Develop a tertiary education strategy document; 

 Use new regulatory instruments—institutional charters and profiles and desirability 

tests—to help steer the system towards the goals of the strategy; 

 Continue institutional autonomy to set tuition fees but keep them at an affordable 

level; 

 Develop a new funding formula with research and teaching separate; 

 Create centres of research excellence and a performance-based research fund; and 

 Create an adult and community education fund (McLaughlin, 2003, p. 26). 

 

Even though the TES 2002 – 2007 retained many market-driven strategies, many of its aims 

were centred on increased access, student support, equity, student learning, and opportunities 

in education (McLaughlin, 2003). Further, the universities’ demand for increased autonomy 

was mentioned in the report, but the strategies recommended did not plan to “reduce 

institutional autonomy” (Crawford, 2016, p. 8). Instead, the “intention was to define broad 

directions that would ‘steer’ the system while allowing self-government within those 

parameters. In effect, in return for government funding, institutions were expected to deliver 

on government expectations” (Crawford, 2016, p. 8). 

Finally, within the TES 2002 – 2007, liberal education is seen to be supplying what is termed 

‘generic skills’. According to the TEC (2002, p. 46), generic skills are described as 

“interpersonal skills, adaptability, critical thinking, creative and problem-solving skills, 

[which] are central to people’s participation in and contribution to a knowledge society”. 

Interestingly, it was stated that generic skills are to be determined by commercial interests, 

which in turn signifies a vocational or instrumental direction. Part of the goal of TES 2002 – 

2007 is that “[tertiary sector] providers will regularly survey local industry groups to 

determine the generic skills they require” (TEC, 2002, p. 44).  



 

158 
 

3.11 THE TERTIARY EDUCATION STRATEGY REPORT (2007-2012) 

Tertiary education is a significant strategic investment in New Zealand’s social, cultural, and 

economic wellbeing into the future. Together with research funding, the government spends 

$4 billion yearly on tertiary education. The Tertiary Education Strategy 2007 – 2012 (TES 

2007 – 2012) is the second tertiary education strategy to be published, and it communicates 

the government’s expectations and priority statements for New Zealand’s tertiary education 

sector for that period. The TES 2007 – 2012 strategy report provides direction for the TEC’s 

investment decisions, acting as a reference point for policy setting, and also serving as the 

link between the sector and the government. 

The first strategy report took an inclusive approach to increasing diversity in tertiary 

education. The TES 2007 – 2012 continues with the earlier strategy of “inclusive direction 

but sharpens the focus. The focus is much more explicitly on what the government expects 

the tertiary education system to contribute and the priority outcomes for action in the 

immediate future” (MOE, 2008, p. 3). This expectation involves reinforcing the push towards 

vocational opportunities, which in turn are understood to promote economic gains amongst 

other benefits. Within the report, one of the strategies for creating stronger relationships 

between the communities and the tertiary education system further strengthens my argument 

regarding the vocational pathway that successive governments have been taking. The report 

outlines three critical priority areas: 

 Connections to improve quality and relevance of education and knowledge;  

 Connections to improve economic transformation; 

 Connections to support social, cultural, and environmental outcomes.  

The first appears at first glance to acknowledge the primary democratic function of higher 

education, but further reading reveals that it reiterates the need for government pressure on 

tertiary education providers to continue to meet the needs of the industries; 

Educators connecting more effectively with employers in course design and delivery 

will help ensure that teaching and learning are relevant to employers’ needs and equip 

students with the broad competencies they need to be productive, adaptable workers 

in a knowledge economy (TEC, 2007, p. 11) 
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The second critical priority area is centred on the economic profits of tertiary education, 

while the third focuses on the non-economic benefits of tertiary education: “[advances] 

political participation, health and nutrition, and women’s empowerment; strengthens 

institutions—such as civil society organizations, governments, and public services—and 

positively impacts social norms and attitudes toward concepts such as democracy and 

environmental protection” (Schendel, McCowan & Oketch, 2014). Another priority outcomes 

statement in the TES 2007 – 2012 report aims at supporting and promoting economic gains. 

“These priority outcomes statements signal where the government believes there should be 

increased effort, and in some cases investment, in order to achieve a shift in the system” 

(MOE, 2008, p. 3). These priority outcomes statements are: 

 Increased educational success for young New Zealanders – more achieving 

qualifications at level four and above by age 25; 

 Increased literacy, numeracy, and language levels for the workforce; 

 Increasing the achievement of advanced trade, technical and professional 

qualifications to meet regional and national industry needs; and 

 Improving research connections and linkages to create economic opportunities. 

(MOE, 2008, pp. 3-4). 

 

While one could argue that the Ministry’s statement ‘increasing educational success for 

young New Zealanders’ may not necessarily equate to the promotion of economic strategies, 

the TEC stresses the importance of the latter by suggesting that “Increasing the proportion of 

young people achieving qualifications at levels four and above will contribute to developing a 

workforce and society with the ability to meet the challenges of today and the future” (TEC, 

2007, p. 32). The underlying emphasis on the instrumental purposes of education is clearly 

evident in the TES 2007 – 2012 report. Tertiary providers are tasked to respond to the needs 

of the industry by providing skilled workers, yet the discussion on the fundamental purposes 

of tertiary education rarely appear in the report. 

3.12 THE TERTIARY EDUCATION STRATEGY REPORT (2014-2019) 

The Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment 

published the latest Tertiary Education Strategy (TES) 2014 – 2019 in March 2014. The 
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strategy indicates a shift toward a more outward-facing New Zealand tertiary education 

system with strong ties to the community, industry, and the global economy. The strategy 

document was prepared to guide the tertiary education sector and its users (learners and 

industries) in the direction of a more noticeable contribution to a more productive and 

competitive New Zealand (Tertiary Education Commission (TEC), 2014, p. 8). 

Within the report, the National Government’s long-term strategic direction for tertiary 

education focuses on “the need to build international relationships that contribute to improved 

competitiveness, support business and innovation through development of relevant skills and 

research and improve outcomes for all” (MOE, 2014b, p. 2). Six strategic priorities were 

released in the TES 2014-2019: “delivering skills for industry; getting at-risk young people 

into a career; boosting achievement of Māori and Pasifika; improving adult literacy and 

numeracy; strengthening research-based institutions; and growing international linkages 

(TEC, 2014, p. 8). 

While it is too early to conclude on the priorities outlined in this report as the priorities 

described are still evolving, there is still evident a strong push towards economic gains as one 

of the core benefits to be derived from tertiary education. Overall, the National governments’ 

tertiary education strategy remains strong on the economic functions with little or no 

consideration given to the social or environmental outcomes as is evident in the words of the 

Ministry: 

This government has a strong focus on improving the economic outcomes from 

tertiary education and research. The improved economic outcomes for New Zealand 

will also support society to achieve broader benefits and individuals to develop as 

confident, creative, and culturally enriched good citizens (Ministry of Education, 

2014, p. 7).  

 

In the report section that expands on the outcomes (economic, environmental, and social), 

one can see the government’s instrumental intentions through the emphasis on the 

‘development of skills’ while the intrinsic functions of tertiary education appear as an ‘add-

on’ or subsidiary of economic outcomes. 

Economic outcomes - Effective tertiary education means improved economic 

outcomes for New Zealand and its regions and industries. It contributes to growth 
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through labour productivity, effective public services, and providing opportunities for 

all. This strategy focuses in particular on the economic benefits that result from 

tertiary education, and therefore on employment, higher incomes and better access to 

skilled employees for business as critical outcomes of tertiary education. Over the 

period of this strategy, there will be further development of employment, income and 

business measures. Better performance in these areas will also bring other benefits, as 

people gain the skills and knowledge they need to more fully and effectively 

participate in workplaces, society, and the community; 

 

Environmental outcomes - An effective society will deliver improved environmental 

outcomes. The tertiary education sector contributes to these better outcomes by 

providing individuals and communities with the skills and knowledge to recognise the 

importance of maintaining the integrity of ecosystems and of wisely managing natural 

resources for current and future generations; and 

 

Social outcomes - Tertiary education provides individuals and communities with the 

opportunity to improve their own social outcomes by gaining the skills they need to 

become successful and productive citizens. These skills also promote social cohesion 

and democratic values and support all New Zealanders from all backgrounds to live in 

a prosperous, safe, and equal society (Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 7). 

 

Arguments presented in the TES 2014 - 2019 addressed vocational education as part of the 

tertiary education setting for the first time, and the ‘industry’ training system is also referred 

to 30 times, which would suggest that the move to iterate the economic move further. 

In summary, we can see the shift in tertiary education purpose recorded in various 

government policy documents over time. Early policy documents in New Zealand viewed the 

function of education as serving democracy as well as to contribute to the economy (nation 

building). Today, it is a different scenario, and, according to Barnett (1994) and Shore 

(2010), the shift has been a long-term process, and knowledge is valued more today as a 

commercial product rather than for its intrinsic purposes – the knowledge dialectic. Grace 

(2014) suggests that “what we are witnessing in contemporary society is an attempted market 

culture colonisation of all forms of social service...Knowledge itself is being reconstructed as 

a commodity…that can be traded like any other commodity in the global economy” (p. 23). 
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With the development of the ‘knowledge economy’ discourse in tertiary education strategic 

documents from the late 1990s through the early 2000s and thereafter, the purpose of tertiary 

education has been increasingly defined as instrumental. Policies are now openly steered in 

the direction of the vocational functions of tertiary education, and the economic gains are said 

to accrue to the individual student. 

By participating in tertiary education, individuals will acquire skills and abilities that 

enable them to perform more effectively, hence more productively, within the labour 

market. Consequently, individuals who gain higher levels of knowledge will 

contribute indirectly to the competitive prosperity of a knowledge economy and will 

be rewarded directly by higher levels of personal income (Codd, 2002, p. 37). 

 

Also, many commentators (Shore, 2010; Furedi, 2010; Codd, 2002) argue that education has 

been replaced by a narrow instrumentalist ideology that has weakened the educational 

importance of personal development and social change.  

The university has become less a place of broad educational and personal 

development, through an interactive process deemed valuable in itself, and more a 

place in which knowledge is viewed as a commodity, picked up by those who pass 

through in acquiring the latest technical competences and analytical capacities 

(Barnett, 1994, p. 13). 

 

The shift in focus to the technical knowledge of professionals from than broader educational 

aims has resulted in the notion of economic solutions as the only right way to tackle human 

challenges in various aspects of life. In New Zealand’s educational system, this leads to 

extreme measures of performance and the so-called ‘objectivity’ and ‘independence’ of the 

external setters and observers of ‘standards’ (Codd, 1997). In the context of this restricted 

technocratic approach to educational outcomes, the core educational question that must be 

asked is: what kind of mindset is being developed for the future - liberal humanist or 

instrumentalist? 
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CHAPTER NINE  

PRESENTATION OF EMPIRICAL 

FINDINGS: KNOWLEDGE IN THE NEW 

ZEALAND UNIVERSITY 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to examine and understand what I argue is a knowledge dialectic 

- a tension between the humanistic and instrumental purposes of knowledge in the New 

Zealand University; and to investigate whether the hypothesised creative tension exists, and 

if so, to ask what its features are as revealed in the literature and in interviews with the 

selected study participants (see chapter one). This chapter presents the findings from the 

interviews carried out from April to June 2018. The data gathered during the interviews 

revealed a number of themes related to the research questions (see table 2) and the findings 

are discussed under thematic headings. The main finding is that the participants did 

acknowledge the creative tension but to varying degrees in the five interdependent 

dimensions identified in chapter one. These are: knowledge, the university, precarity, 

instrumentalisation, and the knowledge shift. 

The interviews were semi-structured and focused on the key research question (see chapter 

one) which was to examine the hypothesised tension between humanistic and instrumental 

purposes of knowledge in the university.  

The research guiding questions included asking participants about: 

 Is the hypothesised tension currently manifesting itself within the university (if they 

perceive there is a tension)? If so, how? 

 What are the sources and nature of these forces which have influenced knowledge in 

the university? 
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 What might the long-term implications be for the balance between the two knowledge 

forms (theoretical/procedural) and two types of education (liberal/vocational) in the 

university? 

The interview questions were arranged using five categories to assist with consistency; clarity 

and structure during the interview process (see Appendix C for more information). 

 Background information about the participant 

 The participant’s perception of the role of the university in New Zealand 

 The participant’s perception of the role of knowledge in the university in New 

Zealand 

 The participant’s perception of the role of economic influences in the university in 

New Zealand. 

 The participant’s academic experiences 

2.0 DATA COLLECTION 

INTERVIEWS: 

I conducted interviews with nine academics (one university vice-chancellor, one university 

provost, one tertiary education union president, one emeritus professor, three professors and 

one associate professor). Eight participants agreed to be identified by name and position. One 

participant, who wished to remain anonymous, is referred to as Professor A (see table 1 for 

the summary of participants). The study participants were chosen purposefully based on their 

diverse experience and knowledge of the university in New Zealand. The semi-structured 

interview approach allowed me to gain valuable information on specific issues related to the 

research topic. As a method for obtaining data, interviews afford a means to obtain rich and 

deep understanding of the experiences, motivations, views, beliefs, and understandings of 

participants (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008). 

Each interview lasted about one and a half hours and was recorded using a digital recorder 

and later transcribed by me. The interview transcript was shared with the participants who 

were then given the opportunity to edit their script. Three participants (Professor 

McCutcheon, Professor Larner and Professor Rowe) made a few alterations to the initial 

transcript. 
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TABLE 1: Participants 

Name and Title Discipline Codename 

Professor Stuart 

McCutcheon 

University Senior 

Management 

PMcC 

Professor Wendy Larner Social Science PWL 

Professor Gary Hawke Economic History PGH 

Professor Cris Shore Social Anthropology PCS 

Professor Jonathan Boston Policy Studies PJB 

Professor Gerard Rowe Electrical and Computer 

Engineering 

PGR 

Associate Professor Craig 

Marshall 

Biochemistry APCM 

Dr Sandra Grey Political Science DSG 

Professor A Educational Philosophy PA 

 

3.0 INTRODUCING THE PARTICIPANTS (SUMMARY): 

3.1 PROFESSOR STUART MCCUTCHEON 

Stuart McCutcheon completed a Bachelor's degree in Agricultural Science with first-class 

honours at Massey University and took up the position of lecturer while completing a PhD in 

metabolic physiology. He was a postdoctoral fellow at Cornell University, New York, and 

also the recipient of a Harkness Fellowship. Professor McCutcheon was appointed Head of 

the Department of Animal Science at Massey University and served as the Assistant Vice-

Chancellor (Research) there before becoming the Deputy Vice-Chancellor. He later joined 

Victoria University of Wellington as the Vice-Chancellor and served four years. He has 

published widely in the areas of endocrinology and metabolic physiology during his career. 

