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Foreword
This volume is important because it brings into one place a set of concerns and debates about 
engagement in which Australia is at the leading edge of critique, practice and change.

What is learned and taught and the way it is achieved in universities matters! The outcomes 
have a global impact and they are one aspect of educational change and scholarship in which 
Transform and Engagement Australia represent critical thinking of the best kind.

The texts in the book have a focus on learning and knowledge and they have an important 
function that identifies the need to go beyond an essentially abstract and academic subject. 
They represent a struggle to understand and take steps beyond the limits imposed often 
unwittingly by modern educational institutions and systems. They offer us an opportunity to 
break free of the algorithim thinking which imposes uniformity on us all and to recognise the 
diversity of university engagement - which is truly a global issue.

The combination of critical thinking and creativity in these chapters has a focus and it is 
essentially that of equity and ‘community’. This is a recognition of the variety and diversity of 
constituencies or communities that the university should serve and what can be called a variety 
of languages that it should speak. It will become clear to the reader that some communities 
are in more need than others and few punches are pulled in the search and struggle to 
support social justice and fairness as key values, which it seems must be re-discovered in each 
generation.

This volume is not an alternative vision of higher education; it is a critical reflection which 
suggests we bring back value into the world of learning and teaching in universities.

JIM NYLAND   MS CALLISTA THILLOU 
Professor and Associate Vice Chancellor   Deputy Chair 
Australian Catholic University    Engagement Australia
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Introduction
University engagement is a kaleidoscope. It extends far and wide in higher education and it 
reaches into schools, colleges, industries and communities of every kind that have an interest 
in higher learning. Eminent academics have published their thoughts on it and every individual 
student has had personal experience of it. It is ubiquitous wherever an institution in higher 
education reaches out to a community. Yet there can be no recipe book which covers all the 
aspects and all the different meanings of engagement and, like ‘community and industry’, it is 
everywhere desired but difficult to grasp.

This single volume brings together writings specifically on key aspects of university 
engagement and the curriculum. The approach is rooted in a belief that every curriculum is 
an ordering of knowledge. Knowledge is not simply a neutral and objective reality but rather 
a set of emphases and choices which give expression to certain values. The value position of 
the collection is clear: in the developing 21st century we need a university curriculum that is 
designed for a specific set of social purposes and that these are becoming ever more urgent 
yet ever more contested. In exploring the ideas and themes in this book over more than a 
decade, we have revisited and extended their reach and scope. We hope you the reader can see 
a ‘thread through time’ in this work.

The key focus in this book is on the need for and indeed the inevitability of change. Such 
change is already upon us and shows itself in the force of the ’wicked issues’, the social and 
economic crises and threats to global stability and even planetary existence with which the 
younger generation must deal - if not now, then very soon! This is the ‘university of life’, 
which is defining our social purposes and which must therefore more consciously shape our 
curriculum. This is the meaning of really useful knowledge and relevance of learning, the key 
themes that occur throughout these chapters. 

This book examines the idea of an engaged university that might develop distinctive learning 
programs and critical pedagogies to address the issues and crises of our times. The impact 
of globalisation and the hyper-accelerated forms of economic development along with 
cybernetic and digital technologies, which have marginalised many traditional communities, 
are explored. The question of the civic role of the university and the meaning of critical 
thinking in the context of what are universities really for are assessed. The second section 
explores themes of knowledge and culture by asking the question: How could we re-imagine an 
engaged university? An inspirational music and performance-based example of a re-imagined 
curriculum is outlined through reference to ‘dancing in Nazareth’, whilst the possibilities of 
professional doctoral studies are explored as a learning curriculum. The third theme focusses 
on debate and concern with democratic dialogue in universities alongside an exploration of 
how we might think about a model of learning, which is ecological in character. An interview 
with Professor Richard Teare, founder of a radical alternative perspective and practice on 
new thinking for young people and community development, illustrates new possibilities. The 
future is scrutinised by examining the ‘burning world’ and crisis of the planetary environment 
as a stringent context for our learning, and we examine some aspects of past experience of 
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Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in the hope of a better and re-imagined 
future based on a critical and positive approach to what constitutes indigenous knowledge. 
Consideration of the coronavirus/COVID-19 world pandemic encourages us to consider the 
‘new normal’ as a vital context for university engagement.

We are aware we are raising difficult questions throughout this book and we make no claims 
to have definitive answers. We believe that authentic learning always begins with questions 
and the need to solve problems, and we are convinced that we stand at a pivotal point where 
change and uncertainty have become endemic and where asking the right questions itself 
is crucial to progress. We believe this questioning and critical focus should be central to the 
university curriculum, and as a contribution to democratic dialogue can be a guide to action 
and change. As educationalists we believe a critical and engaged university curriculum can help 
us all to achieve a better social result and social justice for the majority. We hope that this book 
can help you, the reader, to engage with those who struggle for knowledge because it matters.

JIM NYLAND   DAVID DAVIES 
Professor and Associate Vice Chancellor  Emeritus Professor 
Australian Catholic University     University of Derby 
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The problems

The idea of university engagement for the public good has been prominent 

in the discourses surrounding higher education in recent years. However, the 

reality is that universities compete with one-another for places in a hierarchy 

of league tables. Higher education is now part of the hyper-capitalistic growth 

of mass-production of goods and services involving mass-distribution and 

consumption through consumer networks.

The university experience has become a commodity; it is largely monetised and can be bought 
by those who have the funds. Of course, it is also more than this and for many, it is the best if 
not the only way to a fulfilling life and well-paid work where qualifications and learning bring 
justified rewards. It represents the high-water mark for social democratic and meritocratic 
achievement. Mass higher education is the signal for a more equal and fair society.

However, the idea that mass participation, with up to 50 per cent of an age cohort attending 
higher education, is a solution to the problems of a modern society is at best naïve and at 
worst a delusion. The output of graduates does not compensate for the poor quality of jobs 
available for many, and for the elitist assumptions that drive selection for the ‘top’ institutions 
and induction into the leading professions. A complex social class structure (Savage 2015; Reay 
2013, 2015) requires a critically informed response, not a set of differentiated university league 
tables to justify a false concept of meritocracy.

Globalisation, marketisation, monetisation and the growth of hyper-capitalism have all 
impacted on modern universities. As mass higher education has developed, universities have 
become severely marginalised from their communities and their original purposes have been 
lost. For many, learning is a ‘consumer good’ and an opportunity for those who succeed in it 
to have the benefits that accrue to individuals. Meanwhile, the needs of communities and the 
social purposes of state-funded education are ignored, and learning opportunities for ordinary 
and working-class people are diminished.

The learning and teaching we now have in conventional universities is not sufficiently engaged 
with the critical issues facing our society. Some of these issues are to do with belonging, 
community, identity, nationhood and culture rather than simply with the economic questions 
of stagnant wages, diminished social welfare, the growth of foodbanks and feelings of 
powerlessness. These are part of the ‘subjective’ and ‘felt’ aspects of understanding while the 
‘objective’ aspects include poverty, exclusion, migration, war, terrorism, global climate change 
and environmental degradation.
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At the personal level, for many people, learning and education as well as politics fail to address 
the big questions such as what makes a fair society, who belongs in a society or community 
and who gets left behind in a global world where older communities seem to be abandoned. 
Universities themselves have become semi-detached from the communities they claim to serve 
while simultaneously failing to develop a curriculum that addresses key problems. These issues 
raise questions that test our humanity and our politics, and about the curriculum universities 
might offer to their students if we were to take a different starting point (Davies 1995).

In looking at critical thinking for universities, this paper will consider notions of community, 
identity and belonging, and the contexts in which beliefs, values and actions are played out. 
These include the pervasive impact of digital technology and the internet, and the impact of 
global mass migration. For those of us involved in learning and teaching, there has been a 
failure to identify and counter the stultifying effects of compliant rather than critical thinking 
around many of these issues.

The second part of the paper will consider the issues that can be said to drive our search for 
relevant knowledge and offer three suggestions for themes on which we might build a critical 
curriculum.

There are problems, however, with the concept of engagement here. We are not sufficiently 
clear about the things with which we are supposed to be engaged, including the idea of 
‘community’ itself. And yet universities think of themselves as being part of ‘the community’. 
Many writers of great insight have commented on the problematical nature of community. 
Zygmunt Bauman (2001) was one such social scientist who noted the difficulties of maintaining 
the boundaries of community when members no longer share the ‘sameness’ of previous 
generations.

Communities are defined equally by their differences as by their commonalities. In a globalised 
world it is possible to view questions of identity, nationalism, ethnicity, race and belonging 
through the prism of ‘community’ or any other concept that suggests belonging, such as 
religion. But it is equally clear that such categories are also potentially about exclusion. 
Universities are not usually ‘engaged’ with communities that seek to exclude certain categories 
of people, except on the grounds of academic competence or ‘lack of excellence’ in achieving 
grades for admission to courses of study.

So how does a university engage with the reality of very different and sometimes opposed 
notions of community? It does this by declaration - that is to say, it declares a ‘mission’ to serve 
its community. Since there is no single community to serve, it will insist on serving concurrently 
all of the various and diverse communities in its hinterland. It serves all and therefore serves 
few. Thinking about which community we serve must be a critically evaluated view, not just a 
taken-for-granted, bland multicultural inclusion of every social group or category of people.

The realities are that we live in fragmented and heterogeneous places that are increasingly 
transnational in having many different ethnic groups, social classes, religions, cultures and races  
(Hall 2017). We are often united only in wishing to stress our differences and distinctiveness 
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from others - that is to say, we are united in stating that we are diverse. What such communities 
may share may be of the utmost worth and value, especially if social and cultural differences 
are contained and expressed in ways that do no harm to their opponents and respect 
everyone’s rights to be different within the law. We may also be a community resting on a 
legalistic, contractual, respectful, formal, constitutional and civic basis; a set of agreements to 
respect our differences. But it may not be a community rooted in shared experience, values, 
expectations, and feelings of common belonging and origin.

Does this matter? Well, yes, since it appears to be one of the driving forces of political dissent 
from the right and left. The political debates over the nature of ‘community’ often involve race, 
ethnicity and belonging, and have permeated right through the responses by communities on 
a world scale to mass migration, refugees across the globe , economic scarcity and poverty, 
climate change and environmental destruction, and of course, the devastation brought about 
by war, religious persecution and terrorism. These global events have changed massively the 
idea of community and of how one community might join or relate to another ‘community’. Yet 
the issues that arise are rarely seen to be part of our engagement with the nature and content 
of higher education, neither do they impact on most of the taught curricula of conventional 
universities.

If there is to be a university which is authentically open, and critically engaged, it must address 
questions such as: For what kind of communities it is intended? How will its community of 
interest be defined? What kind of knowledge is appropriate for a different university? With luck 
or good guidance, a seeker may chance upon the work of John Berger (1989, 1992, 2005) who 
noted and recorded in his inimical ways the persistence of a ‘longing for community’. There 
exists a need for a challenge to the market-led systems so relationships in work, social life, 
communal life and social labour can be the basis for university engagement. This is the building 
of social capital to meet the needs of communities.

If we need to re-think the place of community for a university, we also must re-assess our sense 
of our own personal and social identity. We might need to re-learn our identity. This may be 
painful because modern times and institutions are complex, and separation and division can 
lead to forms of apartheid. In the United Kingdom, we already have a fractured and separated 
- rather than shared - culture between many different ethnic and religious groups. A critical 
approach should surely insist on a shared and common interest and future, while valuing 
diversity and difference. They are not easily reconciled concepts and perspectives. 

Even where the community of the global elite, and the community of the weak and deprived, 
bear little resemblance to each other, we can see that, no matter what the history of each 
group tells us, both are forced to share the same risk society. The very rich may live in 
‘extraterritoriality’ (Bauman 2001) outside the immediate reach of any given state, but they, too, 
will share the eventual fate of everyone else as climate change and global warming, pollution, 
and global poverty impact everyone. Even the powerful cannot live without some shared sense 
of community and identity. One question that arises is how far the poor and deprived, who have 
few realistic choices, actually share the same notion of identity and culture as the very rich, who 
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can choose to have mobility and context-free communication at the heart of their existence? A 
truly relevant and critical university education must surely put these concerns at the heart of 
the curriculum.

A democratic education relevant to the digital age? 
If we have problems with our conception of community and identity, and we are uncertain 
about our histories, we may be equally uncertain about our relationship with the internet 
and the world of digital technology. Schools and universities were once thought of as being 
democratising institutions (Porter 1999) but this idea has lost credibility in the face of the 
massive and persistent inequalities. Few commentators argue that education in itself will 
successfully challenge the great problems facing the world. Porter has argued that globalisation 
actually threatens to limit democratic education, notwithstanding the fact that increases in 
literacy are key to economic growth and social justice. What has been happening in recent 
years is in fact the marketisation and monetisation of learning and education, especially in 
the university sector. On the one hand universities have become a massive presence in our 
economies and are a central part of social, cultural and economic life of any given nation. They 
help define what it is to be a ‘cultured’ nation and community. On the other hand, we can see 
that the great problems of our time do not figure as the central concerns of the curriculum.

Competitive advantage for national growth is, however, often cited as a key national objective. 
The question is: how far have we now neutralised our educational institutions as democratic 
and independent forces that can contribute to the needed transformations of the global 
economy and society? The issue of curriculum is at the heart of this question, since not for 
nothing is state educational policy and funding often geared towards economic success. 
Centralised control of what is taught and learned is common, and the supposed autonomy and 
freedoms of universities are constantly under threat, especially where economic and social 
issues are unresolved. It is in these circumstances that we encounter the importance of the 
‘horizon of relevance’, by which we mean the way knowledge and understanding of our social 
and psychological environments is shaped and used. The ideas and processes by which we 
decide what is important or not are shaped by both the content of what we learn and the ways 
in which we learn. 

For universities the question then arises of whether we have a critical knowledge capable 
of identifying and engaging with the big issues. These issues have been referred to as ‘the 
wicked issues’ (Firth 2017) and can be said to include - amongst others - poverty, climate 
change / global warming, air and marine pollution, the threat of regional wars, and the sense 
of uncertainty over a global future that appears evermore fractured and alienated from young 
people in particular. Loss of belonging and loss of identity seems to be a global phenomenon, 
and is intimately related to the kinds of knowledge we need of ourselves and our world as it 
evolves into a hyper-marketised, consumerised and global shopping mall.