In 2005, Professor McCutcheon joined the University of Auckland as the Vice-Chancellor 

and Chief Executive – the position held during the period of the study. As the Vice-
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Chancellor, he is the head of the university and is accountable for providing academic 

leadership as well as effective management, and for championing strategic planning and 

directing resource allocation. Also in his capacity as the Vice-Chancellor, Professor 

McCutcheon chairs the university's research commercialisation company known as Auckland 

UniServices Limited.  

3.2 PROFESSOR WENDY LARNER 

Wendy Larner completed a Bachelor of Social Science (BSocSci) at the University of 

Waikato, a Master of Arts (MA) at the University of Canterbury and a PhD at the University 

of Carleton as a Canadian Commonwealth Scholar. Currently, she is a provost at Victoria 

University of Wellington and the president of the Royal Society Te Aparangi. She publishes 

as a social scientist, and her research is in interdisciplinary areas such as governance, 

globalisation, and gender. Professor Larner is a recipient of the Victoria Medal from the 

Royal Geographical Society and also a recipient of an Innovation and Science award from the 

Women of Influence Awards (https://www.womenofinfluence.co.nz). She has held academic 

positions both in New Zealand and abroad. Professor Larner is a Fellow of the Academy of 

Social Sciences (United Kingdom) and a Fellow of the New Zealand Geographical Society. 

3.3 PROFESSOR GARY HAWKE 

Gary Hawke gained a Bachelor of Arts (BA Hons), and a Bachelor of Commerce (BCom) at 

Victoria University of Wellington, and a DPhil at the University Oxford. He worked at 

Victoria University from 1968 until 2008, retiring as Head of the School of Government and 

Professor of Economic History after 40 years of service. Professor Hawke was a visiting 

fellow at Stanford University in the United States, All Souls’ College Oxford in the United 

Kingdom, and the Australian National University in Australia. He was a recipient of the 

NZIER-Qantas Prize in Economics, and he is a Companion of the New Zealand Order of 

Merit (CNZM) for his contributions to education and economics. Professor Hawke is a 

Fellow of the Royal Society of New Zealand, a Fellow of the Institute of Public 

Administration of New Zealand, a Distinguished Fellow of the New Zealand Association of 

Economists, and a member of the Academic Advisory Council of the Economic Research 

Institute for ASEAN and East Asia. 
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3.4 PROFESSOR CRIS SHORE
9
 

Cris Shore gained a Bachelor of Arts Honours degree in Anthropology and Geography from 

the University of Sussex in the United Kingdom, and also a DPhil in Social Anthropology 

from the same university. He was a professor of anthropology at the University of Auckland 

during the time he was interviewed for the study. Professor Shore has lectured at Perugia 

University in Italy, Oxford Brookes University, and Goldsmiths University in the United 

Kingdom. He has also held several visiting fellowships and professorships, including at 

Sussex, Aarhus, Bristol, Harvard University, University College London, University of 

Massachusetts Amherst, and the European University Institute in London. Professor Shore’s 

work spans several fields including Anthropology and public policy. He is an elected Fellow 

of the Royal Society of New Zealand, a member of New Zealand’s National Research 

Review panel for Social Sciences and was commissioned by Stanford University Press to edit 

a book series, ‘The Anthropology of Policy’. He was an invited Expert Evaluator for the EU 

Framework 7 research programme, Socio-Economic Sciences and Humanities Work 

Programme. 

3.5 PROFESSOR JONATHAN BOSTON 

Jonathan Boston completed a Bachelor of Arts (BA) and a Master of Arts (MA) at the 

University of Canterbury and a DPhil at the University of Oxford. He is Professor of Policy 

Studies at Victoria University of Wellington School of Government and has been there for 

over 30 years. Professor Boston has published extensively on a range of topics including 

public management, climate change policy, social policy, comparative government, and 

tertiary education policy. He was part of the Tertiary Education Advisory Commission team 

that helped design, implement and evaluate the Performance-Based Research Fund (PBRF). 

In 2014, Professor Boston was awarded a Fulbright Fellowship to carry out a study on 

‘Governing for the Future: Bringing Long-Term Policy Issues into Short-Term Political 

Focus’. He is currently working on a book called ‘The Good Society’. 

3.6 PROFESSOR GERARD ROWE 

Gerard Rowe started studying at the University of Auckland in 1975 and completed a 

Bachelor of Engineering degree (BE), Master of Engineering degree (ME), and a PhD in 

Electrical and Electronic Engineering there in 1978, 1980, and 1984 respectively. He is 

                                                           

9 Note: In this study, I use Professor Shore as a reference as well as a participant. 
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currently a Professor (Electrical and Computer Engineering) and serves as Deputy Dean 

(Academic) at the Faculty of Engineering. His disciplinary research interests are in the areas 

of radio systems, electromagnetics, bio-electromagnetics, communications, and engineering 

education. For the last 35 years, Professor Rowe has taught at all levels and has developed a 

particular interest in student’s conceptual understandings and in curriculum and course 

design. He is a recipient of numerous teaching awards from this institution and abroad. 

Professor Rowe is a Chartered Member of Engineering New Zealand (CMEngNZ), a member 

of the Institution of Engineering and Technology (IET), the Institute of Electrical and 

Electronics Engineers (IEEE), American Society for Engineering Education (ASEE), the 

Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE), and the Australasian 

Association for Engineering Education (AAEE). 

3.7 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR CRAIG MARSHALL 

Craig Marshall undertook his first degree in Biology and Chemistry at the University of 

Canterbury, and then completed his Honours and PhD from the University of Otago. After his 

Doctorate, he took up a Post-Doctoral position as a Wellcome Research Fellow at the 

University of Cambridge in the United Kingdom. Associate Professor Marshall has been 

involved in universities in general as a student and as an academic for over 35 years. His 

research areas of specialty include protein purification, analysis of genetic data, project 

planning, and implementation and report writing. Currently, he is an Associate Professor in 

the Department of Biochemistry, University of Otago, and an academic representative on the 

University Council. Associate Professor Marshall was the past president of the New Zealand 

Tertiary Education Union. 

3.8 DR SANDRA GREY 

Sandra Grey completed a Master of Arts with Honours at the University of Auckland and 

then a PhD at the Australian National University. She lectures at Victoria University of 

Wellington, New Zealand. Dr Grey is the current President of the New Zealand Tertiary 

Education Union (TEU) (at the time of this study) where her aim is to advance the 

professional and industrial needs of tertiary education workers in New Zealand including 

seeking improvement to the New Zealand public tertiary education system. Dr Grey’s 

research expertise is in areas such as social movements and contentious politics in New 

Zealand, international tertiary education policy trends, women’s political representation, and 



 

169 
 

the role of community and voluntary sector organisations in democracy. She defines herself 

as a political scientist, trade union member, and a music lover. Dr Grey has been a recipient 

of an ANU PhD scholarship and a Marsden Fast-Start grant. Her interest in citizen 

engagement in politics saw her rise to become the national spokesperson for the Campaign 

for MMP and a past VP within the TEU. 

3.9 PROFESSOR A 

Professor A is an academic and award-winning researcher at a leading university in New 

Zealand. Professor A is passionate about working with students and advancing knowledge 

through ground-breaking research. With over 20 of experience, Professor A has worked in 

both New Zealand and abroad. 

4.0 DATA ANALYSIS: 

Using thorough content analysis of interview transcripts comprising in-depth iterative 

reading, identification of repeated concepts, grouping of related concepts, and development 

of ideas, I arrived at the themes listed in Table 2. This process is what Coffey and Atkinson 

(1996) describe as data categorisation which involves moving from specific data to general 

categories. Based on this account, I arrived at three categories. These categories were further 

grouped into 11 themes - (see page 169 below). 
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TABLE 2: EMERGENT CATEGORIES AND THEMES FROM THE DATA 

Categories and Themes 

A. The role of the university in New Zealand: 

(a) The New Zealand Education Act (1989) 

(b) Massification 

B. Knowledge in the university: 

(a) Knowledge Purpose Shift 

(b) Technological Changes 

(c) Utilitarian Outlook 

C. Economic influences: 

(a) Economic Factors 

(b) Commercialisation 

(c) Commodification 

(d) Changing Education Focus 

(e) Privatisation - advantages and disadvantages for students and 

society 

(f) Internationalisation - advantages and disadvantages for students 

and society 

 

The findings are presented in the next sections under headings for each the category and 

themes, and the subsequent and final chapter will concentrate on answering the research 

questions in detail. 

A. THE ROLE OF THE UNIVERSITY IN NEW ZEALAND: 

a. THE NEW ZEALAND EDUCATION ACT (1989) 

Universities have existed for a very long time (see chapter four) and have made a major 

contribution to nation-building as public, knowledge-producing institutions. The university is 

a space or place where knowledge is produced, acquired, nurtured, taught, harnessed, and 

transformed. Over time, the public university has gradually made knowledge accessible to a 

broader range of individuals - its public duty to society (Jongbloed, Enders, & Salerno, 2008). 

Today, the role of the university is more varied. The emphasis might be on carrying out 

research such as finding the best treatment for incurable diseases, or on producing highly 

skilled graduates through quality teaching. 
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While universities have always had both vocational and knowledge-building functions 

(Moodie, 2016), the focus of this research is on the balance between these forms of 

knowledge. In considering the current role of the university, the majority of the participants 

referred to the New Zealand Education Act of 1989 when describing the role of the university 

in New Zealand. In this Act, the characteristics of a university are listed as knowledge 

creation, knowledge acquisition and maintenance, knowledge dissemination, knowledge 

utilisation, and critical thinking/enquiry (New Zealand Education Act 1989, Section 162, 

Item 4, a (i-v); b (i-iv)). When reflecting on the Act, Professor Larner expanded on what a 

university should be about: 

…engagement, collaboration, acting as critics and conscience of society; research-led 

and research-informed teaching are practised; [it should] fulfil its global-civic 

mandate and consider its role as the critic and conscience to be incredibly powerful; 

[it creates] spaces where we can have difficult conversations and university should not 

resile from that significant role (PWL). 

 

The knowledge component of the university’s role was also emphasised by Professor 

Hawke. He argued that “the core purpose of the university has always been about the 

advancement of knowledge, maintenance, and its dissemination by teaching and 

research; the university’s role is to advance, maintain, and disseminate knowledge and 

any knowledge” (PGH). Larner’s and Hawke’s views were also present in Boston’s 

comment that the “function of the university is to disseminate knowledge and develop 

knowledge” (PJB). Dr Grey argued differently by highlighting the influence of 

powerful academics and how they are shifting New Zealand universities’ knowledge 

production function: 

 

We have abandoned the way we produce knowledge; we only believe that the right 

way to produce knowledge is in a way that fits the American journals, but it should 

not be because it does not fit all New Zealanders and the world wants to know about 

New Zealand. So, why should we only conform to a certain way? (DSG). 

 

Associate Professor Marshall suggested that the role of the university includes pragmatic 

dimensions and that one of its roles is: 
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…[to] work on problems that are significant to whatever country or nation. Even 

though the university is an educational institute, it is also all about how you collect 

data that’s meaningful, how you extract information and how you convert that 

information as some kind of knowledge that you can use regardless of what 

department (APCM). 

 

Even though the knowledge production and access to knowledge issues are central to the role 

of the university, the other key idea participants raised concerned academics taking on the 

role of critic and conscience of society. This role is described in the Act, but a number of 

participants (five) argued that this role is currently being undermined. 

This critic and conscience role is constrained in the Act, by that one line [about] the 

public interest, if your government believes it can define the public interest narrowly. 

Now in the public’s interest, should that be the broadest public as in the interest of the 

people who are sleeping rough on the streets of New Zealand right now, and the 

multi-billionaires who have yachts in the harbour? So public interest stands for that 

entire thing, including the earth we walk on, the quality of water, the quality of air, the 

quality of our land etc., that should be the public interest (DSG). 

 

Professor Rowe suggested that although the critic and conscience role of the university is 

extremely important in upholding democracy, “ I am hoping that in the future we will get 

better at organising colleagues to produce evidence-based responses to make submissions on 

behalf of the university” (PGR). 

That universities have several roles was suggested by Professor McCutcheon. He noted that 

one of its key roles is that of intellectual development of students through research-informed 

teaching: 

…if we teach people in a research environment, then we should be teaching them to 

have enquiring minds to problem solve, to address things that they have to deal with 

during their life; help young people acquire skills that will allow them to debate issues 

with an understanding of knowledge and research – that would mean debate things on 

fact and the data as much as they debate them on traditional views or prejudice. That 

teaching is done by people who are active in research and their teachings are informed 
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by that research separates New Zealand universities from other tertiary institutions 

(PMcC). 

 

This quote makes explicit the expectation that students in a university will come into contact 

with higher levels of thinking and knowledge, compared to more vocational institutions, as 

they are taught by the knowledge producers and researchers themselves. Students might be 

expected to develop skills of scientific and rationale critical thinking as distinct from 

vocational skills or merely having their beliefs and opinion reinforced. 

Furthermore, participants noted the importance of disseminating the knowledge production of 

the university in the form of the vocational application of knowledge within the context of 

their discipline, particularly if this was an applied discipline such as engineering or medicine. 

However, this vocational form of knowledge is still linked to theoretical aspects of the 

discipline. 

As a chartered professional Engineer in New Zealand, I believe that many of my 

colleagues, as well as myself, say that our first priority is to the profession we train 

for, our second is to the university, our third is to our faculty, and our fourth is to our 

department depending on where you are in the system. My number one role is to help 

educate students who are going to be the next generation of Engineers and to equip 

them with all the skills they need so that students are adequately prepared to be doing 

general designs from first principles in order to be able to deal with complex, open-

ended problems where there is not a predefined procedure that leads you to the sole 

answer (PGR). 

 

We teach languages, philosophy, culture, history, sociology, we teach many things 

that you can think of as the skills people need to be good citizens of the society as 

opposed to the skill that they need for a particular job today, and I think the university 

has always done both of those things. If you look at the vocational programmes, [for 

instance] medicine or engineering, we do not just take people into engineering school 

and tell them how we build bridges the way we build bridges today. The engineers 

teach the underlying principles of physics, mathematics, calculus, and material 

science so that they have the skills necessary to do new things; otherwise, they would 

become redundant very quickly (PMcC). 



 

174 
 

 

It is evident from the comments above that problem-solving skills are acquired from the 

combination of both know-that (theoretical knowledge of ‘first principles’) and know-how 

(applied skills) (see chapter two). 

 

In contrast to these more vocational perspectives, Professor A’s response revealed a more 

liberal education perspective, suggesting that the university’s role should be broader and less 

focused on vocational skills development: “to produce educated people, and educated people 

is not the same as being trained for a particular job” (PA). PCS argued that instrumental 

purposes should be secondary to ‘knowledge-that’ within the university and that the 

university’s autonomy is central to retaining this function of prioritising theoretical 

knowledge: 

…the state partly funds the university and universities should have a degree of 

autonomy, and the nation should respect academic freedom; learning in university 

should not be instrumental, it should be designed to challenge received wisdom, and 

generate new knowledge. Like anthropology, the public university as an ‘ideal type’, 

[it] should be a place that is set apart, detached from the logics of instrumental 

counteractions or political manipulation or pecuniary gain. For democratic nations, if 

they value democracy, then there are two institutions that must never be prisoners or 

captured by the interest of a particular party, state, or financial elite - the press or 

media and secondly, education (PCS). 

 

However, Dr Grey argued that universities in New Zealand have already changed, adopting a 

corporate managerial approach which overrides academic priorities and social ideals. This, 

she argues, is clearly seen in operational matters: 

Universities build beautiful hubs, which I think is fabulous, students use [them] 

immensely well, but that space now is a corporate space, not a public space. To use 

the space, you have to file a risk assessment form, you have to pay a deposit, and even 

the student community has to do that. You aren’t allowed to give away food to 

students in that space because there are vendors all around the university selling food 

and they open the space in terms of food provision. So if you want to do a student 

food bank, you can’t give it away in the student area because the corporations around 
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won’t let that happen. That’s about space being privatised, space being corporatised in 

a way that denies the mission of the university which is that anyone, no matter who 

they are, should be able to be part of that community (DSG). 

 

Dr Grey continued, suggesting that there is a need to redefine what 

…‘public’ means because it certainly does not mean for me – money, growth of 

money, growth of wealth, that is not public, that is private! In a democratic nation like 

New Zealand, knowledge should be made accessible to everyone, not just those who 

can afford it. The reason why the public university appeared was because of 

democratisation and they [have] stopped being the critics and conscience since they 

made it accessible to only people who can afford to pay (DSG). 

 

In summary, the participant excerpts reveal that there is agreement on the primary knowledge 

production role of the university but some variance about how the university might fulfil its 

public functions. For Professor Shore and Dr Grey, in particular, the university’s public role 

is undermined by changes in its economic structures related to privatisation, commodification 

of knowledge, and the instrumental value ascribed to university education. The Education Act 

also appears to exert a strong influence on how the participants perceive the role of the 

university as six participants mentioned this piece of legislation. 

b. MASSIFICATION 

Massification gained prominence in the 1950s and was later popularised by Trow in the 

1970s (see Trow, 1973, 1970; and chapter two). Massification was first seen in New Zealand 

universities during the 1960s and 1970s as rates of participation in tertiary education 

increased significantly. While massification has brought about increased access to higher 

education, today, “the process by which it is achieved, are now common throughout the 

developed and developing worlds and have thus been the subject of much debate amongst 

both policy-makers and higher education researchers” (Tight, 2019, p. 93). 

Professor Boston expressed the opinion that “there have been huge changes in the size of our 

universities from when he started teaching, and students are three times than when he joined 

years ago”. In the same vein, Professor Larner pointed out that  
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…a relatively small percentage of New Zealanders were university-educated a 

generation ago but today towards 50 percent of New Zealanders get degrees. I am one 

of the beneficiaries of massification and democratisation, which are significant 

changes in universities during my era (PWL). 

 

Professor Shore noted the impact of international students not only in terms of increasing 

student numbers but also the impact it has on the balance between undergraduate and 

postgraduate courses: 

New Zealand is a country that is at the edge of the world and most overseas students 

who come to study in New Zealand end up doing postgraduate studies, and you have 

the locals doing undergraduate. This creates a demand for postgraduate courses, 

which in turn creates employment opportunities for teachers. However, then it leaves 

little opportunity for domestic students who are locals since there is not as much 

demand for a bachelor’s degree (PCS). 

 

The change in the demography of students is attributed to this internationalisation of 

education (Tight, 2019; Trow, 2000). For example, Auckland Tourism, Events, and 

Economic Development (ATEED) forecast the economic value of international education by 

2023 to be NZ$3 billion. Some participants suggested that the student demographic change 

has resulted in the university expecting more input from academic staff; the staff are expected 

to do more with less, as highlighted by Professor A: 

…the overall changes are that we are forced to do more with less, the pressure on the 

university is a lot, and there is not enough money as well as there is not as many staff, 

and the university has put much pressure on staff as well (PA). 

  

Professor Boston agreed with this, noting that “we are now more regulated, there are far more 

systems, structures and processes in place, it is much more demanding and working is more 

stressful”. 

Professor Shore emphasised that the student demographic developments have brought about 

…changes in the curriculum and have disrupted the coherence of university 

education. With fewer students then came more time for research, more one on one 
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tutoring when needed, so there was little to no pressure to teach students, but in recent 

times this has changed (PCS). 

 

Some of the participants agreed that massification has brought more positives to the 

university, including increases in: the number of the students, the size of universities, the 

areas of research and economic benefits. On the other hand, Professors Boston and Shore 

argued that massification is putting a strain on the academic staff and has resulted in 

significant changes to the curriculum as well as pushing the university down the 

commercialisation route. 

B. KNOWLEDGE IN THE UNIVERSITY: 

a. KNOWLEDGE PURPOSE SHIFT 

This section considers the two types of knowledge in the university that the participants cited 

– academic and vocational. I consider how these knowledge types relate to the idea of a 

knowledge purpose shift. 

Despite some differences in regards to the university’s current role as outlined in the excerpts 

above, all participants acknowledged that the concept of knowledge is central. In other words, 

the purpose of the university has been for knowledge creation itself (Livingstone, 1948/2016) 

and not necessarily what knowledge can be used for in a utilitarian sense. One liberal 

education idea is that people who want to attend a university are there for the pursuit of 

knowledge, knowledge in its purest form; they want to know why things are the way they are, 

and a lot of answers come from courses such as philosophy, learning about ‘self’, and 

medicine (e.g., to find out how the brain works or the anatomy of the body). Concerning the 

change in the status and the disseminating role of knowledge in the university, Professor A 

argued that  

…students’ years ago were of a particular kind and wanted and needed certain things 

that the university would teach, and those things are different from what we teach 

now; there has been a shift in how knowledge is being taught, for example, the 

fundamental sciences consisted of courses such as anatomy, physiology but now, 

there is a permanent place for practical research which focuses on understanding how 

to practice the vocational or the practice of teaching and learning (PA). 

 



 

178 
 

Brennan (2014) and Orkodashvili (2009) state that there is a lot of debate about the 

vocational role of the university. This debate is evident amongst the participants. For 

example, Professor Hawke’s position is one of disagreement with Professor A’s comment in 

the excerpt above - “universities have always been vocational; a case could be made that New 

Zealand universities are less vocational than when I first started”. 

  

While the university is a place for learning and teaching both academic and vocational 

subjects, Professor Shore suggested that “what is slightly new is the intensity and 

determination” to ascribe a vocational dimension to the university. A number of the 

participants (3) emphasised how the vocational move is shifting the purpose of knowledge 

and causing an imbalance in fulfilling the university’s public role:  

The range and depth of knowledge has increased and changed; 50 years ago, there 

were distinctive vocational professions that were only taught in universities such as 

lawyers, doctors, engineers, architects whereas in today’s world, professions such as 

teachers and nurses are now being taught in universities which wasn’t the case before 

(PJB). 

 

The government has demanded instrumentalism, labour market productivity, 

economic growth which drives vocational [education]; knowledge has shifted because 

we are not able to explain what knowledge is and ‘thinking time’ is misunderstood. 

The job of an academic or a student is to think deeply, to connect, but this has been 

given up for attributed skill-based training. The thinking work is what makes the 

academy, what makes knowledge and they push the thinking work aside for busy 

work – filling in forms, writing graduate attributes with skill-based, filling a PBRF, 

sitting on a committee where nothing fundamentally changes (DSG). 

 

The university is not doing its civic duty by focusing only on STEM, but instead, it 

should focus on the ability to train people in a generalist area in the sense that they 

can work with ideas and information; this would make them fit in any jobs. (APCM). 

 

It is evident from these comments that several participants perceive the university to have 

moved in the direction of instrumentalisation and vocational education. Although Professor 
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McCutcheon accepted that there has been a shift, he did not believe that it was necessarily 

being driven by external factors or that it was a particularly significant shift: 

The shift is inevitable due to the changes in the fall of the number of students; the 

percentages in Arts has fallen in some years, but it is not halved, it is a relatively 

small change. I’m not sure [the shift] is necessarily just a vocational thing, although 

part of it would be vocationally driven. If your parents want you to make much 

income, they might push you towards the direction of medicine, engineering, or 

science, but the trend is not huge (PMcC). 

 

I think there is much discussion about it, but if it has shifted in favour of vocations, 

we would not have a philosophy department (probably) - well you might argue that. 

That is fundamental to law and some disciplines, but I think that we still have a 

comprehensive range of disciplines in the university and we believe that it is 

important because of that underpinning component as well as how it serves vocational 

training (PMcC). 

 

Furthermore, Professor McCutcheon recognised that there exist contradictory views about 

whether or not universities should be teaching job skills (which may include the use of job-

related technologies): 

 

…where conflict comes in of course is that some people believe the university these 

days is mostly about preparing people for jobs. I do not think that is true, but many 

employers do. Many employers complain that our graduates are not work-ready on 

the day they graduate, and I respond to them by saying that is not our job. Our job is 

not to make an engineer who can do a specific job in a specific firm on the first day 

that he/she graduates. Our job here is to help somebody who can be a good engineer 

for the next 50 years, and that is always a conflict between what employers want and 

how the university sees itself as an educator as well as a trainer. Now having said that, 

if you’re going to produce engineers, doctors, scientists or dancers, you would have 

an element of vocational training in their degree but we also know many won’t finish 

doing what they are trained for in their degrees, I am a classic example; I trained as a 

biologist, and I end up being the chief executive of a university (PMcC). 
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In sum, all participants are clear on the role of the university in providing both academic and 

vocational education but they differ as to the extent to which vocational education has taken 

the lead today. Professor McCutcheon argues that the university still maintains its role in 

disseminating knowledge that is both theoretically and practically-orientated. Professor 

Larner suggested that one issue could be that “New Zealand universities have not been so 

good at telling the public why things they might see as purely academic are actually 

vocational”. 

b. TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGES  

Information communications technology has caused an explosion of knowledge for a vast 

number of people all over the world, and this in turn has had a great influence on the work 

carried out in the university and on the changing emphasis on knowledge and knowledge 

production (Snellman, 2015; Duderstadt, 2000). Such technology has brought about 

advancements in medicine, construction, and various professions, both academic and 

vocational alike. Glenn (2008) and Moodie (2016) both suggest that one of the factors 

shaping change in the university today is ICT. The adoption rate of technology is rapid and 

on the increase. Before the introduction of information communications technology, 

knowledge was accessible through libraries, books, journals, but now, technology has made it 

available in the palm of our hands, and we now have e-books, widgets, and iPads. Professor 

Hawke emphasised this point:  

the most significant change in the New Zealand University has been the growth of 

information technology, and that computer skills have brought changes to the way 

people think toward employment, the ability to learn new skills rather than the ability 

to learn existing knowledge. There is a misconception around universities becoming 

more vocational, and this has to do with the names of subjects and the number of 

people doing those subjects, but I  would like to emphasise the importance of how 

subjects are being taught rather than the names of such subjects or how many people 

are enrolled for the course (PGH). 

 

Even though the influence of such technology is inevitable in the university today (Sutton, 

2013; Fahmy, 2004), a critical idea some of the participants (4) raised was that universities 

should be reacting to the influence of technology in a different way from that suggested by 

Professor Hawke. 
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Technology has revolutionised the way we learn and how quickly technology makes 

the skills learnt redundant, so rather than training people in skill sets, universities 

should educate people to think, to be flexible, adaptable learners, articulate all the 

skills of literacy and create critical thinkers (PCS). 

 

The impact of technology in universities has been enormous; we had the internet 15 

years after I started teaching which transformed the communications, the expectations 

of staff concerning teaching and research are much more demanding now. 

Universities should be educating people in the context where they are going to acquire 

skills that would apply to work in areas that we cannot imagine at the moment; this is 

where the core principles of knowledge, values come in play. The challenge STEM 

has is the uncertainty of present jobs in the future due to artificial intelligence (PJB). 

 

There is no doubt that ICT has positive and negative effects as identified by the participants. 

However, a number of the participants (4) mentioned that there is a need to educate people to 

be critical thinkers and be able to match existing skills with future skills (PGH, DSG, PCS, 

PGR).  

 

Furthermore, the proliferation of ‘knowledge’ via the internet has some downsides as 

identified by Professor McCutcheon:  

…when I was first teaching, you pick up a textbook; the textbook has been through a 

process of quality control, so if you opened a textbook, you would be reasonably 

confident that what you read in it was the accredited knowledge of the day, but now 

most of what you get from the internet is rubbish. This is why, as a university, we 

focus on helping students sieve out useful information to use from the rubbish gotten 

from the internet (PMcC). 

 

Also, with the university paying extra attention to its knowledge production and 

dissemination role, the influence of ICT is affecting traditional ways of teaching (Francis, 

2017; Courville, 2011) and how students receive feedback. Professor Rowe explained that  

…we are starting to move into learning analytics; the university has accepted that we 

need to get much better at learning analytics and also, learning analytics is much 
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better at giving students constructive feedback on how they are doing. Technology is 

one of the drivers and forces behind these changes (PGR). 