For the argument here, the new technologies embracing, for example, automatisation, 
digitalisation, computerisation, robotisation, artificial intelligence and the networked society, 
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come to represent knowledge that has almost literally exploded into availability. People the 
world over are internet driven: much everyday work, a great deal of leisure, entertainment 
and sport, much learning and knowledge transfer (Teare, Davies and Sandelands 1998), and a 
great deal of social interaction including with music, now takes place only with the support and 
costs associated with digital communication technology. To a significant degree, the reality of 
life ‘lived’ has been replaced with the reality of life experienced and mediated by the internet. 
Like the consumer items we desire, life is available on the internet. It can be consumed by 
any individual and in almost any situation; alone in the bedroom; at the family dining table or 
living room; on a train or bus; in a public street or space; in the classroom; in the car; and in the 
deepest forest or most distant desert. It is easily transportable and no social act seems immune 
to its presence. It is ubiquitous. For many it represents an existential state, without which life 
as it is known has become impossible to conceive. There is therefore digital dependency of an 
unprecedented degree. The mediations of the computer and/or hand-held machine, and its 
representations through the software and programs, separate out contact with the world. As 
Mathew Crawford has put it, such developments in the digitalisation of our lives “… collapse 
the basic axis of proximity and distance by which an embodied being orients in the world and 
draws a horizon of relevance around itself … (it is) … a design philosophy that severs the bonds 
between action and perception … our experiences are manufactured for us” (Crawford 2015: 
117). When we step out of the house to check the weather to see if we need an umbrella today, 
we do not look up to the sky to see which way the wind blows, how the clouds are forming and 
how the trees and birds are reacting to the changes in atmosphere, temperature and climate. 
We make no judgement as to whether the chimney pot will stand the test of the day’s storm 
or whether the sun will bring our flowers into bloom. No - we check our hand-held device or 
smartphone to see what the delivered forecast tells us. Apparently, we cannot now know or 
learn these things from our own experience. 

It is the digital horizon that, for many, sets the parameters of what can be experienced and how 
it can be consumed. The emphasis is often on the notion of consumption, since much of the 
product of digitalisation and its modes of communication are bought and sold in a rigged and 
restricted market. The producers of the products, if not the actual experiences of consumers, 
are a small, self-elected group of mega-businesses, many located in California, who have 
managed to stake a successful claim to what is essentially a common form of wealth, that is, 
the data and information generated by the ‘commons’, meaning the ordinary social interaction 
of people who are communicating with one another. That such common and public space 
becomes the monopolised property of a private individual or company is worthy of note and 
comment in itself. That such companies can become wealthy beyond the dreams of avarice 
and far outweigh the aggregate stock market value of the largest production companies, for 
example, making vehicles or extracting mineral wealth, is breath-taking. The question arises: 
What are the implications of this sea-change in technological capacities for progressive 
education? The question forces our attention towards what should be the basis of our critical 
thinking.
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What should drive our knowledge in the digital era?
The need for a social identity

For those of us interested in learning and teaching as one of the most valued of human 
enterprises, this question raises what can only be termed as existential challenges. The nature 
of our society has changed significantly without our true consent being given. We have been 
slow to understand what has been happening and faced with the exciting new possibilities 
of the new communication technologies we have bought into the opportunities it seems to 
offer. We can now communicate instantaneously with more-or-less any individual, anywhere 
on the planet. We can now accumulate thousands of music tracks and videos on our hand-
held devices. We can concurrently manage millions of financial transactions per minute - or 
is it per second? We can access the libraries of the world from our desk-tops and use the 
accumulated knowledge of at least two thousand years’ worth of scholarship. All of this and 
more is available, yet we find a reality in which individuals spend much of their lives facing a 
screen, where the agenda is set by the screen, and the scope and reach of action is determined 
by the screen. Those who access and purchase their experience on and through the screen may 
therefore lack true autonomy and personal freedom. Of course, few people do this exclusively. 
Nevertheless, the contention is that the horizon of relevance, of knowledge, of experience and 
of immersion is shaped by the actual technological apparatus itself, as well as the content that 
is being delivered. The individual must give up their autonomy to a significant degree in order 
to participate in this mass-communication exercise. The true costs of this are, as yet, unexplored 
and our understanding of it is only at its beginning.

There is scientific evidence that too much screen time can induce anxiety and low self-esteem, 
and can damage children’s attempts to develop meaningful relationships with others. The long-
term effects of screen dependency and the kinds of narcissistic engagement it encourages with 
notions of the self remain to be investigated. There can be little doubt that, while developing 
screen identities, many individuals may be losing the capacity to successfully develop social 
and communal identities. Paradoxically the enhancement of an online identity may reinforce a 
loss of belonging to the real community as people internalise this form of oppression and make 
it their own. The internet makes it possible to engage with the self as a full-time occupation, 
whereas a social and ‘real’ engagement usually involves concessions to others, and action 
within a social context of give and take. This is engagement with others and the issues that 
matter to all. This is engagement with the wider world and it is telling us something significant 
about our idea of what knowledge is about, especially when we appear to be losing it.

The loss of identity, the loss of belonging and the exclusion of many from a decent life referred 
to above has its counterpart in the way in which digital communications have helped create 
the possibility of engaging the self but without engaging the self in the wider issues. Mark Lilla 
(2017) has remarked: ‘’With the rise of identity consciousness, engagement in issue-based 
movements began to diminish somewhat and the conviction got rooted that the movements 
most meaningful to the self are, unsurprisingly, about the self.’’

Over the past two decades or so, the notion of identity and the groups associated with it 
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proliferated widely throughout academia and in the wider society. In broad sections of society, 
it became a mark of ‘authenticity’ to search for the true sense of self. For some, such as the 
widely respected sociologist Anthony Giddens (1991, 1992) the self became an existential 
project that individuals worked on as part of their attempt to live a full life.

While some extremely positive aspects of this development can be identified, such as the 
enhanced prominence of women, and some black and ethnic minority groups within academic 
disciplines, it has also distorted the analysis of current issues and of some historical ones. Most 
significantly, the undue deference given to ideas of difference and identity has shown us that 
the key task is not to shape learning and the curriculum around the individual or the ‘self’, but 
rather around our engagement with the wider world. Lilla, in a critique of aspects of modern 
liberalism, suggests that academic trends give an ‘‘… intellectual patina to the narcissism that 
almost everything else in our society encourages”. It produces what he calls the ‘Facebook 
model of identity’ through which individuals in their masses produce their own self as a 
homepage. It is the construction of a personal brand that can be linked and rated by others 
whenever one wishes. What it is not is perhaps more important than what it actually is. It is 
not a basis for engagement, commitment, live social interaction and the creation of common 
experience, which itself is a well-spring for thought and action. These things are the basis for 
social and communal solidarity, for belonging and social consciousness, not the ephemeral 
and insubstantial, not to say mediated and manipulated constructs used in a personal website. 
Intellectual critique and politics can thus be about more than defining and affirming what one 
already is and may become, and be about change through engagement, dialogue and action.

The need for critical dialogue not alliances of the silent
If the liberal pedagogy of the recent past focussed on personal identity cannot provide a 
substantial basis for engagement and change, what can? If, for example, white, middle class 
males comprise and give expression to one form of knowledge (epistemology) and again as 
a simple example, black women to another, and if validity is given to both, there is little or no 
ground for impartial judgement based on dialogue. Approved identities then shape discourse 
and opposed identities validate their own perspectives. Only those with an approved identity 
can speak on certain subjects. The rest must remain silent since they lack true and authentic 
identity. Social and political life becomes the capacity to create alliances of the silent in which 
the pretence is made that we (the identitarians of the varied types) share our opposition to the 
oppressors who inhabit a sometimes majoritarian identity. The differences between identities 
are often suppressed within a supposedly ‘liberal’ notion of tolerance. We are told we should 
tolerate religious differences, for example, and no single religion has a monopoly on the 
validity of faith. Such is the often-spoken message of the political class as well as the leaders 
of religious groups. All religions are said to be ultimately about peace. The challenges posed 
by religion in western societies are often ‘dissolved’ within common-sensical ideas of good and 
bad in all of them (religions) and one cannot condemn one without condemning them all (for 
example, if a relatively rare terrorist act has resulted in mass murder). It is a difficult position to 
argue, but it is a strong British tradition that the separation of church and state was important 
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for freedom of speech, freedom of the press and other human rights, including a defence 
against clerical intrusion into private and public life based on ‘holy’ texts (Murray 2017: 136).

The generic question becomes: How is it possible to have a critical dialogue around potentially 
damaging, and conflictual social and cultural diversity, and how can it be sustained in societies 
that have struggled to integrate new people and cultures following mass migrations into their 
societies (Caldwell 2010; Collier 2014)? Furthermore, we need to recognise that this can take 
place with people belonging to communities that have sometimes self-segregated from the 
mainstream culture in a world that is unstable and uncertain, and where identity is challenged. 
It is, for example, arguably separatism and separate development of religiously motivated 
fundamentalism that attracts those who are predisposed to violence (Murray 2017). 

In such circumstances, the challenge is to combat the polarisation of communities, to create a 
sense of inclusive identity within the nation state, to challenge fear, superstition and anger with 
rational and knowledge-based solutions, and to look the problems directly in the face, and be 
militantly in favour of democracy, and freedom of speech and expression. Deeply conservative 
religious belief and its institutions present modern universities with a critical challenge. The 
response cannot be silence and acquiescence in the face of repressive social and religious 
values, practices and behaviour, neither can we ignore the continuing threat of racism and 
entrenched divisions in our social organisation and culture.

Critical thinking must, therefore, raise and address such issues. Individual pathologies such 
as terrorism are expressions of much more widely held and diffused beliefs and values. We 
must not demonise whole communities and groups, but we must not simply blame individual 
pathologies if we want to know the social and psychological causes of widespread and 
communal behaviour.

This means we must place at the centre of attention the things that are out there in our 
communities, such as the mass movement of labour, refugee and asylum creation in the 
third world and the poverty and displacement caused by war and poverty. It takes argument 
and sound analysis to disentangle such complex matters, and lest we forget, these things 
are not just ‘out there’; they are in our heads and in our classrooms (or should be). What is 
at issue is the kind of pedagogy and learning we need for the future. This means for many 
an education that will widen horizons, and stretch our idea of relevance beyond the ‘liberal 
pedagogy’ focussed on identity formation and its defence, which has served to undermine 
the idea of collective solidarity, and incidentally has undermined the possibility of a ‘scientific’ 
and objective approach to the study of society. The idea of critical thinking takes on a deep 
resonance when put in this context. It represents a challenge for every university.

Critical thinking: content and process
The idea of critical thinking is, of course, not new. The notion of critique has been central to 
certain types of social thinking for many generations, and the idea that knowledge production 
and thinking itself was radical activity informed the ‘critical theorists’ of the Frankfurt School 
from the 1930s onwards through the disciplines of sociology, psychology and critical literacy. 
Jurgen Habermas (1972) in particular sought to develop theories of knowledge that could 
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be transformative in the social and intellectual struggles of post-World War II academic and 
political life. Herbert Marcuse (1964) sought to analyse and critique the psychological bases of 
mass behaviour within modern consumerist societies. 

There are other ‘schools’ of critical thinking that take as their focus the need to ‘improve’ 
oneself as a person and sometimes as a scholar. The approach suggests that most of us are 
not all we could be and that we could be better if we practised what is called better thinking in 
everyday life (Elder and Elder 2000: 40). There is no question that this practical and positivistic 
approach can yield benefits, and that improvement in learning can come about as a result of 
adopting conscious learning habits such as not wasting time, defining a problem a day that 
must be solved, keeping an intellectual journal, dealing with one’s ego issues, keeping in touch 
with one’s emotions and analysing group influences on one’s life. 

All of these and other practical strategies may be used to improve performance. Yet critical 
thinking as we have outlined may not be like the improvement in playing basketball or in 
performing ballet better, and in which a commitment to learn and to improve performance 
would be productive and worthy. Critical thinking is about more than whether I have reached 
my goals and purposes. It is about the transformative experiences needed to re-shape and 
re-define thinking and learning itself. It is not simply a set of practices and procedures, though 
such practices may be necessary features of critical learning and development. Critical thinking, 
our argument runs, has a definable content. It is a type of thinking with concepts and objects of 
study that mark it out as more than a set of good practice procedures.

There is no doubt that critical thinking has a substantial ‘hinterland’ concerned with our 
understandings and conceptualisations of the mind, of human social consciousness, of theories 
of ideology and the structure, and content of thought, reason and language. This level of 
abstraction, however, is not the focus of this paper. What is of concern here is how the notion 
of university engagement might require new forms of thinking and learning for its students 
and teachers if it is to literally have the knowledge needed for change to take place. We 
have argued so far that ideas and practices involved in understanding and using notions of 
community, belonging and identity in contemporary society mean we have to explore difficult 
and ‘wicked’ contexts such as globalisation, identity formation, and digital economic and 
social movements. Some of these key concerns are intrinsically difficult and often politically 
contentious. Religion, ethnicity, race and migration are the stuff of actual and physical 
disagreement and discord the world over. They are literally the life and death issues. However, 
silence and ignorance can yield no solution - that seems certain.

We suggest the solution to our problem might require the use of three different but related 
approaches to learning:

• First, identification of a set of critical concepts and ideas that are objectively and 
cognitively relevant and coherent, and address the crucial issues of the day, which are ‘out 
there in the world’; 

• Second, an emphasis on the processes of critical learning as part of personal commitment 
at the heart of intellectual enquiry; and
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• Third, a rational approach that is reflexively critical of its own origins and intentions, and 
can be a rigorous guide to action.

Concepts and processes for critical thinking: an outline sketch
Cognitive abilities are, of course, generic and intrinsic to university-level study. They are 
conventionally defined in terms of developmental and processual activities such as knowledge 
acquisition, comprehension, analysis, synthesis and evaluation. Bloom’s taxonomy is still 
quoted in this regard, as is de Bono’s notion of parallel styles of thinking, which contrast 
factual, intuitive, logical, positivistic and creative approaches to thinking (Khalaily 2017). Child 
development studies rooted in the works of Piaget (1954, 1972) Vygotsky (1986), Bruner (1983) 
and Erikson (1993) suggest strongly that cognitive skills are developed best within a framework 
of understanding that places the child and adolescent learner at the centre of attention, and 
focus on psycho-social processes, environments, culture and ‘frameworks’ or ‘scaffolds’ that 
help the learning process. Cognitive development is conceptualised as socially constructed, 
and taken to be an emergent and developmental property of the social-psychological and 
cultural experiences of the person. Successful cognitive development also requires the 
acquisition of a range of personal attributes, and the successful internalisation of a sense of 
self and identity that might be termed personal responsibility, or what Teare (2013) has called 
‘personal viability’. Learners also need to show ‘metacognitive’ capacities, which describe the 
ways in which individuals and groups are able to develop knowledge of their own thinking and 
cognitive processes. In addition, there are strong advocates of the need for emotional learning 
and intelligence (Gardner 1983; Goleman 1997) if individuals are to be rounded and more 
complete in their learning and behaviour.

The following indicative lists attempt to synthesise some of the many and varied tasks, 
activities and outcomes associated with critical learning and thinking. The lists are structured 
around two themes: processes that support learning for critical thinking; and outcomes of 
critical thinking techniques. 

Processes of learning for critical thinking: indicative capacities
• Absorbing information

• Linguistic mediation

• Verbalising knowledge

• Vocabulary/knowledge development

• Questioning

• Self-guidance and control

• Time management

• Independent thinking

• Improved independence and autonomy

• Diversity of views

• Reinforcement.

Outcomes and actual critical thinking techniques
• Comparing and contrasting ideas

• Distinguishing similarities/differences

• Establishing/testing hypotheses

• Clarifying beliefs and conclusion
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• In-depth studies of key themes

• Formulation of solutions

• Independent thinking/dialogue

• Personal/emotional responsibility

• Intellectual courage.

What we have outlined above is only an illustrative set of learning processes and activities 
that would enable a learner to grapple with the key issues of context, which are out there in 
the world, as alluded to in the first part of this paper. What we do not have is a list of specific 
and granular concepts, plucked as it were from the academic disciplines of higher learning, 
and which can simply be applied in a learning environment. Unfortunately, no single academic 
subject, such as psychology, sociology, geography, cultural studies or philosophy, will yield for 
us a handy set of concepts to be applied to solving the problems we have outlined, neither 
do the learning and pedagogic disciplines offer such a panacea. All of the disciplines in some 
form(s) are needed to understand the modern dilemmas and problems. No single subject, or 
known and accepted combination, offers a solution. 

However, the processes of critical thinking outlined above, in conjunction with methods of 
critical learning and research, might offer a way forward. Such methods of critical learning 
include the notion of learning through experience, action, interaction and reflection. The steps 
in this process might include:

• Identifying real world problems, which will be empirical, complex and contentious;

• Setting up learning groups or teams with different expertise and ‘knowledges’;

• Initiating inquiry through curiosity, reflection and openness;

• Insisting on action and outcomes relevant to problem solutions;

• Testing the knowledge with those it is intended to help or address; and

• Personal commitment to learning and critical reflection on the status of knowledge about 
the objects of study.

These methods are themselves closely allied in practice to the acquisition of learning skills that 
can encompass questioning skills, problem-solving abilities, research skills and performance 
skills - all of which come within what we can call ‘pedagogy’.

The type of learning that overtly acknowledges these features has long been called Lifelong 
Action Learning (Kearney and Todhunter 2015) and is focussed by its adherents on learning 
from and for action so human potential can be unlocked (Zuber-Skerritt and Teare 2013). 

Does all this represent a viable basis for critical thinking? Is it possible to identify a single set of 
concepts or constructs that characterise thinking, and which is ‘critical’ within the problematical 
definitions with which we began? The probable and truthful answer is – no! The granular and 
specific attributes of thinking in general, and thinking in specific contexts, are co-existent and 
concurrent with the processes necessary for successful learning. One cannot exist or even 
be successfully conceptualised without the other. They are mutually and epistemologically 
contingent and inter-dependent. The things that thinking address and the manner in which 
they are organised are too great and diverse to be collapsed and synthesised within a 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

29

single category. Of course, this is not to deny the immense value of clusters and thematised 
concepts that have helped our understanding of social life. To name but a very few: alienation 
and anomie; the existential self; self-consciousness; the horizon of relevance; achieving 
individuality; knowledge explosion; globalisation; the anthropocene age; blue collar revolt; de-
industrialisation; robotisation; climate change; poverty of aspirations; and value freedom. These 
are only random examples of synoptic concepts or clustered ideas and are not single concepts 
or ideas. Nevertheless, they represent a formulation of sorts for critical thinking rooted in 
conceptual matters, even when the distinctions between individual concepts and process of 
learning are elided. Without concepts, there can be no critical thinking, and the identification of 
the critical concepts remains a key task for those who believe learning and thinking should be 
for a social result.

Personal commitment and learning
The second approach to a critical curriculum suggests that acquiring knowledge of the 
world, including scientific discovery, is a ‘personal’ matter. This particular perspective is not 
concerned with the view that knowledge of the self or of one’s own self is centre stage, 
however important that may be. Michael Polanyi, for example, thought science relied a great 
deal on tacit knowledge and that knowing was active comprehension of the things known, 
and that this required skill and engagement (Polanyi 1974). Tacit knowledge played a critical 
role in the development of expertise, as did the role of personal commitment. Immersion in 
a field of practice is required for scientific knowledge to be progressed. A sense of the self 
being ‘situated’ in a social context and environment, and having a commitment to an external 
object or purpose in the world, is therefore necessary for critical thinking as we have defined 
it here. This view would also take in the significance of work-based and ‘professional’ learning 
espoused by Michael Eraut (1994) and of voluminous work on adult learning. We can cite, for 
example, the inspiring contributions of Paulo Freire (1972) Ira Shor (1980) and Watson and 
Taylor (1998) where the emphasis is on the emerging contexts of creative forms of knowledge 
and learning ‘immersion’ in problem solving within the wider sense of community and within 
universities themselves. Personal commitment and engagement pre-supposes that learners 
at any age or stage take some responsibility for their own learning, and this is an element of 
critical thinking that demands self-directed and self-critical activity. Self-directed learning is 
present when “… the learner is characterised by responsibility for and critical awareness of, his 
or her own learning processes and outcomes, a high level of autonomy in performing learning 
activities and solving problems associated with the learning task …”(Higgs 1993: 122).

Learning tasks and problem solving are not restricted to the academy or the classroom. Daily 
life, the experience of communities challenged with issues, and the struggles to survive and 
prosper, demonstrate the importance of values and community practices that are part of 
everyday life. These practices are pervasive and run deep for many people, enabling them to 
survive and overcome adversity. It is equally the case that dominant and collectivist traditions 
and values may be authoritarian, orthodox and intolerant, and they may, in fact, contribute to 
the problems rather than helping overcome them. The application of knowledge - scientific 
or otherwise - is no guarantee change will come about or that learning opportunities widely 
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shared will bring about desired outcomes. The extension of mass-higher education in the West 
and in China can thus far hardly have said to have led to solutions to the big problems, wicked 
and otherwise, faced by the dominant liberal hyper-consumer forms of capitalism, and which 
appear intent on wrecking the planetary environment, climate and ecology with its search for 
never-ending economic growth.

However, the active involvement of learners in the learning process and in self-actualising 
their own capacities for what Teare has called ‘personal viability’ (Teare 2013) is surely a 
key to identifying the problems we experience and the likely route to solutions. Within this 
perspective, critical thinking takes place within a personal and social context. This can be within 
a family most typically, within a community, and within a collective life of some sort involving 
others who share that culture and environment. The knowledge ‘objects’ for developing 
learning capacities are typically focussed on the problems of daily life and existence. Notably 
for many poor people, it’s the struggle to feed, clothe and educate their families. Given the 
right circumstances and support, individuals can hope to acquire ‘personal capital’; that is to 
say, the skills and ideas necessary to prosper in an uncertain and perhaps hostile environment. 
This is not an expression of the hyper-individualisation that we can see in some aspects of 
western culture. It is an illustration of how aspects of self-directed learning and critical thinking 
can be involved in educational change, which leads to an improved social result and even the 
development or enhancement of economic viability for poor people. Surely, this is capable of 
informing our understanding of engagement in higher education and beyond?

Thinking within a critical curriculum therefore directs us to the idea of self-discovery; a valuing 
of personal discovery and learning how to solve problems. It suggests learners should be 
encouraged to experiment and to engage with others whilst being self-reliant. Mutual learning 
and respect for others is allied to tolerance for differences. These capacities and abilities, and 
the values they carry with them, can be thought of as helping the development of a viable 
sense of self, especially for children and young people who are vulnerable at key stages of their 
social and emotional development. This can be especially problematic where traditional and 
conservative cultures face the challenges of modernism (Shamshoum 2015; Dwairy 2006).

Critical thinking engages with new forms of knowledge and is an encounter with a social 
environment that pre-supposes the development of a viable sense of self for each learner, by 
which we mean the learner should be, as Alan Rogers has argued, “… free in their own learning” 
(Rogers 1986: 75). Critical thinking then confers a certain sort of power at an individual level; 
the individual becomes an epistemological subject, and can define issues and problems that 
can be freely explored. This must leave space for the idea that expert knowledge can be 
challenged by knowledgeable subjects who may possess few formal qualifications.

Critical thinking finds space and scope for life experience and existential dilemmas to enter 
the frame or horizon of learning. A learner with critical thinking skills will have the skills and 
the personal capacities to change their own situation, in so far as such change is objectively 
possible. Where such possibilities exist, cognitive, social, emotional and collaborative contexts 
will shape the nature and content of critical thinking. Where such possibilities do not, in fact, 
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exist, it is surely the task of educationalists to create them or help to bring them into existence.

Reflexive criticality
Key to our understanding of critical thinking is a discourse that problematises our existing 
knowledge and allows us to talk openly about the issues facing us. There are questions that 
test our humanity and our democratic rights, and may test the stability and relevance of our 
democratic institutions. Who belongs in a society, a community or a nation is a question 
with the potential for doing precisely this. Critical thinking will undoubtedly open up new 
possibilities while at the same moment challenging some of the sacralised beliefs and 
shibboleths of our society, such as the market-driven dash for growth fuelling our economies or 
the privileged treatment of religious believers. 

Having outlined the objective issues, there is still the question of how we begin to develop 
a critical curriculum. Our answer surely has been about what kind of learning is needed 
and which skills are the critical ones. We have already argued that critical thinking is 
‘social knowledge’ for action. It involves self-awareness and awareness of others. Cognitive 
knowledges are required plus skills to reclaim ‘reality’ and address the big issues. It is about 
environmental issues and challenges, and is problem-focussed for transformations. At least 
some of the types of propositional knowledge, for example, some of the discipline bound and 
conventional subject-based approaches, have to be transformed into knowledge for change 
and emancipation. This is the essence of critical thinking!

However, critical thinking must be reflexively critical – thus: “A critical theory is itself always 
part of the object–domain it describes.” (Guess 1981: 55) This means it has to be “reflectively 
acceptable” (ibid: 56) and thus can give an account of its own context of origin and an 
explanation of its use or applicability by those who use it. The engagement of the leader-
teacher(s) and learners can be explicitly managed and developed on these grounds. This means 
that, if the transformation of learning required is to occur in real life situations and problems, 
it would be rational for the learners and teachers to adopt critical thinking. As a reflexive 
intellectual act, it is thus capable of defending and explaining itself, its origins and to some 
degree its meaning for those on whose behalf it claims to be knowledge.

Critical thinking has a special standing as a guide for action. The claim is users of critical 
thinking are able to shape their own interests and that this can be emancipatory. Critical 
thinking is ‘reflective’ and gives a person a distinctive type of knowledge that is liberatory. 
However, it can never be dogma, since it is always subject to critique itself. We suggest 
then that critical thinking has to be about cognitive developments. However, it is also about 
‘reflective cognition’ for learners, which suggests it is rational or would be rational (and 
beneficial) if such learning were to be encouraged and adopted. 

One crucial aspect of critical thinking concerns the existence and challenges to authoritarianism 
and repressive aspects of a culture. The way self-reflection works is to make people aware 
of what shapes their actions and thinking. Such awareness is a pathway for the individual to 
being a cognitive subject who can criticise their own beliefs. “Human agents don’t merely have 
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and acquire beliefs, they also have ways of criticising and evaluating their own beliefs.” (Guess 
ibid: 61) This is the start of becoming a person who is an ‘epistemic subject’; that is to say, a 
learner who is able to evaluate beliefs and values, and act on the results of thinking (Seidman 
1998: 340). It is also a re-statement that reason and critical knowledge can make a difference, 
and is still the means for social advancement and social progress. Communicative contact is 
the key. For teachers, the implications are that we use knowledge within our practice, and we 
build pedagogy around it as an expression of our authentic criticality and critical thinking. We 
suggest that this is an authentic task for any university but especially for an engaged university. 
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A way forward for an engaged university?

Two aspects are considered in this article. First, the purpose or re-purposing 

of the university as a ‘civic’ institution with crucial connections to its local and 

regional communities, and perhaps its ‘value constituents’ in the case of faith-

based universities. Second, the crucial meaning of critical thinking and the 

curriculum in universities in its context of the question: what is the university 

really for? Both aspects we suggest, have implications for learning and teaching 

precisely in relation to social and civic engagement. 

ASPECT 1 
The civic role and community engagement – achieving social justice through 
education

There exists a long and renowned history of ‘civic universities’ in the Anglosphere (Watson 
and Taylor 1998; Whyte 2015; Collini 2015) and they are often compared and contrasted with 
the ‘ancient’ universities, sometimes seen as the repositories of tradition with their rituals, old 
buildings, formal codes of dress and behaviour. These are unique cultures, very different from 
modern corporations, let alone globalised digital businesses. The ancient universities looked 
inwards both in their fortress-like medieval college buildings and in general with regard to the 
intellectual realm inside the walls (House 1991: 45 - 46). Such universities evoke a picture of 
timelessness, tradition and age-old customs for faculty members, as well as the general public 
which contrasts markedly with the leading role they often play in world university rankings and 
in research right across the academic spectrum. 

The civic universities were by contrast founded ‘for the people’ and with the belief that local 
industries and trade would benefit along with local and regional life and culture. Since the 
founding era of such universities at the turn of the 20th century, universities have changed 
enormously. Many are in fact now mega corporations and some are truly global institutions in 
terms of research and teaching. Increasingly they are regulated and funded by government, 
and increasingly over recent times they have been monetised; subject to financial pressures 
to generate income and funds. This has changed how universities behave and how they view 
themselves, and it forces consideration of just how the origins and defining purposes of such 
universities, alongside the many variants of ‘modern’ universities, are relevant to modern 
conditions (Hirst 2015). 
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In the modern era, the civic role of the universities is not separable from the wider questions 
of engagement since the notion of the ‘civic’ has itself transmogrified partially into the 
difficult-to-define notion of ‘the community’. That there was a wide belief in the original 
community-relevant purposes of the university cannot be denied, but the content and meaning 
of both universities and communities have shifted considerably. How can we define this 
relationship today? Furthermore, how can we define and develop a curriculum which will be 
directly relevant to the great and demanding questions and challenges of the day, which are 
existentially central to our future existence, such as climate change, global poverty and social 
exclusion? These are pressing issues, especially so since the universities have largely given up 
the task of delivering adult liberal education and extra-mural studies, which once claimed a 
significant social and civic mission on behalf of parent universities. 