 

The participants clearly noted the impact of ICTs in the university, but Professor Shore 

argued that it is erroneous to see these changes as altering the need to educate for critical 

thinking: 

…we talk about moving towards an uncertain future, one of the fallacies in the idea 

that the universities should be more geared to teaching skills and training people, we 

know that technology has completely revolutionised rapidly that those skillsets are 

quickly made redundant by changes. So, what we really need rather than training 

people in certain skillsets is educating people to think, to be flexible, adaptable 

learners, articulate all the skills of literacy, of critical thinking, of autonomous action, 

of self-awareness to be reflexive to critical subjects (PCS). 

 

c. UTILITARIAN OUTLOOK 

In the prevalent imaginary of a global knowledge society’, tertiary institutions are no longer 

pictured as merely supporting the economy; but, instead, they are key players in that 

economy (Wright, 2016). With knowledge as a significant resource for this ‘global 

knowledge society’, tertiary institutions are continually seen as the producer of raw materials 

(knowledge and graduates), employment creators and an engine of growth. It is often the case 

that employers want graduates to be equipped with knowing specific skills for certain jobs; 

employers today have issues with graduates not knowing the job upon graduation or not 

having the right skill for a specific type of job (Chamorro & Frankiewicz, 2019). For 

example, Professor McCutcheon reported that “many employers complain that our graduates 

are not work-ready on the day they graduate” but he argues that this is not the job of a 

university. 

Professor Shore stated that one of the issues facing universities today is 

…that some universities are trying to change their approach by making themselves 

more responsive to employers. However, in actual reality, you do not need 

universities to teach vocational courses as there are vocational colleges and 

apprenticeships where you can learn such vocations and even though the university 
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can teach vocational courses such as medicine, law, engineering, there are also 

training colleges that should be used to learn vocational skills. The university is for 

learning and not just about learning skills to make students employable (PCS). 

 

Interestingly, Professor Shore went on to argue that this vocational mindset is creating a 

tension in the New Zealand education space. “There’s a typical anti-intellectual streak 

amongst certain aspects of the New Zealand population that dismisses university education as 

a waste of time, a waste of tax payers money; it’s an anti-intellectualism” (PCS). 

 

There is evidence of pressure on universities from society and employers to redesign their 

curriculum, and this has begun to affect the arts and humanities in particular because, 

according to Newton (2018), there is currently less demand for those subjects today. And a 

further factor affecting the university’s shift towards vocationalism is the massive influx of 

students from overseas wanting to study in New Zealand. This means that universities are 

forced to adapt to the demands of the market. However, Professor Shore stressed that 

“universities should [be a place to] teach people to be free thinkers [and] reflexive 

[learners]”. He expanded upon this point: 

…we talk the talk about the need for more innovation in entrepreneurship, the guys in 

business schools here [the University of Auckland], they think that they can teach all 

these skills but in my experience, the most innovative and entrepreneurial people are 

usually the ones who’ve come out of a humanities, arts, or social sciences 

background. I think that there has been a shift to a more vocational form. [Also,] there 

has been a lot of pressures on universities to reshape their curriculum and this is 

happening right as I speak (PCS). 

 

Professor Shore also stated how crucial it is to reinforce the relationship between New 

Zealand universities as public institutions and the idea of democracy. New Zealand, he said, 

is a democratic nation, yet its universities have been made accessible to only those with 

money; those who cannot afford to pay school fees or take out a student loan are not able to 

access quality education. Dr Grey elaborated on this aspect: 

..the ‘corporate university’ [as we have seen today] takes away the democratic 

mission, the democratising of knowledge and information; a public university in a 
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democratic nation on the project of neo-liberalism and hyper-capitalism is to critique 

‘power’, but this has proven difficult as the government is saying no and dictating to 

lecturers what they should do and teach (DSG). 

 

In summary, some participants (6) agree that there has been a shift in knowledge – mostly in 

favour of vocational education and they reference causal factors such as advances in ICT, 

employer’s expectations, and the status ranking accorded to skills within the university. 

However, Dr Grey warns that the current prioritising the vocational dimension at the expense 

of the academic is dangerous for a democratic nation and that such shift of knowledge 

dimensions in a university undermines its civic responsibility. 

C. ECONOMIC INFLUENCES: 

a. ECONOMIC FACTORS 

It is argued that in order for the university to survive, external sources of funding are 

required, such as donors, research grants, commercialisation opportunities, and students 

(Universities NZ – Te Pōkai Tara, 2019a). As a result of insufficient government funding, 

universities are forced to be reactive, which in turn is causing universities to compete to 

survive, compete to remain relevant, and compete for funding (Universities NZ – Te Pōkai 

Tara, 2019b). This section will examine how the participants see economic factors impacting 

universities in New Zealand. 

Professor Larner argued that “the re-invention of the university is something that has been 

done so many times in history. I have seen three versions of the university, and they do not 

completely re-invent themselves; I describe this as Layers”. She said that the most exciting 

change for her is 

…the recent shift as universities re-discover they’re public and that ‘impact’ is a vast 

spectrum, engagement is also a vast spectrum, and there are opportunities at the 

moment for universities to develop new forms of research, new educational 

opportunities but we need to name those and work on them if we are to deliver in 

ways that keep us true to our publicness or our civicness otherwise we will lose it to 

the market (PWL). 
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However, in New Zealand, universities who choose not to respond to economic forces risk 

being disestablished or losing funding rights from the government as has occurred to New 

Zealand polytechnics and some PTEs (TEC, 2017). According to Professor Larner, “today’s 

universities are made to compete for government funding”. At the same time, it is the 

responsibility of the university to contribute to the society as part of the economy. Professor 

Boston expressed concern about government directing too much funding towards minimal, 

narrow, economic objectives even though he is an advocate of research funds following 

excellence. He suggested that  

…academics should have a significant role in terms of what gets funded and what 

doesn’t; there is a risk in certain disciplinary areas of research if the researchers are 

heavily dependent on a limited number of private funds for their research activities as 

there is a risk of independence for the researchers (PJB). 

 

While research is at the core of university existence, Lewis and Shore (2019) argue that 

economic factors have led universities to move away from their core purpose of advancing 

knowledge and solving social problems through research, to one focusing on its commercial 

viability, that which enables them to survive. Professor Shore stated that “the first mission of 

the university was education; it is about learning, researching, testing knowledge, and also 

producing knowledge”. Dr Grey extended Professor Shore’s viewpoint: 

…universities should be responsive to all changes in the world and they should 

question those forces fundamentally at all times; universities in New Zealand need to 

focus on how it’s impacting New Zealand and the world around us, but what has 

happened is that we didn’t ask the right questions, we allowed economic forces to roll 

over us (DSG). 

 

Within the university and broader society, we have seen the rise of economic-related subjects 

over humanities (Newton, 2018). While argument over this continues, the side that favours 

STEM courses has more support. Associate Professor Marshall insisted that “it would be a 

mistake to ignore the arts as art brings with it a whole bunch of things about the way you see 

the world”. Professor Rowe warned that “in order to influence the discussions happening 

around us, we should be responsive to change in economic forces and we must not lose the 

humanities and philosophy or else we will not be able to influence those discussions”. 
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As the university moves in the direction of responding to economic factors, students and 

parents pay special attention to how profitable a qualification will be in the future and expect 

to pay for that potential (Mullin, 2019; Ruggeri, 2019). Professor Boston clearly understands 

their view. He said that “even if education is made free … students would constantly be 

mindful of wanting qualifications or skills that would be useful to them from an employment 

point of view”. Professor Hawke introduced a global dimension to economic factors: 

…the biggest change in New Zealand over time has been the shift of focus away from 

the North Atlantic [29 member countries of NATO in North America and Europe] 

towards Asia and even though the university did not need it, it had to follow 

[responding to changing economic forces] otherwise people will lose interest in what 

the university was doing (PGH). 

 

Overall, the majority of the participants agreed that the impact of economic forces on the 

university has been negative. They suggested economic factors and other factors, such as 

competition, funding, and government policies, appear to be pushing the university away 

from fulfilling its research, education and public service duties. 

b. COMMERCIALISATION 

Commercialisation, marketisation, and privatisation are common market logics found in 

public universities today. Authors such as Wright and Shore (2017), Knight (2014), Furedi 

(2010), Robertson (2010) and Codd (2004) have examined this topic at length.  

In regards to research, Professor Shore argued that 

…universities today are taking a more instrumental approach. Also, this has caused 

universities to only pump funds to courses that would make them money [while] 

much research that needs funding for the greater good of the society is left to wither 

(PCS). 

 

A good example is an investment channelled to building a new Faculty of Engineering 

building at the University of Auckland to cater for the growing needs of the discipline and to 

respond to competition from the neighbouring university (AUT, which unveiled a new 
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Engineering building in late 2018). Meanwhile, the Faculty of Education facilities have been 

allowed to run down.  

 

Shore further pointed out that  

New Zealand doesn’t have that capacity [the New Zealand economy is too small] but 

internationalisation and commercialisation are really affecting the universities; 

Auckland is a really good example of how the commercialisation agenda is 

influencing teaching and learning in other areas and not traditionally associated with 

business or commerce. So, we have the largest research commercialisation enterprise 

in the southern hemisphere, you’ve heard that Auckland Uniservices Limited which 

makes all sort of boastful claims about how it exists to capitalise and commercialise 

the intellectual property of the university and it boasts all sorts of successes and that 

has a bad effect on the rest of the university (PCS). 

 

In the same vein, Professor A elaborated on commercialisation with emphasis on types of 

knowledge (pure and applied knowledge): 

Years ago, commercialisation wasn’t something a university could do but now, 

commercialisation has become a possibility. For example, in research, there’s pure 

knowledge and there’s applied knowledge and applied knowledge can be 

commercially valuable so that’s one way to get that from research (Professor A). 

 

Kromydas (2017) suggests that “Education has become an instrument for economic progress 

moving away from its original role to provide context for human development” (p. 1). With 

these trends, students are beginning to think in terms of the economic return of their degree 

(Becker, 2009) as against the intrinsic notion of education which infers that the purpose of 

education is to “equip people to make their own free, autonomous choices about the life they 

will lead” (Bridges, 1992, p. 92), or, simply put, ‘learning for life’. If and how this 

contradiction regarding the purposes of education and contrasting conceptual frameworks 

(instrumental and intrinsic) and their institutional characteristics weaken the idea of a public 

university are questions the study aims to answer. 
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c. COMMODIFICATION 

The education system has, in many ways, been commodified. The effects of commodification 

are seen in the way qualifications are marketed and advertised both nationally and 

internationally. According to Education New Zealand (2018), 

…the [export] figure consists of $4.8 billion attributed to international students 

visiting New Zealand and $0.3 billion to education and training goods and services 

delivered offshore. This places international education (onshore and offshore 

delivery) as New Zealand’s fourth largest export industry.” (para. 1). 

 

Crawshaw (2015) argues that the majority of policy documents are rich with the language of 

the market. “Teachers [educators, lecturers] must now work to create a ‘highly skilled and 

adaptable work-force’ in an education system beholden to the dictates of ‘tomorrow’s 

competitive world economy’ and the goals of progress and prosperity” (pp. 7-8). 

 Dr Grey expressed support for this argument:  

…we talk about students as EFTS; there is always the question of have we got 

pipeline growth in EFTS? This kind of language symbolises where we are at, and 

people talking about increasing the number of widgets they have rather than focusing 

on student’s desires, concerns, needs, and treating them as people who have real lives. 

I blame that on privatisation and international global capital; I tag it ‘dehumanising’ 

as human beings have been ripped out and replaced by economic units. I reject 

international global capital and reject making money out of students, especially 

international students as a citizen of the world (DSG). 

 

Dr Grey added that “New Zealand is stealing from poor countries to prop up their system 

even though New Zealanders are wealthy on international trends”. She concluded by stating 

how disappointed she is  

…with the wealthy New Zealanders paying less tax which means giving less funding 

to New Zealand public infrastructures; how corrupt it is, and urges in terms of an 

international project [that] the student and workers of the world unite to reject it 

(DSG). 
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Professor Larner on the other hand suggested that  

…there is a place for relationships between the university and business and these can 

be transformative relationships, between universities and the market such as business 

schools working closely with industries and engineering working closely with their 

profession or social sciences working closely with government partners and 

community organisations and in the New Zealand context, relationships that have 

been built with iwi, Māori communities and so on. My article ‘Turning the University 

inside out’ is about this broader set of ambitions that comes with the claim of being a 

global-civic university and building those relationships across the spectrum in ways 

that are transformative of ourselves as an institution, remembering that thing called 

Layering (PWL). 

 

Professor Larner linked the idea of commodification to privatisation and its functions to that 

of instrumentalism. She notes “privatisation [/commodification] is only one bit of the story”. 

Professor Rowe noted, “privatisation [/commodification] has made things tougher for 

students; in the past, when the government provided many services, they were much more 

supportive of the students, but the case is different today”. 

d. CHANGING EDUCATION FOCUS 

The participants agreed that shifts towards internationalisation and privatisation have led to 

both advantages and disadvantages for the university. In terms of advantages, there is the 

benefit of a much wider exposure to cultures, languages, knowledge, and beliefs. For 

example, 

Professor Boston posited that  

…internationalisation has had an impact on the culture of universities; it has increased 

the transfer of knowledge in the sense that it has created a greater openness to the 

world by having a broad range of teachers, researchers, and students from wider 

countries, and this has broadened New Zealand exposure; that is a good thing because 

openness in exchange of ideas and people across the country is right; and that 

internationalisation as a whole contributes to a more rapid extension of knowledge 

(PJB). 
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Professor McCutcheon also reinforced the positive impact of internationalisation, arguing 

that “the more international a university is, the more we are exposed to different knowledge 

systems” (PMcC). Professor Rowe, too, explained how  

…internationalisation has increased our focus on producing engineers who have a 

global understanding and an expectation, not only will they work in places in the 

world, but they cannot do that successfully without having an understanding of 

cultures; it has given us a broader view of seeing connectedness (PGR). 

 

The comments above give the impression that internationalisation has brought more positives 

than negatives to the university. However, Professor Shore countered this view, arguing that  

…internationalisation is affecting the universities; Auckland is an excellent example 

of how internationalisation agenda is influencing teaching and learning in other areas 

and not traditionally associated with business or commerce; we are all being 

encouraged to produce knowledge that can be commercialised (PCS). 

 

Professor Hawke made a similar point, stating that  

…there has been a significant shift from internationalisation in areas where people 

outside the university have been looking at what sort of knowledge has been arriving 

and what are the implications of knowledge and the outside interest is mostly on the 

importation of knowledge (PGH). 

 

Privatisation is one of the key indicators of changing education focus in higher education. It 

is commonly described as the intensive growth and expansion of private institutions, 

increased dependence of public institutions on private funding, and operation of the 

institutions in a professional way (Holzhacker, Chornoivan, Yazilitas & Dayan-Ochir, 2009). 

Privatisation is seen to have both positive and negative impacts on the university. On the 

positive side, there has been an increase in the number of institutions and the competition 

between may have a positive impact of the quality offered. Also, research outputs in the 

university have changed dramatically (ref?). Negatively, in terms of distributional impacts, 

privatisation promotes inequality in society and has since continued to widen the gap between 

the rich and the poor (Estrin & Pelletier, 2018). Privatisation is also claimed to affect 
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attitudes to learning and depth of learning as students adopt a utilitarian approach to 

knowledge acquisition. Professor Rowe spoke specifically about engineers to say that 

once we went to privatisation, engineers increasingly lost their influence and what 

happens is that, it is much harder for our students to get practical work [today] 

because the accountant in the company say there’s no benefit for the company in 

employing that student; 30 or 40 years ago, companies had a responsibility to help 

train as best as they could the next generation of engineers so that they can do a 

fantastic job and also understand their societal obligations, but now, the companies 

are very focused on their bottom line (PGR). 

 

Another participant agreed that privatisation is influencing the university, but argued that in 

terms of size, New Zealand is not large enough for it take full effect: 

The shift [towards privatisation] has affected knowledge in the university. New 

Zealand is too small for privatisation except if they get rid of the Education Act, 

change it, and refine it so that Manukau Institute of Technology or vocational training 

providers can be redefined as universities, then yes! We might even have private 

universities. Currently, New Zealand does not have the capacity, but privatisation and 

commercialisation are affecting the universities (PCS). 

 

Professor Hawke agreed with Professor Shore stating that there has not been much of a shift 

towards total privatisation - as in private universities; “the University is a public institution 

and is paid almost 80% by the government, so privatisation has a minimal impact”. Professor 

McCutcheon said that he does not believe that shifts towards internationalisation and 

privatisation have affected knowledge in the university. He argued that the impact has been 

something different altogether: “the shifts have made academics in universities more aware of 

students as, partly a customer, a client; we are more concerned to provide good quality 

services to our students, and to lower barriers to come into universities”. 

e. PRIVATISATION - ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES FOR 

STUDENTS AND SOCIETY 

In terms of the positives of privatisation for students, Professor McCutcheon argued that 
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…it is positive in the sense that it has made students more aware of the value of what 

they are getting, and institutions are more aware of students needs and have made the 

institution less arrogant towards the student. I think it also makes them [students] 

make good decisions about where to go, what to study, and how hard to work. 

(PMcC) 

 

Professor A presented a different positive aspect: “the advantage of privatisation for students 

would be that it is still allowing generational institutions to exist. So, without the injection of 

private funds to institutions, certain parts of institutions would cease to exist”.  

Professor McCutcheon, however, also accepts that there are negative aspects related to 

privatisation in terms costs to students and pressure on institutions to respond to student 

demands. He says that  

the disadvantages I suppose are that it costs the students more directly than it would 

have done if the government had paid or if a government had paid everything. It 

doesn’t mean that the university or what we offer is dependent on students’ demands, 

though the fact that students pay fees and the government pays the balance of their 

cost means that we are more alert to changes in students’ demands than we might 

otherwise be. [However, the university] is responding to those demands of students, 

but there is a risk that you lose things over time if the student demand falls and those 

things can be hard to recover (PMcC). 

 

Despite the advantages of privatisation as described by several participants (5), Associate 

Professor Marshall identified the downsides:  

…if your university is there primarily for its social services, critic and conscience as 

one of those things, as a mechanism for training a group of people, then you’re talking 

about the general good and I think under those circumstances which remain seen as 

part of being the general good, privatising risks that being captured by different 

things; now some part of it you might privatise, but you have got to be careful about 

that because privately, you will run it to a specific criteria and if this doesn’t match 

what you are trying to achieve then you are going to have conflict (APCM). 
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Dr Grey also expressed concern about privatisation, arguing that the privatisation process in 

general has damaged society: 

Privatisation for society has distanced the public, the community from universities in 

particular; it has seen the closure of a whole lot of accessible public courses from the 

privatisation agenda because they did not fit with the economic project. The public 

has wholly lost out from privatisation, and quite rightly, they are now rejecting that 

our institutions, our supposedly public institutions are for them and are saying no! 

They are just for a particular set of people (DSG). 

 

Also, Professor Shore conveyed the view that the normalisation of privatisation has more 

disadvantages than advantages to society. He states that 

Well, there's always winners and losers in any changing regime. I think there's, on 

balance, more disadvantages than advantages to society but it is reshaping, it's 

changing the nature of society, and it’s leading to a more unequal system. It often 

masquerades itself under the rubric of freedom to choose, more choice, students 

choice, but actually in reality, it's presenting students as consumers and choices in the 

market for a product and service. In reality, the market logic doesn't sit easily in the 

higher education because students are not just discerning customers, a whole logic of 

you buy a product, and if you like it you come back and buy more. Well, you don't 

buy a university degree and then buy another one, you only do one usually or you 

might drop out, and go somewhere else. Students are not consumers in a market in 

that way so that's a complete fallacy to treat them like that and they don't act like that 

(PCS). 

 

However, Professor Larner said that she does not find it helpful to talk about the advantages 

and disadvantages as she thinks about this in terms of “processes because they 

[privatisation/marketisation] are not black or white”. She explained this as follows: 

…these are embodied processes and deeply politicised processes; the comments about 

privatisation comes from discussions in the academic literature that is about 

commodification and marketisation; if we only focus on them, we will not be able to 

work on them or have the kind of university that we want to have in the future (PWL). 
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f. INTERNATIONALISATION - ADVANTAGES AND 

DISADVANTAGES FOR STUDENTS AND SOCIETY 

While I have talked about internationalisation in section (d) above, the reason for having a 

different section here is to highlight its advantages and disadvantages for students and society 

more broadly. 

For any institution to remain relevant in today’s world, change needs to occur (Manyika, 

Lund, Chui, Bughin, Woetzel, Batra, & Sanghvi, 2017; McCusker & Babington, 2015). 

Institutions have to adapt to current trends in technology and respond to economic forces. 

Improvements in the quality of research, education, and the exchange of ideas globally has 

allowed society to have well-educated citizens who can think critically, and who can 

assimilate new knowledge as it develops – a point that differentiates what the university 

offers compared to training.  

Professor Hawke provided an example of how the university has responded to the impact of 

internationalisation: the university has succeeded in producing “graduates [who] can go on 

learning and mix new knowledge to existing knowledge when they are working and living 

long after their school days”.  

Professor Rowe commented that 

…concerning internationalisation, there’s been some positive aspect to it. 

Internationalisation has increased our focus on producing engineers who have a global 

understanding in an expectation not only will they work in many places in the world 

but they can’t do that successfully without having an understanding of cultures so that 

has actually been a good thing. We’ve also had a much increase in international 

postgraduate intake and that in turn has had a positive impact in terms of broadening 

everyone understanding of each other. So most of internationalisation I probably think 

has given us a broader view of seeing a more connectedness (PGR). 

 

Both Professors McCutcheon and Boston also proposed that  

…internationalisation is advantageous, especially for domestic students, because they 

are exposed to a more international student body and vice versa. If you study with 

someone from a different country, culture, religion, you are likely to be tolerant for 

the rest of your life. (PMcC). 
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…being in the university which has students from a wide range of countries being 

taught by people from a wider range of jurisdictions can only be enriching (PJB). 

 

Professor A pointed to another positive aspect of internationalisation in terms of the 

international students themselves:  

…looking at internationalisation, it has given accessibility; it’s useful for overseas 

students to have access to universities they didn’t have access to in their home country 

and New Zealand, we have policies that allow students who want to study for a PhD 

to have access to scholarships; internationalisation for students if properly managed 

would make the experience for an international student more pleasant (PA). 

 

Professor Shore argued that “knowledge is international and the university to an extent 

should serve in the interest of the nation in an increasingly globalised world with an 

increasingly global population of students”. In contrast, Professor Boston expressed a 

concern that increased education access brought about by internationalisation could be 

worrying for society more broadly:  

…there would be implications for housing markets, employment, the population in 

the long run, and population growth. We have a responsibility to educate our students, 

those who are residents or citizens of New Zealand as a first call. However, I am in 

favour of having more international students, but would not want New Zealand to be 

essentially a training ground for the Chinese economy (PJB). 

 

Associate Professor Marshall also warned that 

…we [the university] should resist the urge to be captured by those because then 

again it is not like they are intrinsically wrong, but their goal and aspirations might 

not be the same as yours, and you might find yourself as the collateral damage. When 

they make a change in the way things work and in the more significant scene, it 

makes sense from their point of view and does not make sense to you; a classic 

example is when Mondelez decided to close Cadbury in Dunedin (APCM).  
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While comments from participants vary, within the broader society, internationalisation is 

seen as more of an advantage and disadvantage; “New Zealand should embrace the world and 

together solve the biggest threat to us which is global depredation. New Zealand cannot solve 

it on its own, but we have to play our part”. 

In this next section, I summarise the main findings of this study, which refer back to the five 

dimensions introduced in chapter one.  

5.0 KEY FINDINGS – KNOWLEDGE DIALECTIC 

a. THE UNIVERSITY 

The university as an institution has survived many years of change brought about by socio-

cultural, economic, and technological shifts. While this study did not explore these changes in 

detail, the influence of these factors is clear in bringing about the current dialectic between 

‘knowledge-that’ and ‘knowledge-how’ in the university. For example, the study’s 

participants noted the increasing influence of economic factors in driving curriculum, 

research, and other aspects of the running of the university. Most participants mentioned that 

there is a focus in the university on pedagogy, students enjoy more choices and rights, there 

has been an increased diversity in student demography, a move from very low or no tuition 

fees to expensive fees, an advancement in knowledge, shifts in the purpose of knowledge, a 

significant technological impact, an improved student-university relationship, more research 

funding options, increased educational opportunities, massification and democratisation of 

higher education, and the demands and intensity of a corporate university. 

b. THE KNOWLEDGE SHIFT 

Universities are a significant part of modern society and are essential for both teaching and 

research purposes, as well as for the development of society as a whole (Universities NZ – Te 

Pōkai Tara, 2019). Aside from these roles, under the New Zealand Education Act of 1989, 

section two states that “[universities’] research and teaching are closely interdependent and 

most of their teaching is done by people who are active in advancing knowledge”. As a place 

of research excellence, universities have been able to contribute positively to the 

advancement and the transferability of knowledge over the years. For instance, most 

participants (6) noted that there had been noticeable changes to knowledge within the 

university in areas such as knowledge continuity and the advancement of knowledge 
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provided academics still have the autonomy to design a curriculum that is disciplinary and 

based on their expertise. However, several participants (5) noted that some of the more 

instrumental changes that have taken place in the university disrupted the coherence, that 

which has been referred to as the “complex and interdependent relationship between concepts 

and content and between knowledge and skills” (Rata, 2019, p. 681) of a university 

education. 

c. MASSIFICATION 

For the past twenty years, the optimum size of universities has become a topic of debate 

(Partridge, 2014). Many participants (6) commented on how large the university has become 

today and the positive impact of massification on student enrolment. Also, new technologies 

and changes in society and its economies have added to changes in the nature of curricula 

(Moodie, 2016). For example, a number of participants (4) suggested that the impact of 

technology has transformed communications within the university enormously and that the 

expectations of staff in relation to teaching and research are much more demanding now than 

ever before. On the other hand, some participants (3) thought that technology has not 

necessarily changed the fundamental character of the university or the purpose of the 

university, but it has undoubtedly changed the way it operates. The implications of university 

size were also mentioned as some participants argued that this could be one of the reasons 

why the university is more complicated. 

d. INSTRUMENTALISATION 

Direct and indirect economic forces on higher education force universities to create more 

entrepreneurial and corporate structures to support their operations (Carvalho & Santiago, 

2010). Education instrumentalisation is described as a utilitarian tool to serve society and 

enhance economic growth. Some of the participants emphasised the idea of ‘the corporate 

university’. Tufnell, Cave, and Neale (2002) mention that governments have adopted an 

instrumentalist strategy for education and so as to better meet the demands of industry and 

commerce. For instance, many of the participants (5) suggested that employee promotion 

within the university today is dependent on outputs – graduate outputs and research outputs. 

One of the participants also stated that the university's interest is in people who care more in 

meeting arbitrary targets. This pragmatic approach towards education (a move away from the 
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humanistic approach of education) does not contribute to an understanding about the 

experience of a student or about the community's total experience. 

e. MANAGERIALISM 

 Managerialism (associated with the ‘new public management’), has been affecting all public 

organisations globally, including universities (Siekkinen, Pekkola & Carvalho, 2019). For 

example, many of the participants (4) pointed out that, in the past, students paid almost no 

fees and they suggested that the universities were less interested in students, but on the other 

hand, universities show an increased interest in the students and their voice has never been so 

highly valued. One of the participants also suggested that the relationship between students 

and the university has significantly improved. Also, the changing environment challenges 

almost all professions (Carvalho, 2014). “Academics working in universities are situated in 

an interface of professional and organizational values, practices, and logics” (Siekkinen, 

Pekkola & Carvalho, 2019, p. 2). Several respondents (4) noted that lecturers are better 

trained today, understand teaching better than they used to, and are held more accountable. 

On the one hand, some participants (3) argued that the government is not providing sufficient 

funding, and universities have to find ways to continue doing what they are doing with less 

money; and that what is required from university today in terms of delivery is higher than 

what it was before. 

This chapter presents the results of the data analysis of interviews. Interviews were conducted 

with nine participants who were working during the period of the hypothesised change in 

three universities in New Zealand. While the findings present varied responses and beliefs, 

the question of how knowledge has changed depends to a large degree on what its 

fundamental purpose is considered to be. Several participants identify that the knowledge 

production and dissemination role of universities has been maintained, but the way students 

and lecturers experience it has changed drastically. 