There persists however, a fundamental human need for knowledge and a social and communal 
need for intellectual life for which universities are still uniquely equipped to respond. 
Professional scholarship must in these conditions look beyond the academy to an engagement 
which is truly modern. It must address the crucial issues and simultaneously educate the 
learners to be able to confront the difficult questions, rather than turning them into ‘snowflakes’ 
who are incapable of facing a threat to their unchallenged selves and ideas. The civic mission 
of universities is the locus for a critical and questioning curriculum relevant to the absolutely 
pressing concerns of the modern era. These in fact endanger the global community itself and 
represent an existential threat to the climate and environment of the planet, as well as to social 
stability and fairness which is needed to build trust and co-operation in a divisive world. The 
change required cannot be contemplated without the development of engaged thinking skills 
and talents, which it is surely the task of universities to produce.

Universities for students or citizens?

For many universities it seems certain that the civic role is alive and well. In a recent influential 
study, it was reported that … “Many universities were able to articulate activities that clearly 
had an impact on the local area and people” (UPP 2018). Local people are often rightly 
proud of their local university and this is a worldwide phenomenon. On the other hand, there 
undoubtedly exists a well of ignorance about universities locally and otherwise, and many 
people do not know what higher education does for local life and the community. Quite how a 
university should benefit society and community is a problem that has yet to be satisfactorily 
resolved at a strategic and coherent level. 

Whilst it is difficult to establish categoric functions and activities for universities apropos 
their civic roles and responsibilities, it is clear that public funding and subsidies carry certain 
obligations and expectations. What is clear is that few universities have a strategic approach to 
the needs and population in their area regarding civic activity. Far from being a strategic ‘third’ 
activity complementing teaching and research, the civic purpose of universities is often unclear 
and often of only secondary importance in the hierarchy of functions headed by research and 
teaching fee-generating students.
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There is a further yet related difficulty with the notion of civic purpose. What exactly does 
this mean? Whose purposes are legitimately acknowledged when a publicly funded and 
endowed, yet private and independent and autonomous institution declares its primary tasks 
as international excellence in research, scholarship and entrepreneurial development of its 
business studies faculty?

Given the charitable status of and civic origins of most universities, are we not entitled to ask 
for more to be achieved in the civic realm? Could there be greater support for government 
signalling the central significance of higher education for all in many communities which are 
literally dispossessed, and poverty stricken, some of which are within a stone’s throw of the 
often grand civic university campuses? Could there be local representation on university 
governing bodies and committees and could a shared and co-operative model be supported, 
and a more radical model of learning be proposed? (Huxtable and Whitehead 2018).

If a university is in some meaningful and strategic way to be part of its local and regional 
community, it must be willing to prioritise its relations with that locality. This means more 
than occupying a campus, more than being a custodian of buildings and artifacts, and more 
than token gestures of support for local events and people. A genuine civic university should 
express its identity strategically through its core or discretionary activity, according to the 
UPP Foundation report (2018 :5) so that local people can be active in the university, and the 
institution itself can ensure greater contiguity between civic activity and public priorities. 

Of course, geography and location can play a decisive and formative role in just how civic 
a university can be. Issues such as the level and type of student fee charged can also shape 
perceptions of the university’s role and raison-d’etre. Universities have come to be decisive 
shapers of local, regional and national cultures and economies and have developed a 
responsive diversity in many cases. However, at the same time we can note, following Sharon 
Bell (2018) and Glyn Davis (2018), that as far back as 1850 ideas for an Australian university 
showed a ‘path dependency’ which imposes homogeneity. The new universities increasingly 
resemble the old ones in Australia and elsewhere, notwithstanding ‘valiant’ attempts to redefine 
their role outside the traditional scholarly model of elite, selective institutions (Holmes 2018). 
The desire to change and reshape universities is not new and a brief look at what has animated 
this desire for educational reform might yield useful insights for our future work.

Adult learning and education

For many citizens in many different societies and cultures the experience of a university 
education or at least some university learning has been only available through university 
extension courses or extra-mural provision. Cambridge, Oxford and London universities were 
the pioneers amongst English universities to inaugurate such provision, though the American 
non-collegiate adult learning movement could claim an earlier mass movement affiliation to 
learning for a common culture and purpose (House ibid: 13-18). 

By the last decade of the 20th century, adult and continuing education was a truly mass higher 
education experience in the UK, in the USA and in some of the English speaking countries 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

39

around the globe. It was the extension studies departments that often developed new modes 
of teaching and learning, especially in attempts to bring into higher learning those people 
who had been denied such opportunities as young people. It was no accident that movers 
and shakers in the world of learning and scholarship such as E. P. Thompson (2013), Raymond 
Williams (1958), Richard Hoggart (1960), Michael Young (1958) and Stuart Hall (2018) were 
active participants in this aspect of widening participation at this conjuncture in modern history 
in the UK and beyond. 

This moment in history was paralleled in a most paradoxical way by the growth of mass higher 
education and expansion precisely of civically aware new universities, which developed from 
the polytechnics and teacher training colleges which had a local and often focused relevance 
to the civic societies in which they were fostered. The English-speaking world globally was of 
course undergoing the transition to mass higher education and spectacularly so in Australia 
with its own distinctive cultures evolving in separate yet related developments. 

Perhaps the most disappointing paradox is that in the past decade there has been a major 
decline in what previously was an integral part of civic university activity - adult education. In 
the UK, for example, non-degree courses have declined by 42 per cent since 2012 for students 
aged over 30. What was once considered core activity and vital to a university’s civic role and 
mission has effectively disappeared or been abolished. There may be two differing explanations 
for this; first that the introduction of student loans as opposed to grants and fee remissions 
with conditions on repayment for part-time adult learners has disincentivised potential 
students. This is likely to add to an evolving problem in the coming years as increasing numbers 
of professional jobs are automated and where there will be an increasing need for re-training. It 
means that all kinds of relatively excluded and disadvantaged types of people, such as women 
returning to work after an absence from the labour market or adults returning to learn through 
access courses, cannot retrain unless they can pay fees upfront and support themselves from 
their own resources. The second reason for the decline in adult education may be because 
‘mainstream’ university curricula and learning activity have in effect taken over the agenda 
and mission of the old ‘extra-mural’ departments and traditions of adult learning. There may 
be some truth in this contention in so far as universities may have co-apted flexible admissions 
policies, adopted second-chance elements within recruitment drives, re-fashioned long courses 
within modular and credit transfer schemes and generally adopted the new internet-led digital 
technologies within mainstream learning. Most, if not all, the great innovations pioneered 
by the UK’s Open University in the 1970s and 1980s are to be seen in every civic university 
today (Davies 1995). What has changed and is a loss, however, is the focus on the learner 
which for most civic universities remains the undergraduate late adolescent market and the 
post-graduate; these are fee paying young adults, many of whom specialise in vocational and 
professional courses. 

What has been substantially lost is the tradition of adult liberal education and learning which 
innovated throughout a long and honourable history of struggle to provide alternative routes 
and means of study to those who had been denied it (Fieldhouse 1996; House 1991; Kelly 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

40

1971). What has continued to flourish in civic universities is ‘continuing education’, which is 
overwhelmingly technical and skill-based, and the vast majority of people in higher education 
who are not traditional 18 to 20-year-olds are there to acquire skills and qualifications which 
relate to career and professional advancement. Such education and training is a vital necessity 
for modern economies and labour markets. 

However, beyond its technical/ rational content and its relevance to a professional role, 
important though that is, there is nothing intrinsic to the curriculum of such learning which 
is liberatory or transformational and in its worst excesses can lead to narrowly confining 
specialisation. On the other hand, adult liberal education, whilst also concerned with outcomes 
for individuals and perhaps even community change and improvement, was aware of the 
existence and needs of the wider society and community. There was what David House called 
a ‘quest for a common culture’ - a ... ‘hunger for wholeness in our culture’ (House ibid: 18-19). 
The professionalisation and fragmentation of our education system has been accompanied by 
the growth of uncertainty and insecurity, not least for a significant number of graduates who 
do not get graduate jobs but enter the precariat of insecure work, or self-employment and the 
zero-hours culture of the gig economy. 

The growth of mass popular culture, now burdened by the pervasiveness of digital oppression 
masquerading as free communication whilst dominating public attentionality through the 
myriad screen applications available to all, has changed beyond recognition the status of 
our common culture. Gone are the attributes and skills of an urban culture  ‘of the people’, 
identified and analysed in the 1950s by Richard Hoggart’s influential study on the uses of 
literacy. He argued that we once had a thriving civil society which connected people to each 
other and to the system that is society. As well as local government with real powers there 
were housing associations, co-operatives, worker’s institutes, social clubs, sports clubs, bands, 
orchestras and choirs. Political parties brought people together regularly to discuss and debate 
the great issues of the day at local level. Sunday schools and mechanics institutes provided 
learning opportunities in addition to the state schools. These have been replaced not just 
by a consumerist Hollywood-style mass popular culture and entertainment but also by the 
digitalised internet products which are now everywhere. Unfortunately the continuing adult and 
liberal education tradition rooted in the universities extra- mural and outreach work has gone 
too and along with it much of the educationally progressive and ‘improving’ programmes of 
universities and colleges. 

The civic role of the university then remains to be re-constructed. There is a continuing 
demand and need for people to be educated not only as specialists in professions or in skills as 
practitioners. There is a need for recognition that learning itself is productive and beneficial to 
individuals and to communities. There are growing numbers of people who are participating in 
learning which would once have been described as ‘liberal learning’; these are lay intellectuals 
or what Gramsci (1971) called organic intellectuals who emerge within the struggles of ordinary 
people for a better life and future. A society needs an educated population which goes beyond 
vocational specialisations and the education of the scholarly elite. The continuing growth of the 
University of the Third Age, the popularity of generic Open University television programming 
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and the uptake of MOOC (massive open online courses) worldwide, all show the forceful nature 
of learning needs. And all of these take place outside or beyond normal university provision 
and are testimony to the fact that people are motivated and spurred on by the challenges 
that surround them in life, no matter what stage of life they are at. They want to read a classic 
text or learn the language they found beyond them at school, they are interested in the poet 
they never had sufficient time for in their working life and they want to examine the social 
and political issues that surround them and that confront society. Many are desperate to help 
in the challenges to our planet that climate change is bringing; many wish to be part of the 
solution to global migration, displacement and poverty that threaten our social lives. Many 
want to challenge the pervasive inequality across nations and cultures which disfigures our 
current lives and threatens that of the new generations who will be dealing with it. It can be 
argued that adult learning within its liberal and critical traditions and fostered by civically-
minded universities created access to intellectual life that would not have been possible for 
most people. In doing this, universities responded to a fundamental human need for knowledge 
and in going outside the walls, extramurally in the past, they contributed to social progress in a 
significant and unique way (Davies 1997). In modernity they must surely review current practice 
and thinking about how they might renew this mission and meet the new challenges – some of 
which can be described as existential, for the planet and for the human population. 

This new challenge is part of intellectual life which is uniquely both part of and separate from 
conventional university provision. It requires a new look at the curriculum; we believe it requires 
a critical curriculum which builds on the achievements of the past yet articulates really useful 
knowledge for the here and now, and it requires a different form of engagement. Perhaps 
above all it needs to review and renew its relationships with its value constituents – the people 
for whom it claims it exists. These are more often than not said to be the ‘communities’ in which 
and for which the university demonstrates its reason for being. 

Community engagement

There are many and varied definitions of ‘community’ and there are few universities in the 
world which do not in some way or another seek to relate to their ‘community’ or communities. 
There is thus the risk of using the term community in such varied circumstances that it 
becomes meaningless. However, we could do worse than to note Zygmunt Bauman’s (2001) 
wry comment that community is a word that has a ‘feel’; it is always a good thing! There is 
also an argument between community and individuality and autonomy; community may offer 
security but deny us freedom. There can be no perfect community but… ‘The better may be an 
enemy of the good, but most certainly the ‘perfect’ is a mortal enemy of both’. 

In Australian terms and contexts, we can refer to the community in respect of a set of defined 
concerns and values. At the risk of generalisation, there is a concern to address the multi-ethnic 
and multi-cultural character of the Australian people. This task has both a current and historical 
force as the history of the colonial period shows which may be said to be positive and negative. 
The place and role of the indigenous Aboriginal people of Australia is being continuously 
reassessed in the evolving context of a multi-racial/ ethnic future. A community where an 
understanding is shared by all its members is sought and one in which a community of people 
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remain united and bound together in spite of all separating factors. The community in Australia 
may not have reached its intended destination in this yet but it surely strives for this and it 
provides a context for university engagement. 

The Australian First Peoples themselves embody a diverse set of cultures, languages and ethnic 
markers. The indigenous people exist in their own diversity and unity, but they also stand for 
the wider meaning of engagement because if it does not deliver for them then how can it do so 
for those who came after them? If engagement is about social justice, for example, then First 
Peoples are the paradigm case. How universities seek to resolve their own understanding of 
and relation to the key historical problem of post-colonial settlement becomes key to unlocking 
the role of universities in creating a more socially just and fairer society. We can learn from the 
United States that the legacy of slavery and the racialisation of social and civic life continues 
long after formal equal rights have been conceded and its effects cut deep over the succeeding 
generations. We cannot ignore this history; we cannot ignore the contemporary social, 
economic, ethnic and cultural divisions which bedevil our society in Australia. Like people of 
goodwill and intelligence everywhere we must grapple with our local expressions of what is 
a global situation. But Australia is a continent; its universities and the knowledge economy 
represent perhaps the third greatest producer of national wealth; and the eyes of the world 
are frequently on Australia as the harbinger of a better post-colonial world. How university 
engagement and First Peoples evolve will be the illustrative case study the world will want to 
explore and learn from! All eyes are on us ...

The role of cultural knowledge

There are many ways to pose questions of community and culture and our intention here is to 
draw attention and recognition to a crucial element for the future of university engagement 
in Australia. This addresses the need to place First Peoples’ homeland, language and culture 
centrally at the heart of educational experience. The solution to massively aggregated and 
complicated problems involving the history of colonial and later globalising forces of social 
and economic change cannot be brought to book in a single bound as it were. Yet there is, as 
Trudgen (2000) and Teare (2013; 2015; 2018) both in different but allied ways suggest, a way 
forward. The key is finding the means by which people can control their own lives. This is a 
question of knowledge and skills which can be acquired and where lost, re-aquired through a 
different kind of learning and education. It requires a multi-disciplinary approach which takes in 
the whole life of a community and one which stresses the innate value of social and emotional 
capital required for successful living in modernity as much as the economic capital which is 
thought to be generative of social welfare and prosperity. 

This is in fact a type of critical understanding that requires potential students to engage with 
different and contrasting ways of life, ways of thinking and ways of being. This is a shared task 
and agenda for those from different ethnic and cultural origins who must share a common 
future crafted from an exploitative and invidious past. 

Control through the medium of learning must be returned to the people and both the content 
of that learning and the processes and practices through which it is acquired need to be 
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radically redefined. This is a vital element of the necessary social engagement of a university in 
its ‘community hinterland’. It can no longer be allocated or demoted to the margins but needs 
to be a curriculum priority just as it is a social and human priority for any educator who values 
the health and welfare of the public and civic domain.

ASPECT 2 
The meaning of critical thinking for the higher education curriculum

If culture and community are deeply problematic, this does not mean we have simply 
abandoned our sense of what community might mean and how it might be relevant to learning. 
John Berger, the great writer and broadcaster on art and society, reminded us that community 
is one of the longings of our century (Berger 2016). It retains a powerful charge and seems to 
offer a framework of meaning for modern life. But it is culture which connects us to the events 
‘out there’. There is no community outside of and beyond cultural forms and practices which 
make us what and who we are. Yes, there is an essential sense of self for most people and there 
are collective experiences and identities, and some people feel alienated from the collective 
norms, values, practices and behaviour which we can observe and analyse around us. But it is in 
the relation of things that understanding emerges, and culture through the various ‘languages’ 
it employs is the means of relating one thing to another. Without culture and cultural mediation 
there can be no valid knowledge which can equip us with the power to change our thinking and 
consciousness and transform (if we so choose) our social and material lives and who knows 
our human ‘spiritual’ lives as well. It is in this spirit that we are asking in this paper – what is 
going on around us, where is the leading edge of change and how can we understand this as 
universities? 

Complicated and connected answers risk confusion and diversion however, so we have tried 
to summarise and bring into an alignment a range of matters which we believe are connected. 
Our task initially is to describe the issues so as to isolate and highlight things that are in reality 
not isolated but part of a greater whole. These current and future issues are not the totality 
of problems faced by the human condition! However, we believe they are the issues facing 
universities as learning institutions and as innovators in learning. This perspective informs 
our sense of curriculum innovation and leads us to ask – what are the key learning issues that 
impact on universities which wish to innovate for change? How can the universities re-think 
their approach to civic engagement (and entrepreneurship) so as to benefit the community in 
all its abundant variety but especially perhaps for dispossessed and marginalised communities? 
How can we conceptualise an engaged education which is culturally attuned to modernity and 
all its diversity and opportunities? 

One such issue is that of how knowledge gained inside and outside the classroom can engage 
people and communities in new and meaningful ways. This has been called ‘real knowledge’ 
(Nyland et al 2017; Davies and Nyland 2018) and ‘engaged education’ (Hyman 2017) and 
focuses on issues to do with learning and knowledge which meets the challenges of the times 
in schools, universities, workplaces, communities and life experience. It forces us to engage with 
the ‘big issues’, sometimes referred to as the ‘wicked issues’ (Firth 2017) – and we signal some 
of these below.
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Crisis, poverty and the future

After the global economic crash of 2008 many people imagined that change was bound to come 
and that an era had passed where poverty and great inequality could be ignored. The industrially 
advanced economies appeared to have seen the error of austerity economics and politics and 
what appeared to be a new wave of economic expansion seemed to be on the horizon. Yet in 
the third decade of the century we can still observe the fact that millions of people live in stark 
poverty and the differences of wealth and privilege between the poor and rich are ever stronger 
and more divisive. Climate change and planetary degradation affect all who live on the earth 
but impacts most severely on the poorest. Human extinction is a reality. The question facing 
educationalists is how does the curriculum of schools and universities address these matters?

The digital world and the human mind

The onset of digital technology and communications has been rapid and remorseless. Few people 
can or apparently wish to avoid the benefits of living in the information age. It is surely still a 
wondrous thing that each separate individual alive on the planet can be connected and seen via 
satellite telephones. Virtual realities have become the ‘real’ and lived realities; communications 
are almost instantaneous; working lives have been transformed for perhaps billions of people 
and the potential of this technology alongside the growth of artificial intelligence is only just 
being tapped. What remains to be decided is just how this transformation will be made part of 
our democratic life. The trends towards monopolisation and the lack of democratic accountability 
and control of these vast empires of communication is likely to remain with us as a problematical 
arena of social life.

Young people and an uncertain future

The rapid pace of social and economic change has profound implications for contemporary 
youth. Whereas once the universities educated an elite and most of the rest found gainful 
employment in an expansive capitalism or in traditional agricultural work within settled and stable 
communities, today young people are increasingly part of the precariat. They have no stable 
and secure future in respect of work since work itself is rapidly shifted from place to place and 
whole industries can come into existence and then be demolished within easily the life of a single 
generation. Much modern work itself is soul-destroying and unskilled and only then available 
temporarily or on short-term contracts. University graduates are now faced with the fact that the 
premium qualification is now the masters degree and even that does not guarantee appropriate 
and highly valued work which can last a professional lifetime.

Knowledge and skills

The series of challenging issues raised here above make up a ‘rolling crisis’ which impacts across 
the world. For universities the task is to develop knowledge and skills in a curriculum which is 
open to addressing the crisis issues which are central to learning and teaching. A critical and 
fundamental reform of what is taught and how, is now a key issue. Knowledge is available 
everywhere; universities must apply it everywhere since there can be no national solution in a 
globalised planet.
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Community and curriculum

In spite of global life and communication people still live in and desire to be part of communities, 
sharing common identities, values and expectations in places they know and recognise as their 
own. Human talent and ability must continue to be developed in local places as part of communal 
experience. In this sense the community can be the curriculum and universities are able to 
recognise this and create learning around and within a meaningful shared life. Universities can 
choose to do this.

The modern university is expected to be many different and contradictory things. It is expected to 
be an innovator in learning and knowledge; collegial in its dealings with its staff and its partners 
yet competitive in an increasingly marketised and monetised world; caring in its concern for 
people yet entrepreneurial in its business dealings; it is expected to be both a public institution 
and a private organisation and it is almost always both a local and an internationalised institution. 
This wide array of university roles and identities does not imply that it must be in any sense 
isolated from its community!

The university and democratic citizen-members?

What then are universities and what are their characteristics that we value? At its heart, a 
university is a community, where academic citizenship can be seen to be central to the idea of 
membership. A university must surely sponsor recognition of rational and scientific enquiry as the 
basis for learning, rather than the handed-down dogmas of orthodox belief, and be a place where 
all belief systems are open to scrutiny, dialogue, questioning and critical discourse.

Universities are diverse institutions and to cope with a changing future universities will have to 
play a fully developed role in the emerging civil society; a society that on a global scale is faced 
with a series of problems and issues such as those outlined above. Having indicated some of the 
directions to which we think universities appear to be heading, we can tentatively suggest that 
the community must be a focus for engagement, and a university must play its part in improving 
amongst other things the environment, local education and health and community outcomes.

The new view of the university in its community will also need to embrace the fact that learning 
will have to be ‘social’, that is to say it will be shared and will be for a progressive social purpose. 
That elite higher education systems have paid off for many cannot be denied. However, the 
next stage requires not merely a scaling up of existing provision but a wholesale re-thinking of 
learning for those billions of people who can view the benefits of advanced industrial society (via 
their hand-held devices and computers) but who cannot achieve them. Learning is of course not 
just a social activity, it is also an intense personal activity. Change yourself and you change your 
situation is no mean epithet, especially when allied to a notion of a community since all individual 
action needs to find its appropriate object and community, as we have seen, is one of the longings 
of our century.

Learning for engagement

We have suggested that the challenges and crises of our times are at the same time challenges 
for our civic lives. The public domain, what Americans refer to as the public square, is faced with 
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unprecedented issues - from world-wide health pandemics to climate change and planetary and 
species survival. These are really big and existential issues and quite rightly we somehow expect 
our educational institutions to be part of the solution. Yet some of these challenges and threats 
are often severely marginal to our learning (Hyman 2017). Our ambitions are limited in scope and 
reach and our creativity strictly limited to the conventional subjects and methods of teaching and 
learning. We do not conceptualise our school and university curricula in terms of an empowering 
literacy and numeracy which could build character and resilience in learners and which could 
equip them with the knowledge to challenge the reasons why the great and concerning issues of 
the day are marginal to their learning and lives.

An engaged curriculum would also be about the independence and autonomy of the individual; 
it would ensure that individual creativity was allied to craftsmanship and that intellectual 
achievement was applied to the practical and real world. The artificial distinctions between 
intellectual and skilled accomplishments should be abolished as both are needed and have 
complementary values in a world of self-imposed limitations. We live still in a society which 
uses education to select and sort out those considered fit for further education and those who 
are deemed fit for entry to work. In spite of the exponential growth of higher education in the 
advanced urban economies there are millions if not billions of people who are excluded from 
acquiring the higher level skills and qualifications that denote success in a competitive market 
for labour and work. We live in cultures and communities that tend to demote skill and promote 
professional and intellectual or ‘cultural’ achievements.

The relegation of skill to a second division of rank and status and its situation within an emerging 
and all-consuming digital environment presents us with an extra dimension of challenge. Michael 
Crawford (2015) has argued that the way in which a person uses skill to interact with his/her 
environment in the digital age has profound implications for our future and hence for how and 
what we learn. How the individual survives and prospers depends greatly upon the skill they 
acquire to navigate the communicative environment. To do so they must acquire ‘attentionality’, 
that is navigate and interrogate to their own advantage, the public attentional world of the 
internet. This means understanding that the external environment becomes part of the received 
and internalized world in which we live. The ‘self’ that is the individual is, at least in significant 
part, actually constituted by the new and evolving digital and virtual realities in which so many 
people are now immersed for so much of their waking lives. This differs of course from culture 
to culture and within cultures but the fact remains it is now a pervasive and ubiquitous trend in 
modern societies of all kinds. Its significance has yet to be fully grasped.

Skill is a key part of being in the digital world yet most people are unaware of the true dimensions 
of their immersion in it. We live in an age of social media where for many people 280 character 
tweets are their main source of information and knowledge of the world beyond their front door. 
Argument is replaced by unfounded opinion; knowledge and facts are replaced by ill-informed 
conjecture and prejudice. Increasing numbers of people reject judgements based on research and 
the evaluation of evidence. Traditional media are by-passed and increasingly bizarre conspiracy 
theories find a resonance in the public sphere. This is a disturbing phenomenon which shows 
contempt for science and reason. We are not taught a true understanding of what lies behind 
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the pervasive internet of things, of virtual realities and of constructed experiences. Products 
are sold and exchanged and experiences generated without consciousness of their true origins 
and meaning; we learn and consume and interact in a virtual dimension with representations 
manufactured by someone else and created somewhere else. Individuals gain great skill 
in accessing these representations, but they become in the process skilled consumers, not 
producers. A reality which is essentially independent of the self is responsible for the inputs that 
generate and sustain a viable self. And yet we surely know that we must ourselves be involved 
in the making of ourselves and we must understand how that is done. Only critical and informed 
learning can hope to unmask the complications and obfuscations of a world of impressions, 
representations and mediations which if unchallenged could threaten all our futures.

Social knowing and skill

A critical learning curriculum would mean developing skills to interpret the social world and 
the desire and capacity to question the frameworks and representations that are massively 
concentrated in our everyday social knowledge of the world. The modern ‘media’, amongst which 
we must count the sheer volume and power of the internet, define our problems and set the 
agenda of concern throughout society. The mediated experiences we access represent the world 
to us and they do this via the categories of thinking and the skill sets we have in our hands and 
heads and hearts! Skill becomes then embodied in our sense of who and what we are. There is 
then a need for a thinking and personalized notion of skill which gives us the capacity to be active 
and engaged in the real world. It needs to give us individual agency as a prerequisite for social 
knowledge in what is after all the collective social life of a society.

Skill in this viewpoint becomes a crucial enabling concept because instead of allowing our 
perceptions and experiences to be determined by and through the internet apps we employ, 
we can choose to develop skills which express an embodied perception for the social purposes 
we choose. This means that our knowledge and understanding can be enhanced through 
our actions, not just through mental or intellectual representations which are shaped by the 
virtual realities provided for us on the digital platforms. In this view, what we perceive, how we 
understand and how we use knowledge to change something is actually what we do. This is one 
of the philosophical underpinnings of action learning and according to Crawford is an antithesis 
of virtual reality; it suggests we can have a self that can be expanded through skill rather than 
just through mental or intellectual effort. Since we live highly mediated lives so we ourselves 
have been made biddable and ‘pliable’ to whomsoever has the power to make and shape the 
representations we consume via the internet and in parts of our public space. Representations are 
comprised of thoughts, language, symbols, images, narratives and the media themselves which 
make up the apps and software programmes we consume. Crawford argues…“representations 
collapse the basic axis of proximity and distance by which an embodied being (person) orients 
in the world and draws a horizon of relevance around itself”. The horizon of potential seems to 
expand exponentially but the circle of action diminishes as each one of us becomes absorbed 
in the screen in front of us to the exclusion of all else. Even the most densely packed public 
places will now show the introverted individual wholly absorbed in a mediated self, fixated to the 
screen, narcissistically self-involved and unaware of the significance of the public domain. There 
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is here both a deficit of attentionality to public social life and conventions and a form of mass 
psychological ‘interpellation’ by which the bonds between perception and action are separated.

The powerful media representations fall into patterns and frameworks which shape our 
perceptions; we literally carry them around in our heads. In this way they reproduce our culture 
including the dominant relationships and the way these are seen and valued in society. They 
also carry with them a sense of ‘commonsense’, in which it may seem unreasonable to question 
commonly held values. An effort is needed to understand and grasp these different perceptions 
of how the world and its problems might be viewed. An engaged form of learning and a critical 
curriculum must therefore place individuals in a situation where a situation or a group of people 
or a set of relationships becomes problematic - because it is changing or being changed or where 
it is provoking a conflict. Problematic events and situations are frequently the catalyst for change 
and they enable alternative forms of attentionality to emerge. Critical thinking and an engaged 
civic role for universities in this current age implies questioning situations which favour the 
existing disposition of things and reinforce the status quo. However, the status quo will no longer 
see us through the existential and environmental challenges we have outlined above. Universities 
need to re-engineer their curricula so as to equip students with critical thinking skills and they 
need to understand students’ needs for alternative forms of skill which are commensurate with 
modern world (Barnett and Griffen 1997). 

The university’s role then involves, we believe, participating in a struggle to define and represent 
the world so as to address the key issues and problems faced by much of humanity. Students 
need a different kind of knowledge and skills which allow them to be critical thinkers and actors; 
what is hidden needs bringing to light.