6.0 FINDINGS SUMMARY 

I will end this chapter by providing answers to some of the key questions from the study: 

1. What is the knowledge dialectic?  What is its relationship to creative tension?  

The theory of knowledge dialectic describes a situation where out of a potential tension 

between the humanistic and instrumental purposes that knowledge can serve - that is its 
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dualistic purposes - comes the potential for unforeseen outcomes. The relationship between 

knowledge dialectic and creative tension can be seen in my use of the phrase creative tension. 

The term creative tension in this study developed as a result of considering the knowledge 

dialectic to mean a position where disagreement or conflict between two important trends or 

ideas can give rise to unintended positive outcomes. In other words, the knowledge dialectic 

described in this thesis plays out in what I term a conciliatory mode - that is, things might 

seem to be irreconcilable opposites, but turn out to be more complementary than usually or 

originally conceived (a ‘both/and’ logic) – a creative tension. In this case theoretical 

knowledge and procedural knowledge may, after all, be able to be complementary 

bedfellows. (see p. 100). 

2. Is there a creative tension underlying the knowledge dialectic in NZ universities? If 

so, how is it manifested?  

I have identified a creative tension underlying the knowledge dialectic in New Zealand 

Universities. To support my claim I’ll cite three examples from the policy analysis and the 

interview data. 

Interview Data: 

 We teach languages, philosophy, culture, history, sociology, we teach many things 

that you can think of as the skills people need to be good citizens of the society as 

opposed to the skill that they need for a particular job today, and I think the 

university has always done both of those things. If you look at the vocational 

programmes, [for instance] medicine or engineering, we do not just take people into 

engineering school and tell them how we build bridges the way we build bridges 

today. The engineers teach the underlying principles of physics, mathematics, 

calculus, and material science so that they have the skills necessary to do new 

things; otherwise, they would become redundant very quickly (PMcC). (see p. 176) 

 As a chartered professional Engineer in New Zealand, I believe that many of my 

colleagues, as well as myself, say that our first priority is to the profession we train 

for, our second is to the university, our third is to our faculty, and our fourth is to our 

department depending on where you are in the system. My number one role is to help 

educate students who are going to be the next generation of Engineers and to equip 

them with all the skills they need so that students are adequately prepared to be doing 

general designs from first principles in order to be able to deal with complex, 
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open-ended problems where there is not a predefined procedure that leads you to the 

sole answer (PGR). (see p. 176) 

 …where conflict comes in of course is that some people believe the university these 

days is mostly about preparing people for jobs. I do not think that is true, but many 

employers do. Many employers complain that our graduates are not work-ready on 

the day they graduate, and I respond to them by saying that is not our job. Our job is 

not to make an engineer who can do a specific job in a specific firm on the first day 

that he/she graduates. Our job here is to help somebody who can be a good 

engineer for the next 50 years, and that is always a conflict between what 

employers want and how the university sees itself as an educator as well as a 

trainer. Now having said that, if you’re going to produce engineers, doctors, 

scientists or dancers, you would have an element of vocational training in their 

degree but we also know many won’t finish doing what they are trained for in their 

degrees, I am a classic example; I trained as a biologist, and I end up being the chief 

executive of a university (PMcC). (see p. 182) 

Note that the highlighted texts in the quotes from the interview data are used to give an idea 

about the creative tension underlying the knowledge dialectic argument in New Zealand 

Universities. 

Policy Documents: 

 The New Zealand Royal Commission on University Education Report (1925) 

Sir Harry Reichel, Principal of the University College of North Wales, and Frank Tate, 

Director of Education in Victoria, argue that “The great bulk of hand-workers in any 

community have not been, and cannot go, to the university. If, therefore, university training 

is to touch them, the university must go to them” (Reichel & Tate, 1925, p. 86). (see p. 142) 

 The Parry Report (1959) 

Expanding on this, the report states “What role the universities should play in the New 

Zealand community will depend in large measure upon the kind of society New Zealand 

wants and is willing to pay for” (Parry, 1959, p. 7). Parry’s perception was that the university 

should play an essential role in New Zealand’s social, cultural, and economic development. 

(see p.143) 
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The country will clearly need an increasing number of the engineers, scientists, and 

technologists, the doctors and dentists, the lawyers and accountants, the teachers and 

extension workers whom it is the function of the universities to educate. But it will also gain 

a great deal economically if more use is made in public administration and business 

management of university graduates in the liberal arts and social sciences. For what is of 

primary importance in administration and management is the ability to think clearly, to 

exercise judgment, to express oneself with clarity and precision, and to see one’s professional 

text in the wider context of life. It is these qualities which the study of such subjects as 

history, philosophy, economics, and literature should foster (Parry, 1959, p.17). (see p. 144) 

 The Tertiary Education White Paper (1998) 

People participate in tertiary education for different purposes, including obtaining 

qualifications for employment, working at the leading edge in research, or increasing 

personal knowledge and understanding. The most appropriate approach for academic 

programmes in tertiary education is 'fitness for purpose' (MOE, 1998, p. 21). (see p. 155) 

This government has a strong focus on improving the economic outcomes from tertiary 

education and research. The improved economic outcomes for New Zealand will also 

support society to achieve broader benefits and individuals to develop as confident, creative, 

and culturally enriched good citizens (Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 7). (see p. 159) 

Note that the highlighted texts in the quotes from the policy documents are used to give an 

idea about the creative tension underlying the knowledge dialectic argument in New Zealand 

Universities. 

3. Has the creative tension had positive outcomes in relation to knowledge? If so, give 

examples.  

The creative tension appears to have generated some positive outcomes. I will answer the 

questions with five examples. 

 The emergence of the concept of a conciliatory mode approach from the study is an 

example of a positive outcome where approaches to education that might seem to be 

irreconcilable opposites, may turn out to be more complementary than usually 

conceived (a ‘both/and’ logic) – theoretical knowledge and procedural knowledge 

may, after all, be able to be complementary. 
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 The generation of the literature itself that critiques the whole issue of a possible 

knowledge dialectic is a positive outcome. If the issue wasn’t there, then it wouldn’t 

have generated the extensive literature, for example the social realist literature and, 

the literature on the effects of neoliberalism on the university, both of which I have 

adopted to explain the phenomenon. (see p. 40) 

 Another positive outcome is the reappraisal of the value of liberal approach to 

knowledge. (see p. 108-112) 

 Another positive outcome is that the creative tension heightens awareness that the 

vocational is very important, but it has boundaries. In fact, it has very specific benefits 

and university education is theorised and requiring more. (see p. 112-119) 

 The fact that the clause including academics as being critics and conscience was 

included in the Act may be an indication of more humanistic ideals as insurance 

against the economic imperatives at work on policy at that time. (see the NZ 

Education Act 1989, item 162) 

4. As a result of this study, what do we know now that we did not know before? 

Firstly, there appears to be a creative tension underlying the knowledge dialectic in New 

Zealand; the potential for a conciliatory mode/knowledge synthesis approach. 

Secondly, the social phenomenon of the knowledge dialectic is an ongoing cycle 

throughout history. This study reminds us that these forces that occur in our intellectual 

world have reoccurred in a new way and it reminds us to consult history. (see chapter 

five), and lastly, the concept of a knowledge dialectic and the creative tension are ways to 

make visible processes, forces, and constant movement that are difficult to see and are not 

often made explicit within the university. Also, I am using a theoretical lens to look at 

the problem using key disciplinary concepts in a conceptual methodology (see 

chapter two). 
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CHAPTER TEN  

THE CREATIVE TENSION: THE WAY 

FORWARD? 

This chapter summarises the overall argument of my thesis. I have used the term creative 

tension to describe the dialectic between humanistic and instrumental purposes of knowledge 

in the New Zealand University. The word creative indicates the positive potential that exists 

in this dialectic, the position which I outline in this final chapter. The purpose of the thesis is 

to examine the knowledge tension in the past as well as today and, in this chapter, the idea of 

the knowledge dialectic is presented and discussed. I have built the argument based on the 

concept of a knowledge tension  researched in three ways: (1) by looking historically into the 

types of education and forms of knowledge taught and developed in New Zealand 

universities; (2) through the use of disciplinary concepts and the empirical study where I used 

the accounts of the study participants to provide an analysis of how the knowledge tension 

was experienced and understood during a period of change; and (3) through the use of 

various government policy documents released between 1900-2019 to explore the knowledge 

tension in New Zealand higher education institutions. 

The study began with the clarification of the problem which is to examine the tension 

between the two forms of disciplinary knowledge which have existed in the university from 

the1980s to the present day, as outlined in chapter one. In that chapter, I provided the reader 

with a contextual understanding to enable deeper engagement with the later critical parts of 

the thesis. Chapter two introduced the concepts used in the study. The introduction of these 

concepts is crucial because concepts serve as the theoretical and explanatory tools to build the 

thesis argument. I explained the use of a realist conceptual methodology that employs 

theoretical concepts to recognise, describe, analyse, and understand the phenomenon under 

investigation. In chapter three, I reviewed the body of literature on globalisation in order to 

deepen the context for the examination of the central argument, which is that there appears to 

have been a shift in the way knowledge within the university is now perceived – a shift I 

locate in the knowledge dialectic. I considered the nature of the arguments made about 

globalisation, neoliberalism, and internationalisation in order to argue for a causative effect of 
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globalisation on universities and to show how New Zealand policy made at the macro level 

affects local or micro-level decisions. Chapter four outlined the historical background of the 

study to show how the shift in the purposes of education is a historical and creative tension 

(an apparent dialectic between humanistic and instrumental ideals) shaped over centuries in 

various historical contexts. In chapter five, I traced the historical tension between liberal and 

vocational education globally and locally (in New Zealand – the country of study). I 

conceptualised academic education as theoretical knowledge and vocational education as 

procedural knowledge. Throughout the study, these terms are used interchangeably, and they 

also map onto the central concepts of humanism and instrumentalism. In chapter six, I 

reviewed Germany’s educational system because the knowledge dialectic that I describe in 

this thesis is defined as a contradiction between theoretical and procedural knowledge and 

under the German ‘dual system’ (Duales Ausbildungssystem), these two apparent 

contradictory knowledge forms appear more readily combined. In chapter seven, I examined 

the relationship between the classical profession and professional education and their 

influence on education today. 

In chapter eight, I utilised various New Zealand government educational policy documents to 

show how the function of knowledge changed within tertiary education, and the influence of 

these policies on the knowledge dialectic argument. Chapter nine presented the findings from 

the empirical data – the participant interviews. The findings revealed mixed data in relation to 

the research questions. The question of, if and how, attitudes to knowledge have changed 

depends to a large degree on what the fundamental purpose of knowledge and the university 

is considered to be. Several participants argued that the knowledge production and 

dissemination role of universities has been maintained, but the way students and lecturers 

experience the phenomenon has altered significantly. In this concluding chapter, I deepen the 

argument that has been made concerning the knowledge dialectic, as well as discussing the 

work that remains to be done in relation to the problem. In this regard, the chapter presents an 

argument for an alternative way at looking at the issue through the knowledge paradox using 

a dialectic approach. I establish this argument through three propositions. The structure of the 

chapter is outlined in the following paragraphs. 

Section A, entitled Maintaining the Knowledge Dialectic, argues for the re-examination of 

the role and the place of knowledge within the University for the ‘greater good’ of society. 

There is no doubt that the knowledge dialectic exists, as I have shown throughout this study. 

Nevertheless, the two knowledge forms (knowledge-that and knowledge-how) can co-exist 
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provided we (the university and society generally) have a clearer agreement about the 

fundamental role of the university. This would involve deepening our understanding of the 

two forms of knowledge and their interdependent purposes. Winch (2014) suggests that to 

achieve professional expertise requires drawing on both forms of knowledge: knowledge that 

has universal and generalisable attributes (Rata, 2014a; Rata & McPhail, 2019) and that is 

context-independent; a form of knowledge developed logically and sometimes referred to as 

‘powerful knowledge’ (Young & Muller, 2019; Young & Muller, 2010; Young, 2008; 

Muller, 2000) and that ideally informs knowledge. On the other hand, know-how is context-

dependent, contributes significantly to the development of practical abilities, and it is usually 

experienced-based. The crux of this argument is that we need both forms of knowledge and 

the understanding and appreciation of both forms can help us manage the dialectic in a way 

that could reduce the apparent dichotomy between these forms of knowledge. 

Section B, titled The Knowledge Value: What University Education Has Become addresses 

the issue of knowledge value by outlining the current manifestation of the knowledge 

dialectic and its implications for individuals and broader society. There is little doubt that the 

instrumental purposes of education has come to predominate over the more traditional 

humanistic purposes of education; the effects of this shift are considered in this section. As 

Bernstein (2000) and others (Grey & Scott, 2012; Giroux, 2002; Blackmore, 2000) argue, 

there are dehumanising effects on students and society more generally where instrumentalism 

becomes the key recontextualsing principle within the university. This can even have effects 

on the development of intellectual criticality; the foundations upon which democratic 

societies rely for their maintenance and development. The argument in this thesis is that the 

balance between the forms of knowledge and types of education needs to be reconsidered and 

re-introduced back to our consciousness. Beck (2010), Rata (2014a), and Bernstein (2000) 

are used below to elaborate the theme of the dehumanising effects of instrumentalism on the 

individual and society more broadly. 

Section C, entitled Synthesising Knowledge for Humanity advances a creative way for 

approaching the knowledge tension by drawing on the Hegelian theory of dialectics. The 

proposition involves developing a new frame of mind regarding the purposes of 

knowledge/education (not ‘a’ form of knowledge or ‘a’ type of education). This can help us 

theorise beyond unproductive dichotomies. My argument is that there is hope for university 

education beyond that of the purely instrumental in this radical era of social, cultural, 

economic, ecological, and technological change. 
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A. MAINTAINING THE KNOWLEDGE DIALECTIC 

Types of education and the forms of knowledge they draw on have become increasingly 

differentiated in the neoliberal era, even though ideally they are theoretically and historically 

interrelated (Ryle, 1949; Winch, 2017; see also chapters two and five). One source of the 

problem is a lack of clarity in the literature and resulting policy, particularly in New Zealand, 

about knowledge. There is little understanding about knowledge itself – its forms and types. 

This lack of understanding creates a tension that manifests itself most clearly in arguments 

about the purposes and advantages of types of education - liberal vs vocational - and the 

forms of knowledge - theoretical vs procedural. In this discussion, the term ‘liberal 

education’ incorporates predominantly theoretical forms of knowledge, while vocational 

education draws on procedural knowledge (Wheelahan, 2012). The tension is located in the 

purposes and functions accorded to these types of education and the forms of knowledge they 

draw on. My argument is that to lessen the bifurcation between liberal and vocational 

education, between theoretical and procedural knowledge, theories of knowledge need to be 

more widely debated and understood. 