Critical thinking

If we are then to reclaim the ‘real’ as against the representations of it which mediate and distort 
our experience and understanding of the world, we need to develop our ideas of critical thinking 
which can help us overcome the limitations. Critical thinking in its context of education can 
be defined as rational and practical activity centred on decisions as to what one should do in 
complex situations. Critical thinkers are likely to be fair, objective and committed to accuracy 
and clarity (Ennis 1996). Furthermore they are likely to be able to think about thinking itself, also 
called metacognition. Critical thinking is also about the impact of ideas and understanding of 
‘self’ and identity since these constructs in different ways shape how an individual interacts with 
the wider community and society. As Jenkins (2004: 56) has argued, developmental psychology 
has shown that learners who are active in their own right require the work of others to achieve 
their potential. At the heart of learning processes is the growth of a cognitive and social being 
who can cope with the challenges of everyday life. Personal identity and social identity are 
intertwined so that membership of a group, for example, can be part of how individuals can 
change their definitions of themselves and bring about change in collective life. Such skill as this, 
for that is what is required to actively engage with others in a conscious and aware manner, is not 
simply to be taken for granted. It has to be learned and taught and individuals learn by engaging 
in what Jurgen Habermas (1972) called instrumental, interpretive and critical learning where the 
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latter involves applying critical concepts and ideas so as to ‘transform’ the objects and subjects of 
study. 

Critical thinking is thus about the things we need to think and do to change and transform 
any given reality into an improved one. It is not neutral thinking in the sense of a disembodied, 
objective and value-free judgmental process. Critical thinking is not a neutral activity; it is an 
engaged activity. 

There is no specific and subject-based content for critical thinking. It does not reside in a single 
or cluster of academic disciplines, though the social sciences broadly speaking have done most 
to develop the notion. Although it is possible to list in a granular fashion the attributes of a critical 
thinker (Khalaily 2017) and these would include at a high level all of the performance skills to 
do with reading, understanding, memorising, verbalising, absorbing information, comparing, 
contrasting, clarifying, investigating and questioning, this would be to miss the true significance 
of critical thinking. This lies in “the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skilfully 
conceptualising, applying, analysing, synthesising, and/ or evaluating information gathered from, 
or generated by, observation, experience reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to 
belief and action … These skills are highly valued in a democratic society” (Khalaily 2017: 57). 

There can be no such thing as a uniform and singular way of critical thinking. Thinking differently 
is a core value at the very heart of what we understand a university to be and it is essentially 
a promotion of diversity. It is at heart a democratic endeavour, though throughout history the 
freedom to think freely and to express dissenting views has been a hard fought battle which 
continues today in many parts of the globe. Engaged universities which recognise the contexts 
of the wicked issues and challenges we have referred to earlier usually want their learners to 
think deeply and to use their acquired knowledge to improve life and society; they usually want 
them to be able to distinguish truth from falsity; to appreciate the fact that beneficent values 
differ from harmful ones. Social justice has been a central concern to many influential thinkers 
on university matters and it remains central to the teaching of those who want a fairer social 
result from our educational systems (Newman 2016). In a literal sense then our work task on the 
curriculum challenge facing us is to be critical.

In conclusion
Two decades ago it was suggested and debated that there was a crisis of knowledge in the 
rapidly expanding mass higher education of the western world (Scott 1997). Even if there 
was such a crisis, the author of the seminal volume on it was of the view that academics were 
competent enough to sort it out (Barnett 1997): they had after all “epistemological anchorage”. 

Furthermore our knowledge and understanding of the world is advancing. Disputes were said to 
exist but they did not get out of hand! Some two decades on we do not perhaps feel so sanguine 
about knowledge being so safe in the hands of academics. In the themes outlined above, we 
suggest an alternative yet complementary view, namely that new knowledge based around 
action learning and a critically endowed student is vital for the pressing concerns that ‘the world 
outside our heads’ is demonstrating to us on a daily basis. The modern encounter with the world 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

52

demands a conjunction of the pragmatic and pressing wicked issues, and a way of knowing that is 
critical thinking for the current age. 

Our view is that there are key themes and issues that need the academy to be a genuine 
forum for debate and dispute and to engage with the wider world. Universities must therefore 
incorporate an active dimension to their missions and strategies. The elements of this approach 
are we suggest: the re-shaping of the role of public educator so that public knowledge fits the 
emerging concerns as part of the mainstream university curriculum; the adoption of critical 
thinking strategies and programmes for all learners so that genuine knowledge can be created in 
practice; knowledge skills and what counts as knowledge itself needs to be revised especially in 
respect of marginalised and alienated communities; attentionality, reflection and awareness need 
to be placed more centrally in the learning experience of students and applied to the changing 
and threatening world of digital and surveillance capitalism; and we need to ‘do’ critical thinking 
and dialogue which transforms both what we study and the way we study. The object of learning 
which is the world out there, as well as the internal and imaginative life of individuals and groups, 
and the learner as a thinking subject, need to be brought into conjunction. It is in the relation of 
both object and subject of study that our claim to critical thinking and understanding lies. The 
university as an open forum for debate and discourse has always to be re-constructed. Knowing 
the world is an achievement but changing it and demonstrating a capacity to engage is the real 
question to be asked. Knowing the real world cannot be done entirely within the university and 
neither should it. It has to be done by engagement.  
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Introduction

The focus of this paper is on universities, primarily those in Australia, though 

it should be relevant for many others around the world especially those which 

have been part of the Anglo-American sphere of development. The topic of 

the paper is ‘engagement’, which is short-hand for how they relate to their 

communities and stakeholders. Our starting point is that universities are public 

educators with a ‘duty’ and mission to support and engage with their local 

and regional communities as well as often claiming national and international 

importance. This has been contested territory for at least a generation in the 

context of a globalising world (Barnett 1997; Seidman 1998; Zuboff 2019). 

What of service learning in the universities?
Our initial concerns may appear to be critical of what universities already do in respect of their 
involvement in the wider and deeper learning needs of the communities in which they are 
set. Yet it would be remiss to ignore the progressive and reforming types of learning and its 
formal recognition within some university programmes of study. Service learning is of major 
significance in conventional universities as is work-integrated and work-based learning. There 
are various forms of service learning such as volunteering, community service, field education 
and types of internship, and they often involve various types of collaborative learning (Bruffee 
1995). 

Our starting point is the approach taken by Engagement Australia because it begins with 
a search for unity in diversity and stresses the importance of teaching, learning and social 
analysis (see Transform 2017: No 1, 5-8). Within these boundaries, our specific focus is on the 
university as a social institution in which learning and teaching is a paramount activity. Yet 
what we find nearly everywhere is that learning and teaching is not the paramount activity for 
engagement. Engagement is primarily about university strategies for inclusion, for community 
involvement, for the best recruitment policies, for spelling out right thinking values, for access 
and widening participation, for delivering correct environmental policies and outcomes and for 
locking in its own graduates as future donors. 

How then to advance the cause of learning and teaching for engagement? How might we spell 
out what is needed when the curriculum is in fact all of those things that influence and shape 
learning and teaching inside and beyond the classroom? 
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We have chosen a route which says we should examine what we do and think in order to 
produce insight and understanding which can change and transform what we do. This is 
knowledge for a social purpose; it is critical knowledge which recognises where possible 
the sources of its own understanding and is self-critical. This knowledge is not limited to a 
single discipline, though social science and philosophy have contributed most to its capacity 
to explore and explain. The focus is on the culture of learning, the social significance of the 
institution (the university as a social network) and the need to personalise our learning in an 
age of mass education which shows a capacity for de-humanising and depersonalising our 
learning experiences. 

We have identified four linked themes within our notion of the university as a public educator 
through curriculum engagement, namely:

• critical thinking for engagement;

• being in the digital world;

• the problems we are addressing: service learning and teaching strategies; and

• a critical curriculum in practice where the community is the curriculum. 

Critical thinking for engagement
There is a key question behind the engagement theme for those who live and profit from the 
academic life. What kind of knowledge is needed for critical thinking? Jurgen Habermas (1972; 
1974; 2004) and others from the Frankfurt school (Jeffries 2017) have pointed us in a significant 
direction. We can see the usefulness of conceptualising knowledge as being one of these 
types: as technical/rational and as critical/investigative and as creative/transformative thinking. 
In a technocratic world with massive economic imperatives there must be an application of 
technical know-how of astounding complexity and variety. Common sense tells us modernity 
requires advanced technical knowledge and ‘professionalism’ and all that flows from this. The 
networked society, analysed, for example by Castells (1996; 1997), alerts us specifically to the 
need for critical and investigative knowledge of the fast-evolving information flows around the 
globe which shape our economic and social existence. Creative and transformative knowledge 
is what motivates many to strive for a better and changed reality achieved through conscious 
commitment to the right values and to putting right what is thought to be unjust or wrong. This 
is knowledge for action, though the links between thinking and acting are themselves part of 
the conundrum for which we need critical thinking itself. 

There is, in addition, an embedded epistemological issue here! All knowledge and skills are not 
equal. Knowledge may be power but like power it is not distributed and shared equally. Neither 
is it generated equally and the differing types of knowledge equally valued or rewarded. 
Knowledge may be ubiquitous and everyone in a sense has access to their own version of it but 
it is at the same moment an industrial enterprise across the world and is used as an instrument 
for distributing the earth’s resources. The most advanced and richest industrial societies have 
the most access and control of the scientific and knowledge base. They control research and
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development. They determine the direction and pace of global development. They shape 
our future and the prospects of the whole planet. The epistemological issue is: how can our 
societies be knowledge based and entrepreneurial whilst being in conformity with our values 
for a fairer and more socially just society? 

What, then, are the central concerns and qualities of critical thinking in this context? What does 
the modern mind need to cope with in order to survive and thrive? Why does an engagement 
strategy for universities require a different approach to thinking and what are its qualities 
and characteristics? We have chosen to bring to this discussion the idea of thinking itself, 
of perception and the need to analytically reflect on experience and the relation of these 
processes to the world out there of work, of skill, and the links between action and perception 
which have been so threatened by developments in the new technologies and digital industries. 
The work of Michael Crawford (2015) offers some important insights into this issue.

Pay attention! A problem to be addressed
Crawford begins his exposition of how we might manage in the modern age by raising 
questions which are both cultural and epistemological. He asserts we must ask: what is it to be 
human and how do we encounter the world in the new digital age? Our experience is highly 
engineered and the way it is represented is mediated by the new products of this age. There 
are deeply disturbing implications for education here and there is also a possibility of progress.

First and foremost we must pay attention! We live in an information economy (Castells 
1997) or even a surveillance economy (Zuboff 2019) but in reality what we have according to 
Crawford is an ‘attentional economy’. All social and public space is invaded by products and 
experiences which can be marketised and monetised. This is not merely advertising appearing 
as an intrusion in our newspapers, on public hoardings, on TV and film or on the consumer 
products and spaces in public life, bad though this may be. All public and much private life 
may be available for advertising and messaging. However, the problem does not end there and 
advertising may only be the tip of the iceberg.

The deluge of information that comes at us every day via our electronic and digitalised media 
itself generates a need for ever more stimulation. Obsessive and addictive behaviour often 
results whereby individuals are spending their lives before a screen. We are distracted from 
any realities we make ourselves since the content is manufactured for us, elsewhere- beyond 
our heads and outside our experience. This content of experience is often irrelevant since we 
are paying attention to the sheer volume and diversity of information, not to its value.  We are 
not able to ask what is of value because authoritative guidance once supplied by tradition, 
culture, religion and shared values has broken down. Our mental lives are fragmented by a 
false individualism which is susceptible to what is provided through the technology. We seem 
to have autonomy and individual choice, but what we click on is heavily mass-produced for 
consumption under rules of commerce and profitability. And the content on offer is in no way 
our own content!
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The questions then become: how can we control the crisis of attention? How can we resist the 
colonisation of our minds and lives especially if we want to avoid viewing the new technology 
as a social disaster or a panacea for our periodic global socio-economic crises? How can we 
reclaim what was once public space from the private retreat of individuals into their own cell 
phones and self-enclosed computers? Crawford writes: “People in such places stare at their 
phones or open a novel, sometimes precisely in order to tune out the piped-in chatter. A 
multiverse of private experiences is accessible after all. In this battle of attentional technologies, 
what is lost is the kind of public space that is required for a certain kind of sociability.”

Attentionality is a resource that has been taken away from the public. It has been privatised 
and monetised. What was once held in common, as a shared resource, including the use of 
private, silent space (Crawford, ibid: 11), like the right to dark skies over our cities, has been lost 
because we did not understand it to be a resource. We did not truly understand that we owned 
it as a public good. Silence is now a luxury good to be purchased by the wealthy.

The issue for educational thinkers is that we have now taught ourselves to disregard the 
‘attentional commons’. What we owe others in public life and interaction - that is to say, 
attentionality and taking notice of them in our behaviour and intentions - we now lose to the 
attention we give to the portable and fixed technologies of communication and information 
exchange. We need only to think of the ubiquitous television in public spaces and hand-held 
devices streaming the world’s data banks and personal information and concurrent thoughts of 
billions of users.

Cognitive concerns: control yourself
Are there cognitive solutions to this problem? The crisis of attention to which Crawford draws 
our thinking raises other crucial concerns. Those who succeed in developing the capacity to 
self-regulate themselves (usually through schooling) tend to be more successful in life than 
those who do not. Successful learning engages with the power to self-regulate our lives and 
choices. The less influence and control over our choices we have the more we are suggestible 
to the choices of others and the less free we are. We also need to note the importance of the 
desire some people have to prove themselves which can involve self- control, denial of things 
that give immediate gratification in favour of investing in future gains and the crucial need 
for self-affirmation, especially for learners who are brought up outside those conventional 
conventions and cultures which inexorably seem to lead to higher education (Wong 2018). 
The point here is that we have not paid attention to the transfer of what Crawford calls 
the ‘attentional commons’ from our collective ownership to that of a wealthy elite. This is 
especially serious in the era of big data where our personal data is available to the apparently 
all-encompassing global big data companies. Our lives and minds are treated as a resource to 
be harvested by these companies for their burgeoning profits (Zuboff 2019). This is a matter 
of personal privacy but at its root is the loss of capacity to pay attention to the things we 
choose ourselves. If attention is something each of us owns personally, and if this in turn helps 
determine what is important to us, then the appropriation of our attention becomes a crucial 
matter for all of us!
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Crawford asks us to consider the driver talking on his cell phone whilst driving through a 
crowded urban district with a motor cyclist in the lane next to him. This is as dangerous as 
driving whilst legally drunk. Conversation via a machine impairs our ability to notice others and 
to register the things in the environment we need to notice. This is called attentional blindness 
and it can have, obviously, catastrophic results if a mass of automobile metal smashes into a 
human being at speed whilst the driver’s attention is somewhere other than on driving safely 
and with respect and regard to others. How our attention is appropriated and used by others 
in public spaces is a matter of private and personal concern. How we learn about the ethics 
and morality of being in public is crucial to right thinking for each individual because private 
resources belonging to individuals are exchanged in public as part of our social relationships. It 
is these which bind us together or keep us apart. 