To establish some clarity, it is essential to return to the origins of thinking about knowledge. 

Aristotle (1999) theorised knowledge forms as comprising techne, theoria, and phronesis and 

Durkheim (1912/2001) the sacred and profane. Durkheim’s theory of knowledge 

differentiation (see chapter two) highlights the distinction between types of knowledge 

common to all human societies. His starting place is to differentiate between ‘sacred’ and 

‘profane’ orders of meaning. The sacred developed from religious structures into the secular 

disciplines we know today. According to Muller (2000), many of these disciplines comprise 

both theoretical and procedural knowledge – what Bernstein (2000) terms regions. Where 

knowledge is deemed to be the less important ‘training’, it has historically occurred in non-

university settings (e.g., apprenticeships, polytechnics. and technical colleges). In contrast, 

the type of education that promotes the development of academic curiosity, independence, 

critical judgment, conceptual, theoretical, and analytical competencies, and the ability to 

institute social and political change – a liberal education - is located in the university (see 

chapter five). This type of education aims to introduce individuals to the stream of history, 

familiarise them with the methods of science, improve their understanding of the world, and 

open them up to an understanding to the power of arts. 
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On this basis, vocational education is preparation for a particular job, activity or task, while 

liberal education is a relatively comprehensive and critical grasp or interpretation of things. 

Therefore, an individual can be trained as a surgeon, a plumber, a pharmacist, a swimming 

instructor, or a teacher provided the training experience is ‘educational’. For example, in 

most Western countries, before a teacher is granted a full teaching license, the teacher is often 

assigned to a school to hone what was taught theoretically by experiencing the real world of 

the classroom. For that trainee teacher, the process often includes the preparation of lesson 

plans, classroom management, and learning to work with diverse students. In this case, the 

training to become a full teacher could be to ensure that s/he becomes critical of what is 

happening, understands the activities, and comes to see the process of development as part of 

a broader educational context. A focus solely on theory may lead to less emphasis on 

competency in the actual practice of teaching. Pring (1995) notes the need for developed 

competency stating: 

…without a certain degree of competence in playing the piano, one might be denied 

the chance of appreciating the finer points of a musical score, or, without some 

competence as a politician, one’s political theorizing might miss the mark. 

Furthermore, a critical stance requires very often the practical competence – as, for 

example, in the understanding of the use of technology (pp. 189-190). 

 

Durkheim’s knowledge differentiation between sacred and profane is not to be misunderstood 

as an indication of hierarchy; he made it clear that the mundane activities of life would be 

stalled if we were to base our reasoning and daily lives only on sacred and vice versa. What I 

am arguing is that a liberal education is regularly compared with vocational education as 

though the vocational education, if properly imparted, cannot itself be liberating. 

Wheelahan’s (2012) argument is that vocational education can be liberating if students are 

given access to the theoretical systems of meaning as well as to practical skills. Pring also 

notes that through the combination of knowledge-that and knowledge-how, 

…a person is freed from ignorance, and opened to new imaginings, new possibilities: 

the craftsman who finds aesthetic delight in the object of his craft, the technician who 

sees the science behind the artifact, the reflective teacher making theoretical sense of 

practice (Pring, 1995, p. 189). 
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To deepen our understanding of this problem, along with the types of education – liberal and 

vocational - I also touch on the forms of knowledge, often called theoretical (‘knowledge-

that’) and procedural (‘knowledge-how’) knowledge. Theoretical knowledge is often depicted 

as being made up of concepts, propositions, and content (Rata, 2018); that is, it is a form of 

knowledge that leads to deep understanding and is associated with academic subjects. Bailey 

(1984/2010) refers to it as a form of knowledge that can lead to liberation from ‘the particular 

and the present’. This form of knowledge is also characterised as objective, timeless, 

universal, and difficult. It is a type of knowledge that moves beyond the everyday 

experiences to a higher plane of understanding – contextually independent. 

  

Theoretical knowledge is created through understanding inferential concepts as a system of 

meaning, by way of deep thinking which follows the rules of reasoning, logic, and rationality 

(Gilbert, 2005). This form of knowledge is independent of the everyday needs of the producer 

of knowledge. Above all, due to its universal and generalisable attributes (Rata, 2014a; Rata 

& McPhail, 2019), “its structure must follow the logic of the knowledge systems it draws 

from in order to imprint this logic on the minds of the students who follow it” (Gilbert, 2005, 

p. 160). On the other hand, procedural knowledge is recognised in terms of ‘doing’, as in how 

an individual’s practice activities or projects are materialised - the gaining of skills as 

compared to acquiring ‘pure’ knowledge. Know-how is acquired through experience, has 

loose boundaries, and is not necessarily powerful knowledge (Young & Muller, 2019; 

Young, 2008; Muller, 2000). Gilbert (2005) notes that procedural knowledge may, or may 

not, require following rules. Procedural knowledge is context-dependent, and it is linked 

more with physical work than mental work.  

Within the university, and society more broadly, the lack of understanding of these types and 

forms of knowledge has created a gap in our educational systems in that intellectual ‘know-

how’ is often overlooked (Gilbert, 2005). The intellectual understanding behind the ‘doing’ 

often goes unacknowledged. Pring (1995) expounds the argument: 

Because of this dichotomy of theory and practice, of thinking from doing, science 

teaching, rather than be contaminated with the label ‘vocational’, enters into a mode 

of symbolic representation which loses the vast majority of young people – cuts them 

off, at an early age, from an understanding of the physical world in which they live. 

‘Real Science’ is for the able; craft is for the rest; the science within the craft goes 

unrecognized, and for that both the able and less able suffer (p. 189). 
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Undoubtedly, the difference between theoretical and procedural forms of knowledge in the 

context of the public education system has been problematic. What we have failed to see or 

acknowledge is that the existence of procedural knowledge is unquestionably crucial to 

theoretical knowledge because “by being what it is not, it defines it, and allows it to continue 

to be higher value term” (Gilbert, 2005, p. 160).  

 

If we accept that the meaning of knowledge is shifting and that one of the main functions of 

education is to prepare individuals to live and work, then people need to gain knowledge and 

also learn how to use the knowledge gained. However, there exist varying opinions 

concerning the function of education today. In the university, when asked why liberal 

education is of most worth, the typical response is that it develops critical thinking. While the 

response is not wrong, we need to ask, what is the meaning of critical thinking? According to 

Glaser (1941), critical thinking is the exploration of facts to form a conclusion. In other 

words, the entire process from exploration to conclusion is done abstractly, which means 

critical thinking is about thinking objectively and rationally. Such a definition can be easily 

misjudged, suggesting that liberal education is highly ‘abstract’ and has limited or no 

practical value at all. Although critical thinking is not initially practical, it does have 

significant practical consequences. A liberal education opens an individual to various ways of 

understanding society and living in it. Even though the understanding part is abstract, the 

living part can never be achieved without doing. Likewise, critical thinking nurtures the skills 

required for making informed and rational decisions that have the potential to change an 

individual’s life, even to transform society. This way of thinking has never been more 

essential than in this era of techno-economic overload. 

 

In summary, what is needed is the acknowledgement and ‘management’ of the knowledge 

dialectic. The first step towards managing the tension is cognisance of both the differentiation 

and the interrelationship between knowledge types (sacred and profane, horizontal and 

vertical discourse) and forms (knowledge-that and knowledge-how). Within the broader 

liberal philosophy, education’s primary aim is ‘intellectual excellence’. While that is an 

essential aim to pursue, being human or trying to develop fully requires more than just 

intellectual excellence. It comprises the refinement of the mind and the ability to think and 

act reasonably. It also raises the question: what is of most worth if not that which cultivates 



 

210 
 

the capability of the mind in many different ways - theoretically and procedurally? Reaching 

one’s full potential should be regarded as a right for all. This should be so whatever the skills 

or capabilities of an individual, provided these involve thinking and doing, feeling and 

understanding, forming a healthy connection and shaping the future for good. Such attributes 

can be achieved to varying degrees of intelligence, skill and creativity. As long as there are 

human minds to be nurtured, relationships to be formed, activities to be part of, and feelings 

to be understood, then there is still hope for education. However, for education to fulfil such a 

role, those minds, relationships, activities, and feeling must be developed in both theoretical 

and procedural knowledge terms. This requires what Pring (1995) describes as bringing the 

educational goal to the vocational interests of the young people, educating them through their 

understanding of what is relevant, helping them to make sense of their economic and social 

context, and empowering them to be creative and questioning in their preparation for the 

labour market. This is also what lies behind Winch’s (2014) statement that to produce future 

professionals or experts requires utilising both forms of knowledge. 

B.  THE KNOWLEDGE VALUE: WHAT UNIVERSITY EDUCATION HAS 

BECOME 

A young couple in Mount Kisco, New York, attempted to auction off on Ebay and 

Yahoo the naming rights of their soon-to-be-born child to the highest corporate 

bidder. These are more than oddball stories. As William Powers, a writer for the 

Atlantic Monthly, observes, these public narratives represent “dark fables about what 

we are becoming as a culture”. One wonders where this type of madness is going to 

end. But one thing is clear: As society is defined through the culture and values of 

neoliberalism, the relationship between a critical education, public morality, and civic 

responsibility as conditions for creating thoughtful and engaged citizens are sacrificed 

all too willingly to the interest of financial capital and the logic of profit-making 

(Giroux, 2002, p. 427). 

 

This quote from Henry Giroux is provocative in that it highlights the potential dehumanising 

effects of neoliberalism which has permeated all societies’ institutions. I have argued that it is 

the site of education where these effects are strongly present. To an extent, Brown (2015) 

might be accurate in arguing that our mindset is a ‘neoliberalised’ one. Whether or not we 

agree with Giroux and Brown here, what is evident is that the economic, “cultural and 
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technological changes in the late 20th century and beyond have had a profound effect on 

what counts as knowledge and what knowledge counts both at school and at university” 

(McPhail, 2017b, p. 58). 

My central concern is to consider the implications of this shift towards the economic project 

which promotes instrumentalism. Can education exist to serve the human project, the 

economic project or both? In this discussion, I use the term ‘human project’ to encapsulate 

the principles and positive affordances of an ideal theoretical/liberal education and the term 

‘economic project’ to encapsulate the positive values and benefits of an ideal 

procedural/vocational education. The key effects of instrumentalism have been to foster, 

knowingly or unknowingly, commercially minded, corporatised individuals with a utilitarian 

bent (Lovat, 2019; Kromydas, 2017; Bowskill, 2012), which in turn has possible 

dehumanising effects on the individual and society more broadly (as described in Giroux’s 

quote above). Currently, the mechanisms of the ‘corporatised university’ favour the 

‘economic project’, while the ‘human project’ struggles to find a place. Wheelahan (2012) 

asserts that instrumentalism and relevance are the current dominant principles for curricular 

recontextualisation in education rather than “systematic access to structures of knowledge” 

(p. 104). The argument I advance is drawn from the works of leading authors and the voices 

of some of my participants. Drawing on the authors work further allows providing more 

evidence for the shift towards instrumentalism that I hypothesise has occurred over the last 40 

years. 

According to Grey and Scott (2012), Stavrou (2011), and Young (2008), it is evident that the 

shifts in recontextualising principles have expanded the separation between more recent 

neoliberal missions and more traditional humanistic functions of Western education. As 

argued in chapters two, three, five, seven, and eight, neoliberal agendas have mostly filled the 

educational space, thereby, engendering a shift from the acquirement of knowledge for 

knowledge’s sake - what Stavrou (2011, p. 145) describes as “forming the spirit through 

acquisition of knowledge” - to a focus on how education can contribute to the economic 

development of a nation (MOE, 2014a; MOE, 2014b). In essence, the university’s role, and 

education generally, is seen as “less concerned with developing the well-rounded liberally 

educated person and more concerned with developing the skills required for a person to 

become an economically productive member of society” (Hursh, 2005, p. 5). Blackmore 

(2000) describes these changes as shifting “from the liberal to the vocational, from 
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education’s intrinsic value to its instrumental value, and from qualitative to quantitative 

measures of success” (p. 134). 

This knowledge shift in higher education is what Giroux (2002) describes as ‘liberal 

education threat’ which comes from market-driven decisions introduced by the management 

of higher institutions. Two of the study’s participants concurred with this reading: 

…learning in university shouldn’t be instrumental, it should be designed to challenge, 

receive wisdom, and generate new knowledge. The public university as an ideal type 

should be a place that is set apart, detached from the logics of instrumental 

counteractions or political manipulation or pecuniary gain (PCS). 

 

…the university’s role has shifted because the government has demanded 

instrumentalism, economic growth, and labour market productivity, which drives 

vocational education (DSG).  

 

From a philosophical stance, I ask: where can we look for alternative conceptualisations for 

higher education – approaches that could draw on the positive possibilities of both 

approaches? In this section, I draw on the work of McLean, Abbas, and Ashwin (2013), and 

Barnett (2009) to begin to consider such an approach. McLean, et al. (2013) are interested in 

the identity formation of students within the field of sociology in UK universities. They 

theorise that students have been made “more instrumental and individualised than in the past 

both by general de-politicisation in society and by the construction of students as consumers 

within universities” (p. 531). 

In their sociological study, McLean et al. (2013) broaden Bernstein’s idea of a disciplinary 

identity, which he argues is realised through ‘pedagogic rights’ – “enhancement in the 

personal realm; inclusion in the social realm; and participation in the political realm” 

(Bernstein, 2000, pp. pxx-pxxi). McLean et al. (2013) theorise three dimensions in current 

disciplinary identity formation - disciplinary, personal/social, and performative. They 

describe these dimensions of a specialised disciplinary identity as ‘‘(1) competence at 

performing the discipline by way of text work (reading and writing); discussion; and research 

work (for example, analysing texts/images; interviewing; designing surveys); and (2) 

possession of a set of dispositions: being questioning, critical, analytical, open-minded and 

challenging’’ (p. 36). The last dimension – performativity – is of particular significance for 



 

213 
 

this thesis as it acknowledges the demands of work-readiness but does so by connecting the 

performative with theoretical and personal/social aspects of the disciplinary identity. In this 

argument, it is disciplinary knowledge that creates the fulcrum of the identity formation 

process (McPhail, 2017b). In other words, an argument can be made for a balance between all 

dimensions. Current instrumentalist agendas tend to weaken the disciplinary dimensions, 

which, somewhat ironically, are likely to be the source for a society’s innovation, creativity, 

and competitiveness in the world. The forming of an academic identity containing 

disciplinary, personal/social, and performative dimensions appears crucial for the process of 

human education concerned with more than instrumentalist results (Barnett, 2009). 