Focus on what matters 
How can we in an age of insidious and spectacular distraction for the individual, retain our 
engagement and concentration on the things that really matter? 

Beyond the individual there is a social environment that really matters and this is a legitimate 
part of our engagement agenda. The environment experienced by the current generation of 
young people (learners) is highly engineered. It is ‘provided’ and delivered by machines and 
electronic systems with a content conceived elsewhere and manufactured elsewhere (often 
in China). The attentional landscape is the product of someone else’s labour and skill and the 
expression of someone else’s intentions for us. It is more than a simple product, bought and 
consumed in the free market of products and ideas and experiences. Neither is it just a series of 
sensory inputs which impinge on our brains, though it certainly does this with hyper-stimulated 
internet programmes. It is of course all of these and more. This system clearly offers young 
people in particular roles, places, situations, experiences and affordances and in fact a possible 
immersion in norms and practices of behaviour and social interaction which shape their lives! 
Crawford is of the view: “One element of our predicament is that we engage less than we once 
did in everyday activities that structure our attention.” (Crawford ibid: 23) The new digital 
‘realities’ in fact relieve us of the burden of choice and reflection; they do our thinking and 
therefore choosing for us. As a result, we become less than we might otherwise be. 

Attention, self and skill
We have already alluded to the existence of critical thinking and action but now we need to 
indicate perhaps one or more possible solutions to the problems of the mind and the way we 
are encouraged to think and act which might inhibit our capacities as rational, thinking beings 
which we have outlined above. Attention, defined as the capacity to be joined to the world in 
which we live, should surely be available to us? And shouldn’t this be within a sense of freedom 
and personal autonomy? If our complex environment constitutes our essential selves, rather 
than just acting upon this self, then how we manage attention is crucial. It is through knowledge 
and the application of knowledge, otherwise known as skill, that we can act on the world and 
change it to our advantage. It is through the use of a skill, including intellectual skills, that that 
any given ‘self’ acts on the external world. But we might ask, what is the attentive self and 
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what is the content of skill and skilful thinking? For Crawford the key notion is that of agency 
because it is this that enables us to act on the external world, that is, the reality of existence, 
through the use of skilled practice. The encounter between the self as a socially constituted 
subject and the objective world ‘outside our heads’ is made possible through attentionality. 
We pay attention through skill and skill always trades upon the necessary relationship between 
structure and freedom. In learning skills and about skills we are learning something about 
human agency and human practice; we are learning about the capacities we have and might 
not have to act on our environments and bring about change. Managing attention is thus a 
critical element of critical thinking.

Thinking and being
We have so far stressed a connection between thinking and acting in, and on, the world and 
of being in that same world. This is a key part of the ‘solution’ to the conundrum of what is 
a critical curriculum? What we are is as important as what we think and what we do is what 
we are. Critical thinking then is also about being something. Universities must play their part 
since the new systems of learning will be born most likely within the interstices of the old! 
New skills and competencies must be afforded so that Crawford’s critique of attentionality can 
be met and so that John Berger’s (1972, 2016) sense of the importance of ‘being’ and making 
your environment yourself can be realised. This might mean using your life in a sense as a 
project for the improvement of the self in its real and existing social and community setting. 
What follows is an indication of the skills and competences that might inform a renewed and 
critical curriculum. They go beyond the idea of subject expertise and indicate a spectrum of key 
abilities to which an engaged student in an engaged university might aspire.

Being in the digital world
The original impulse was progressive - a dream to link everyone on the planet so that 
knowledge could be more easily shared. The potential for both liberation and oppression seems 
to be inherent in the digitalisation, automatisation and robotisation of industrial capacity and 
of our social life. The internet has undoubtedly transformed our lives, particularly the lives of 
our young people, students and those who will become our students. Their personal, social and 
work lives are lived to some extent in cyber-space. They make arrangements to meet, share 
their thoughts and images, share their likes and dislikes through screens. Although as students, 
they attend lectures and tutorials, even though their physical presence is not always strictly 
necessary, they do much of their learning on-line, submit their assessments on-line, receive 
results on-line, make job applications on-line and meet their future life-partners on-line. For 
many much of their day is spent in one way or another in front of a screen. Perhaps it is too 
early to know the impact on their brains/minds and consciousness of all of this screen-time. 
It is, however, worth considering whether they are critical in their thinking and engaged with 
the big issues of the day, which will impact on their futures. Whilst on-line learning, reading 
and writing are immensely valuable, there is really no substitute for helping students to think 
critically and be able to pose and support an argument/point of view through debate and 
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discussion; through in fact a process of disputation and contestation. 

The explosion of information available on the internet has produced a tsunami of entertainment 
which evokes Aldous Huxley’s (2004, originally 1932) ‘Brave New World’ where science and 
technology were used to maximise pleasure. As a consequence, citizens lost the ability to think 
critically and autonomously whilst becoming addicted to passively consuming the products 
that dull their brains. George Monbiot (2017) has suggested that contact with the ‘tangible 
world’ is lessening much faster than we perhaps appreciate. Some children, particularly as they 
move into their teenage years, are beginning to live virtual lives. How connected are they with 
the world around them as they retreat into a land of experiences through their headphones 
and screens? Next on the technology agenda are virtual reality worlds. In this world of virtual 
reality how do you check what you are being told is correct. Recently, we have been fascinated/
horrified by the discussions about ‘fake news’ or ‘alternative facts’ and casualness with the 
use of facts. When those users of the internet can use the Holocaust, Nazism and racism as a 
form of irony, we must be concerned. Unless you have ‘solid’/real world experience how do you 
know what is right? Monbiot concludes: “This is about what it is to be human, what it is to lose 
that essential element of our existence: our contact with the real world. The political social and 
environmental consequences are currently beyond reckoning.” It is surely our responsibility as 
educators to provide students with the skills to be able to critically respond to the digital age 
– all its benefits, its access to more information than we could have dreamt of, but to be aware 
of its other less attractive aspects. Is it too radical a step to suggest that universities re-shape 
their curriculum in the light of these concerns? 

Surveillance capitalism - a new era
If Crawford has alerted us to the ways in which individuals experience and can develop ‘skilful’ 
resistance to the dehumanising and mass-psychological impact of the new communications 
technology, then Shoshana Zuboff (2019) has turned our attention to the collective and 
structural features of the new forms of social and economic life which is our present and future 
life in the digital age.

Her work ‘The Age of Surveillance Capitalism’ is a monumental study of the emergence of 
surveillance as a major means of behaviour modification and control of populations in highly 
undemocratic ways. It lays bare some of the key ideas, themes and dangers of globalisation. 

Zuboff is concerned with what she calls information civilisation in an era where we have 
become dislocated from our traditions and ‘homes’. Our home is of course a metaphor for the 
things we value and cherish; it denotes where we belong and is part of our community and 
is the place they cannot turn you away when all else fails! It is also literally the place where 
much of the new commercial projects of the new age of surveillance capitalism are actually 
consumed and experienced. The internet of things is often located in the home which is a locus 
of consumer preference. This digital future was supposed to yield progress where empowere 
dindividuals would be able to lead more full-filling lives. However, this has not occurred and 
Zuboff writes of “… the darkening of the digital dream and its rapid mutation into a voracious 
and utterly novel commercial project …” (Zuboff 2019: 7).
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Surveillance capitalism is the translation of human experience, captured and manufactured 
through the internet and the digital world, into behavioural data. Although some of this data 
is used to improve services to the ‘consumer’ and producers, the rest is, according to Zuboff, 
declared to be a proprietary behavioural surplus which is fed into machine intelligence and 
manufactured then into prediction results. This data can anticipate behaviour and can create 
what Zuboff calls “behavioural futures markets” (Zuboff: 8). The means of production and 
communication are ever more capable of shaping our behaviour and surveillance capitalism 
produces a new form of power called ‘instrumentarianism’ which implements someone else’s 
agenda and values. The computational architecture of smart devices and the attentional control 
of public spaces, both real and virtual, become ever more pervasive. From the relatively benign 
features of harmless games to the pernicious exploitation of addictive gambling and from the 
buying of myriad consumer items via Amazon to the expropriation of surplus from Facebook 
profiles, we are locked into the continuous means of behavioural modification. This is the later 
analogue to the way in which earlier industrial capitalists drove the continuous intensification of 
the means of production and exchange.

At the core surveillance capitalism is a negative phenomenon since, according to Zuboff it is 
self-referential and parasitic. She states: “Surveillance capitalism runs contrary to the early 
digital dream … Instead, it strips away the illusion that the networked form has some kind of 
indigenous moral content, that being ‘connected’ is somehow intrinsically pro-social, innately 
inclusive, or naturally tending toward the democratization of knowledge … instead of labour, 
surveillance capitalism feeds on every aspect of human’s experience.” (Zuboff: 9).

A key aspect of surveillance capitalism is of course that there is no reciprocity between the 
producers of its products and services and its consumers. Neither are the consumers the 
‘customers’ of this system, rather they are the objects in a world which packages up their 
experience as a means to someone else’s ends-very often the selling and merchandising of 
goods and services. The customers of surveillance capitalism are in fact the enterprises and 
companies that trade in the data that is mined and extracted from the public.

The implications for how we choose to live our lives are profound. Personal autonomy, 
social freedoms, a sense of communal and social equivalence and equity and some very real 
democratic rights are threatened. Instrumentarian power is not commensurate with many of 
the core values of Western liberal democracy. As Zuboff notes, the continued mobilisation of 
information capitalism can appear unstoppable, yet it engenders opposition and resistance.

The problem for educators is that surveillance capitalism disregards the boundaries of human 
experience by invading and extracting information and data which is essentially private and 
individual in origin. The extraction is a usurpation of individual rights for someone else’s profit. 
At a somewhat later stage the state and its intelligence agencies may take an interest and 
further help the institutionalisation of the whole procedure. The whole process is unequal 
and asymmetrical with power and knowledge located in the hands and clouds of the gigantic 
internet companies. Zuboff characterises this as the “… privatisation of the division of learning 
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in society …” and she suggests this is “… the critical axis of social order in the twenty-first 
century” (Zuboff: 19).

At the structural level this situation is leading to a mass psychological manipulation through 
forms of behaviour modification which are driven by consumerist trends and desires at the 
behest of companies who operate for profit and revenues in the market. This represents a 
serious challenge to a democratic order because human choice and human nature is being 
shaped and formed in this nexus. There is a destructive dynamic to the obsessions with social 
media from which for many there is no exit. Zuboff’s work raises fundamental questions about 
the nature and workings of our evolving and increasingly globalised society and cultures, 
not least in terms of how a democratic capitalism can continue to evolve in forms which are 
judged to be fair and appropriately equitable for the masses now excluded or marginalised 
from economic well-being. The questions raised for educators within universities are equally 
profound and they revolve around our theme of learning and teaching.

The problems we are addressing: learning and teaching
The content of a learning programme or experience should produce engaged students who 
have a critical and questioning view of the world. Who could argue with this? Who could 
disagree that what we want for our students is what in the 19th century was called ‘associative 
learning’- learning that asked the questions that mattered and made the connections between 
what we need and want to know? How we can understand and grasp the true meaning of 
what we must learn? Surely we need knowledge and a curriculum which lets us grasp the 
connections between things and gives us the chance to choose to change? This is really useful 
knowledge that few would deny is needed.

There are reasons, however, why educational institutions do not function in this way. Learning 
in universities has become excessively formalised. It is structured beyond reason; it is organised 
into severe hierarchies of value based within strict academic discipline boundaries and it is 
psychically cheap (Waller 1932: 443). This was the case in previous generations and remains 
substantially so today. Accepting the given boundaries and restrictions on thinking means we 
don’t have to spend our psychic energy in devising, maintaining and learning about ‘freedom’ 
or in the difficult task of choosing between competing and conflicting viewpoints. If only a 
generation ago it was possible to argue for the school as a democratising institution (Porter 
1999) then today it is seen as the mechanism for allocating the limited chances for success in a 
globalised competitive world. Access to ‘good schools’ is the means to successful performance 
in the competition for life’s chances; education is now a positional good to bought and sold 
on the market. Universities have followed this same path in general to become a massively 
influential force in global economic and social life. In doing so it can be argued they have 
given up much of the potential they embodied for critical social change and reform. Global 
mass higher education is overwhelmingly a business, increasingly geared to distributing 
opportunities said to be meritocratically achieved by the winners in this competitive system. 
The system and its participants are often more concerned with creating and maintaining 
boundaries between the elites and the ‘masses’ than in widening participation for an authentic 
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social purpose (Binder and Abel 2019).

Still, what is the alternative you might ask? Universities still provide the place and the means for 
critique, for higher level knowledge and research in all the academic domains and a refuge for 
unpopular opinions to be debated and contested. If this does not happen in universities where 
then? The answers to such questions as these may be found in the nature of academic and 
university life itself, which is to continuously ask the difficult questions, even about the validity 
and existential meaning of the university itself. Critical questioning through rational discourse 
and dialogue based on what Rawls (1976) called ‘public reason’ is the fundamental principle 
of university life. This is not always easy to defend and extend in the face of the mandates of 
specific moral and religious codes (Sandel 2010). Neither is it easy to suggest the alternative 
in the face of the massive presence and availability of educational institutions throughout the 
globe. Education represents possibly the largest single human activity on the planet: there is 
no doubt we are a learning species (Gamble et al 2014) even though learning outcomes are 
problematic.

This paper suggests that the need for reform of engagement across a broad spectrum of 
university activity and thinking requires a reform of the curriculum as itself. The transformations 
of learning and its institutions that we have seen over perhaps four decades have not been 
matched by commensurate changes in what is learned and how it is taught. Neither has it been 
matched by reformation of the ‘objects’ of learning and study, some of which include how 
we understand and study ourselves. For our present existence and the future of our children 
there can surely be no denying the significance of climate change and global warming; the 
life threatening pollution of the air and the oceans upon which ultimately all life depends; the 
obscenity of poverty and early death of millions excluded from progress and affluence; the 
continuing impact of war and armaments production; and the impending conflagrations around 
population movement and migration.