The implication of the shift towards the economic project or instrumentalism is what 

Bernstein (2000) calls ‘trainability’ or ‘short-termism’, and what Ball (2009/2013) terms 

‘performativity’, or 21st century skills or generic modes (see chapter two for detailed 

explanation). Bernstein (2000) further states that the generic skills required of the new 

trainability are relevant to the economic factors which are dominant in the neoliberal political 

context. This, in turn, operates with a discourse of constant change (Doogan, 2009) which 

results in ‘careers’ being replaced by ‘jobs’. Beck (2006, p. 163) suggests that trainability 

denotes “a vacant space waiting to be filled with whatever temporary contents market, or 

institutional, or governmental imperatives may dictate”. To counter the negative instrumental 

effects of trainability, Barnett (2009) and Bernstein (2000) argue for the retaining of exposure 

to disciplinary knowledge so that epistemic dispositions and qualities may be developed as 

well as generic skills. Moreover, Barnett (2009, p. 435) reminds us that “there is an 

extraordinary and intimate relationship between knowledge and being” and that it is in the 

practices of the disciplines that both 21
st
 century dispositions and deeper human qualities can 

be developed: “A deep and personal encounter with knowledge calls for and helps to nourish 

certain ethically worthwhile forms of human being”. From a philosophical perspective, 

Barnett (2009) describes the epistemic dispositions such as a “preparedness to remain open to 

new encounters, listen, learn, explore, and the tenacity to forge ahead, that are exhibited in 

qualities like courage, resilience, carefulness, integrity, self-discipline, restraint, respect for 

others, openness, generosity, [and] authenticity” (pp. 433-434). These are the generic 

qualities argued for in instrumentalist and 21
st
 century discourses, but, in this argument, they 

emerge as by-product of a disciplinary identity (McLean et al, 2013). Without this dimension, 

education runs the risk of being ethically and morally empty as the Giroux quote that opens 

this section illustrates. 
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What I have been arguing is that, the weakening of the emphasis given to disciplinary 

knowledge is also the foundation of epistemic/disciplinary identity formation, and if this 

dimension is weakened it robs education of its humanising power and pushes us towards 

dehumanisation – the acceptance of a utilitarian identity promoted by the growth of 

neoliberalism and other market forces (e.g., marketisation, massification, managerialism, 

commodification). Today, the dehumanising process has manifested itself within the 

university and society more broadly, thereby putting the link between education and the 

development of a democratic society at risk (Rata, 2012; Giroux, 2011; Giroux, 2006; 

Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993). According to Dreyer and Kouzmin (2009, p. 10), 

It should be clear in these cases how the social sphere function of citizen formation 

has been usurped by the economic imperative which naturally gives the 'McDonald’s 

way of life and thinking' pre-eminence over the development of a national community 

culture. To subject the educational spirit and ethos to the economic imperative is a 

cognitive distortion and undermines any concept of knowledge society or a learning 

nation. Learning then becomes more akin to indoctrination on how to act efficiently 

and effectively in accordance with the prescribed set of beliefs. Creativity and 

innovation become very utilitarian. 

 

In summary, universities are institutions that exist as part of society and have a responsibility 

to society. The university is a symbolic space for the formation and nurturing of human 

minds as well as a space in which to prepare citizens for numerous roles in society, including 

equipping individuals for social efficiency purposes. There is no doubt that both goals are 

justified: universities must function efficiently but have a humanist mission, too. These roles 

(symbolic and economic) should be able to develop together, reinforcing each other, but such 

a balance has hardly ever been achieved due to varying socio-political developments. To 

suggest an alternative, the university might need to re-define the key reason for its existence 

and its core role in today’s evolving society. Until the university’s role is clearly 

reformulated, it would be difficult to define what the purposes of knowledge in the service of 

education should be within that space. In the absence of a clear and agreed vision for the 

university’s role in the nation’s imaginary for itself, tertiary institutions are reduced to 

realising personal gains or governmental policy demands. 
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The ability for individuals to contribute to societal growth and societal cohesion and to 

participate in a society’s democratic conversation is weakened where access to disciplinary 

knowledge and the associated development of disciplinary dispositions is under-developed 

(Barnett, 2009). As a society, we need to re-consider and re-introduce liberal ideas and 

highlight their possibilities. The university will need to reassert a balance between these roles 

(symbolic and economic) in that both roles retain their authority and integrity. In the absence 

of this, the university and society will continue to witness the neoliberal-instrumental 

domination, thereby further cementing its dehumanising effects. 

C. SYNTHESISING KNOWLEDGE FOR HUMANITY 

In this section, I round off the thesis argument by proposing a knowledge 

synthesis/conciliatory mode using Hegel’s dialectical method of historical and philosophical 

progress (see chapter one). Hegel’s method suggests that: (a) an initial hypothesis or 

proposition is known as a thesis; (b) a contradiction of the thesis is known as the antithesis; 

and (c) a synthesis is where the two opposing ideas are resolved to create a new proposition. 

To reiterate, Hegel dialectical triad is used as an argument structuring device. It provides a 

way to pull the argument together. The study started with a ‘thesis’, which argued that there 

is a tension between the humanistic and instrumental purposes of knowledge in the New 

Zealand University –which I termed a knowledge dialectic. I have presented this argument in 

various sections throughout this study. For the antithesis to be identified in this study, I 

started by examining the broader concept of knowledge differentiation and knowledge types 

before moving to forms of knowledge. To differentiate at the level of knowledge type, I used 

the terms ‘liberal education’ and ‘vocational education’, and at the knowledge form’s level, I 

used the terms theoretical/knowledge-that and procedural/knowledge-how (see chapters one, 

two, five, and six). The knowledge dialectic argument – the antithesis – was demonstrated 

throughout the study. The third stage of the Hegel dialectics triad, known as synthesis, is my 

main focus in this section. I argue that the outcome (which could be creative or negative) 

produced by the antithesis leads to a knowledge synthesis approach - in this case, a creative 

outcome which could lead to a re-emphasis of humanism. A source of humanism is here 

understood as a type of educational experience that is ‘whole’, ‘well-rounded’ or ‘complete’ 

in its preparation; an educational experience that is aimed at producing an ‘educated person’ 

which in turn could contribute to nation building. By that, I mean an education serving 

liberal-democratic ideals as well as contributing to the economy present and future. What I 
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am saying is that, the dialectic described in this thesis plays out in what I term a knowledge 

synthesis approach/conciliatory mode - that is - approaches to education that might seem to 

be irreconcilable opposites, may turn out to be more complementary than usually conceived 

(a ‘both/and’ logic) – theoretical knowledge and procedural knowledge may, after all, be able 

to be complementary.   

Figure 4 below provides a diagrammatic expression of the study. 

 

Figure 4. Knowledge and the Creative Tension in the New Zealand University 

Therefore, defining and agreeing on educational purposes within the university is theorised 

through a process of thesis and antithesis from which a synthesis develops. This may provide 

a new way - a 'third way' - of approaching the question: what knowledge is of most worth in 

New Zealand society? This study seeks out the best of the current options, argued for through 
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the theoretical concepts of knowledge differentiation, and combines them into a new creative 

educational framework (see figure 4). However, with the advancement of technology and the 

continuing influence of neoliberal capitalism, there is no doubt that the emphasis on 

vocational education has become entrenched. This changes the relationship between 

knowledge, the university, and society. Given this reality, we can ask: are there any lessons 

that can be learned from market-oriented discourse that could be beneficial to public 

education? Is there an alternative way forward? Is there an alternative that recognises the 

necessity of both vocational education and theoretical education? 

From all angles, society and its institutions – the university included - are fundamentally 

divided. We divide into left and right, advantages and disadvantages, positives and negatives, 

humanism and instrumentalism, for and against (Dewey, 1938). If these divisions, in relation 

to university purposes cannot be resolved through the education received in a public 

university, where the most impartial and democratic moralities should succeed, then the 

future is bleak. The contradiction between liberal / theoretical / propositional / knowledge-

that and vocational / procedural / technical / knowledge-how (Muller & Young, 2019; Rata, 

McPhail & Barrett, 2019; Winch, 2014; Wheelahan, 2012) cannot be resolved by merely 

adjusting the balance (see section B); it must be approached carefully, led and supported by, 

for example, educators, policymakers, artists, writers, and scientists. A unified model is 

needed – the ultimate reason for the knowledge synthesis argument. Currently, it appears that 

New Zealand universities are primarily interested in an educational experience that supports 

the instrumental and economic development of the society, and there is not full support for 

arts/humanities/education degrees that are not breaking even in terms of material gains. 

However, this should not stop the university academics from introducing a unified 

educational model. Fen (1961) reminds us that 

To yield to public pressure is unworthy of a profession. But to counter narrow 

practicality with obsolete tradition is also unjustified. To a considerable extent, 

demands for an education that is practical and useful are justified. Since life itself is a 

practical affair, educators shun practicality at their peril. The proper concern of 

educators is to deepen the meaning of practicality so that education can equip young 

people with the disposition and the competence to live in a world where the struggle 

for existence or coexistence is intense (p. 206). 

 



 

218 
 

Taking Fen’s argument into account, I am proposing a unified education model through the 

synthesis of liberal/theoretical and vocational/procedural education. Vocational preparation is 

essential to individuals, not only because they help individuals achieve their mundane 

activities but because of its vital role in helping individuals to enjoy the full meaning of life. 

Therefore, vocational and liberal approaches need each other. The university needs them 

both. There is no argument that vocational education needs to be revisited (see sections A and 

B). It needs a revival that comes from close association with liberal education; it needs to 

ensure critical intelligence central to its learning and teaching (Wheelahan, 2012). Also, 

liberal education needs to be re-defined; it needs a relationship with the world of practice to 

be able to fit well in today’s educational context (McLean et al., 2013). When liberal 

education sets the boundaries for vocational education, the latter is intelligently and 

humanely guided; when vocational education makes available a practical approach for liberal 

education, the latter is appropriately imparted through life. Liberal education and vocational 

education strengthen each other, and their education aims still can be fulfilled if the 

affordances of each are recognised. This way, democratic equality, democratic efficiency, 

and social mobility (Labaree, 1997) could be achieved without one educational goal winning 

over the other. 

From a liberal education perspective, all educational preparation should lead to a greater 

human end – the complete, well-rounded or educated individual. An individual introduced to 

vocational education will not just be skilled in a job, but would also be able to think as a 

member of a community/society, a person with the autonomy to lead a good and fulfilled life. 

To think in this sense means individuals having an educational experience that prepares them 

to reflect and take full responsibility for their actions in a complex society.  

To achieve this new aim of producing an educated person in an era where economic 

rationality is the norm, we all (those of us who adhere to the same democratic moralities) 

must move away from the narrow argument between the purposes of knowledge/education 

and welcome a synthesised/unified model of education. Everyone has a role to play in this, 

but, most importantly, it is academics that can ensure that whatever the difference in abilities 

or good fortune or background amongst people, their freedom is recognised and their capacity 

to become fully human is enriched. Academics need to prepare the next generation by 

bringing them into a meaningful, sustainable, and just future through the idea of a 

unified/synthesised educational model. To this end, I put forward three propositions: 
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 Firstly, there is a need to rethink the relationship between the teaching of skills and 

competencies and disciplinary knowledge, as much of the literature argues that both 

forms of knowledge are vital to human beings in achieving their higher learning goals 

(Winch, 2017), and to understand the full intellectual and social meaning of a 

vocation (Wheelahan, 2012; Dewey, 1916/2004); 

 Secondly, there is a need to design a new curricula that accept the differences between 

the knowledge forms as well as their interdependence within the current economic 

narratives (Muller & Young, 2014; Muller, 2009; Young, 2008); 

 Thirdly, there is a need to consider new forms of curriculum design which have the 

potential to assist tertiary education sectors and teachers in “design[ing] courses that 

can accommodate the complex and interdependent relationship between concepts and 

content and between knowledge and skills” (Rata, 2019, p. 681). One example of such 

pedagogy is the Curriculum Design Coherence (CDC) model (Rata & McPhail, in 

press). 

Overall, I conclude this argument with the words of Nel Noddings who reminds us that 

universities 

…were not founded with academic purposes. They were founded for moral purposes 

to produce good people and good citizens. Academics were used to prompt those 

purposes, which is something we’ve forgotten. People today think that the only 

purpose of the school is academic. This never was the case, and I hope it never will be 

the case because there are more important purposes to education (cited in Seymour 

and Levin, 2015, p. 90). 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A – PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
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APPENDIX B – CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX C – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Thank you for signing the consent form to do this interview today. This interview is divided 

into five (5) sections. Before I continue with the interview, can I tell you a little about myself, 

and why I am doing this research? 

Background 

1. Can you tell me a little about yourself as regards your teaching background, how 

long you have been in academia, and your areas of expertise? 

Role of the University 

2. What do you think the role of a public university in a democratic nation like New 

Zealand should be? 

Knowledge in the University 

3. There is a view that knowledge taught and developed in the university has shifted 

towards a more vocational form (what we can use knowledge to do) rather than 

philosophical (what knowledge does to us). Do you think the purpose of 

knowledge has shifted? If yes, in what way? 

4. What are the effects of these shifts on knowledge taught and developed within a 

university? 

Economic Influences 

5. Do you think the university should be responsive to changing economic forces?  

6. Do you think shifts to privatisation and internationalisation in recent decades have 

affected knowledge in the university? 

Your Experience 

7. Do these shifts pose any threat on graduates? Do these shifts pose any threat on 

society? Do you think New Zealand universities are tending more to a vocational 

purpose of education? If yes, what effect might this have on the university’s 

public character? 
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8. Could you share with me your perception of the university education today, 

considering your years of experience as an academic? Can you identify any 

changes from when you joined the university and now, especially to do with the 

type of work you do, the students, the type of knowledge the universities offers? If 

yes, what are the drivers/forces behind these changes? 

You have shared a lot, which is great. Do you have any other thing to add to our discussion? 

Thank you for your time today, and I might schedule a follow-up discussion in the future if 

there is a part I need clarification on during the transcription stage. Have a fabulous day. 
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