These are the contexts and situations for which the current university curriculum is inadequate. 
These issues are not addressed centrally as a ‘Leitmotiv’, a guiding thread of concern and 
critique for all learners since all people are impacted by them. This is not to suggest that 
all academic disciplines and boundaries must be abandoned, and all existing curricula be 
instantly transformed into an issues curriculum. The realities of the world out there exist 
and transformations may have to be gradual, and as is frequently stated we want our brain 
surgeons to know a great deal about brain surgery and our pilots to know precisely how to 
fly the aeroplane we are using to get to our next destination. But it is not naive to ask that we 
renew the purposes of the university and just what sort of knowledge we want it to develop. 
The radical growth and transformation of mass higher education itself and the explosive power 
of the internet have both occurred within the last generation without a corresponding change 
in our approach to learning. It is an issue whose time has come.        
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The need for renewal
He who says learning says school (Porter 1999). We could say the same for universities and 
colleges in that they are massive, pervasive and ubiquitous bureaucratic institutions designed 
to ‘school’ the relevant population into conformity with what exists. Why is this? One answer 
must surely be that the curriculum and all it takes in terms of teaching, learning and the 
organisation of resources to implement the institutional missions of universities has ossified. 
Learning has coagulated into traditional academic disciplines with routinized methods of 
instruction, made all the more pernicious through computerisation. The masses are sorted 
and streamed through schools and universities devoted to hierarchies and league tables. 
Performance is devoutly desired and rewarded in a system which is a self-justifying moral order. 
This of course is financed from the taxes and sacrifices of the majority who cannot benefit from 
it other than at the margins. We have gone within two generations from aspiring to mass higher 
education as a transformative social movement to its institutionalisation as an industry of 
further and higher schooling for the masses. A competitive and supposedly meritocratic system 
must, by definition, produce a majority who ‘fail’ and do not climb the ladders of success since 
wealth and honour and prestige cannot be equally distributed in such a society. The profound 
social and political dissatisfaction with the effects of globalisation are refracted through an 
educational system distorted with the obsession with elite selection and promotion. Those left 
behind, especially in places ravaged by industrial decline and neglect, are prey to messages 
which blame those who are ‘not like us’, who are ‘other’ and different from those who belong in 
‘our community’. In an era of diasporic settlement migration and population shift (Collier 2013) 
it is easy to see the lineaments of division and difference of disparate communities who end 
up living side by side but not together. Shared communities with common values and social 
practices which reach beyond the things that divide people may be desired, but they are hard 
to find in the circumstances of modern life. In few places has there been a curriculum designed 
to meet these challenges. 

At another level the institutions work to their own agenda. The people as functionaries of the 
system naturally run the institution for its own benefit. They become institutionalised, often 
with a relation of dominance and subordination rather than personal equality, between teacher 
and learner. Does the curriculum we have under review and for which we seek renewal allow 
the social and learning situations in which the personalities of students can achieve the full 
force of self-expression and critical sensibilities? It is not just a critical view of what is learned 
and taught that is needed but also our view on the nature of the critical learner and thinking 
student requires re-thinking. 

The processes of personal development and the acquisition of knowledge, whether through 
conventional means or more radically via ‘tacit ‘knowledge (Polanyi 1974) or radical immersion 
in lifelong learning challenges (Teare 2013; 2018) take place simultaneously if they are to 
be successful. Conventional schooling including university life fails to engage the evolving  
complexity of personal growth and change with the externalised world of facts and issues. This 
is at the heart of the curriculum issue. Learning must adapt to life situations and the existential 
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challenges of the time. Whatever the growing individual becomes as a person with reflexive 
capacities and self-awareness, s/he must encounter the actual situations in life. This should 
be the single most crucial principle in all learning programmes. Much of our learning, however, 
takes us out of the world, out of our environment and puts us in a closed and protected 
‘classroom’ away from the reality of experience. 

Perhaps learning within the institutions can correspond with the graded and progressive 
patterns of life outside? This was the search that drove many educationalists to reform what 
was learned and taught in conventional schools in the past (Waller 1932 and 1967; Shor 1980; 
Porter 1999). Schools and universities can attempt to reproduce the patterns and expectations 
of life itself including those of the economy (Dale et al 1981) but the results are uncertain as a 
preparation for life, at least for many. And even of those who can be said to succeed in the race 
that is formal schooling we are entitled to ask, just how real is this success? (Apple 1980; Benn 
2011). What is the price of success in educating for a society which is destroying the very basis 
for its continued existence? Mass higher education in many countries yields a graduation rate 
of over 50 per cent of each generation, but many are unable to find graduate jobs and careers. 
A generation ago a university education could be considered to be of roughly equal value, no 
matter which institution issued the diploma. No longer! The urge to differentiate and quantify 
the differential attainment levels has led to the obsessional ranking of institutions. These 
rankings provide the entry level requirements for professions and careers and thus act as both 
gateways for the successful and cut-off points for the remaining and ‘failing’ majority. When we 
add in the graded snobberies of some of the ‘ancient’ colleges and the long-standing debates 
and theories of cultural and social capital (Bourdieu 1971; Reay 2017) we have the recipe for 
social selection and exclusion rather than the widening participation and access agenda of an 
earlier generation (Davies 1995; 1998). This is the context which mandates us to upgrade, renew 
and radically reform learning and teaching for engagement. 

Learning and teaching strategies
Adapting to the increasing complexities of social life and work is a key challenge for the critical 
curriculum. The demands of work and of employers for skills and knowledge are fast changing. 
Automation and artificial intelligence and the internet have ensured built-in obsolescence for 
many, many jobs and careers. Whole industries can come into existence and become extinct 
within a decade. Transfers of investment capital across invisible borders and mass labour 
migrations can radically and relatively quickly shift economic and social prospects for whole 
regions. What then is the curriculum for this? 

Part of the answer we suggest is to renew and reconceptualise our view of what learning skills 
are and do. The acquisition of, for example, learning and study skills can help equalize some 
of the inequalities inherited by learners from disadvantaged backgrounds. Enhanced study 
skills can help build resilience and strengthen the academic habitus students need to succeed. 
The curriculum must have a content which directs learning to the crucial issues, problems and 
concerns of the moment and of the impending future. It must also address the allied matter of 
how we can have viable persons who are to acquire this curriculum! One attempt at resolving 
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this problem has been created by Richard Teare (2013) who has pioneered the concept of 
personal viability and learning in what can appear to be some of the most challenging and 
often poorest environments in the world.

Learning entrepreneurially and personal viability
Without entrepreneurs there would be a great deal less innovation and creativity and so the 
suggestion here lies in the notion of that individuals might be encouraged and sponsored to 
develop their own skills of survival and success as a form of personal growth and development. 
Richard Teare’s work (2013; 2018) over a long period of dedicated commitment to educational 
reform in favour of some of the most dispossessed people and that of Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt 
(2013) have been seminal in developing such a perspective and yield up rich insights for 
universities which might seek a different way forward to instil entrepreneurship into their 
students and graduates. What does an engaged type of entrepreneurship look like when we 
focus on the excluded populations in subsistence communities, whether these are in developing 
countries or in the neglected areas of the inner cities in the industrialised west?

Teare’s work cites communities which live in the shadow of major extractive industries and yet 
who do not benefit from the massive developments associated with such industries. Some of 
these are in Papua New Guinea. His concern is to outline and develop qualities of personal life 
and existence which are compatible with entrepreneurship and economic productivity. He refers 
to ‘personal viability’ as a mindset which people need if they are to achieve some economic 
independence and control over their own natural resources. This mindset involves knowledge 
of the business opportunities and the ways and means of applying that knowledge to generate 
an income. He is, however, at pains to point out that wealth cannot just be measured in terms 
of financial and capital accumulations. It has also to include the holistic development of 
individuals, groups and communities and is reflected in the health and well-being of a society.

What then are the qualities of personal viability? Teare argues that personal viability is a 
training for life that facilitates micro-enterprise development. It is learning that encourages 
people to make mistakes, to experiment and to study and learn from making mistakes. Learning 
is measured in such a training not by examinations but by the growth in personal capacity 
that occurs. It requires energy, thought, courage and support in the form of coaching. Most 
significantly it draws on life experience and addresses the solving of problems by questioning, 
thinking and experimenting until a solution is found. The real-life context for this has been 
developing economies where village-based livelihood and informal economic activity and 
subsistence have been the norm. In many such communities the emphasis for the future must 
be on income generation rather than formal wage employment. A range of conditions of course 
must be met to bring about economic transformation in such communities and it is not our 
intention to address these complex issues here. Rather we want only to point to the contention 
that sustainable development for marginalised communities may be possible only when people 
develop ‘viability’. This means that they can change themselves and help to change others 
when they are engaged in learning which produces desired change and progress. A change 
in thinking and approach to life may be required. This is undoubtedly a major challenge to 
universities. 
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A critical curriculum for universities in practice
An engaged university must acknowledge the need for an engaged curriculum in both a 
cultural sense and in respect of its constituent communities. Our viewpoint on community and 
learning takes account of the fact that people live out their lives in a variety of contexts but 
some of these are paramount. There is, for example, the question of work which historically has 
shaped a good deal of the human enterprise. There is the question of place and neighbourhood 
allied to issues of belonging, identity, ethnicity, race, religion and nationality – all of which can 
have a bearing on how we understand and experience the notion of community. Essentially, 
we are arguing that the university must recognise this complexity and diversity if it is to 
successfully adapt to the learning needs of contemporary society. And yet there must also 
be an acknowledgement that each aspect of this complex reality requires understanding and 
analysis. This task is quite properly that of the university and represents intellectual challenge 
of a high order. 

We can illustrate this point by reference to one aspect, that of work. Work is one of those 
cultural realities ‘out there’ which has fundamentally shifted in its organisation and nature so 
that it faces us with an existential challenge which is coterminously ‘in here’. Once upon a time 
work for many people involved meaningful and life-fulfilling tasks. It laid out clear goals and 
tasks and it set time frames for achievements and life’s transitions. It provided a meaningful 
context in communities and neighbourhoods which could validate and even valorise work and 
workers. This is not to deny the fact that much physical and manual work was hard labour and 
heavy lifting with often inadequate rewards and pay. Work in the past allowed some workers 
and groups to acquire and apply skills that were rewarding and deeply absorbing. Modern 
work, for many, involves a lack of engagement in the tasks and duties required. Free time can 
be taken up with aimless pursuits such as day-time TV shopping, logging on to Facebook and 
endless text gazing. Carr (2015) has called this being sentenced to idleness where people 
are disengaged from an outward looking focus and attention turns inwards. At its worst this 
can lead to forms of narcissistic behaviour which are fuelled by the availability of internet 
infotainment. 

The sense of engagement that meaningful and rewarding work gives can be achieved when 
we are acting on the world, intentionally and consciously. Yet the growth of technologically 
sophisticated systems involving computerisation and robotisation continues to obliterate jobs 
across the whole social class spectrum. The gains in wealth and productivity emanating from 
the new technologies are not going to the workers who produce and operate the machines 
but to the existing owners of the economic assets and capital (Picketty 2014; Mason 2015; 
Blakeley 2019). Knowledge that can challenge and change this situation should be the concern 
of universities. What would this knowledge look like and what kind of curriculum would be 
involved?

A certain type of critical thinking is needed and this cannot be provided by the nearest 
software package. We need knowledge which is rooted in experience and embodied skills and 
which draws on deep understanding and creativity. The curriculum needs to be open to the 
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idea that a continuously active mind and an active ‘self’ requires the challenge of engagement 
and that this requires appropriate scepticism as well as tolerance for diversity and dissent. 
Automated calculations using algorithms cannot substitute for critical judgements about social 
and professional purposes. Key values and commitments cannot be undermined by the needs 
of automated systems and so we must be consciously less dependent on the technologies of 
hand-held devices and apps. A key point here and for those who support and develop learning 
for and in the community, is that the people, the community are not just a product of social 
reality but are producers of that reality.

We are suggesting then that universities support forms of learning and accreditation which 
are rooted in an action learning paradigm which has its roots in the need to transform learning 
opportunities and life chances for individuals and local and regional communities associated 
with the university. This might involve helping self-sustaining and self-directed processes in 
communities where people have learned themselves to analyse and solve their own problems. 
Individuals, groups and entire communities can be mobilised given the necessary support and 
resources (Teare 2018). 

Some practical steps
No single university/academic discipline or subject can yield up a handy set of concepts to be 
applied to the problems we have outlined (Davies and Nyland 2014; 2018). We believe, however, 
that the process of critical thinking and research and lifelong action learning might offer a 
way forward. Some of the steps in this process of reform involve reformulating the role of the 
university in learning and teaching for engagement and in the re-conceptualisation of the 
university as a public educator of critically thinking citizens. Building on the aspects considered 
in relation to critical thinking, the global- digitalisation themes and service community-based 
learning outlined above, some of the steps in curriculum planning for engagement in this 
process can be identified as follows:

• identifying real world problems which can be expected to be complex and involve 
contested knowledge;

• establishing learning sets, groups and teams which can draw on the different ‘discipline’ 
approaches and knowledges and use knowledge for action and transformation;

• starting inquiry using curiosity, problem solving, reflection and openness to critique as a 
basic and democratic form of learning and knowing;

• an insistence that learning and action for change and transformation go hand-in-hand and 
should be geared towards the solution of problems;

• generating and testing knowledge solutions with those whom it affects;

• personal commitment to learning and critical reflection on the status of knowledge about 
what is to be studied;
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• a realisation that the monopolies held on knowledge creation and its distribution can no 
longer be maintained by conventional universities but must be re-thought in the new 
contexts;

• the unlocking of human potential through critical thinking and learning, especially for those 
who have not had learning opportunities or cannot afford them;

• a challenge to the conservative and traditional notions of the neutral and objective 
observer who is capable of exercising judgement from the ‘outside’; and

• adopting a learning methodology which supports mutuality and reciprocity and 
encourages and facilitates participants’ visions for the future and views learners as active 
agents for positive change. 

All of these processes and activities involve what was once called pedagogy and represent 
part of the viable basis for critical thinking and learning which needs to underpin university 
engagement. 

In conclusion
Whatever the future holds, the present demands that we as educators look at our real 
experience in the real world and this can only be done by knowing others in some direct 
and meaningful way and by sharing the thoughts and insights we gain as a result. Is this not 
the great challenge of change which the university as a public educator must meet in this 
generation?

To meet the challenge then we need to acknowledge that social practice in modern life is 
modified in the light of new information and knowledge which comes from an increasingly 
diverse range of sources. These include the social spheres as well as the academic and 
employment fields. Family, community, education, government, internet, social media and 
infotainment all help comprise social processes which are institutionalised as part of social life 
and practice. They throw up both some of the great benefits of modernity but also the great 
threats it poses. For universities this means learning must be for an improved and democratic 
social result. The continuous production and incorporation of new knowledge and critical 
learning into institutional practice is the driving force of modernity and it must be applied to 
engagement for universities as much as to any of the essential social practices which sustain 
our lives.
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Introduction

We are at a new conjuncture in the crisis of knowledge. The phenomenal 

growth of the internet and the digital economy presents us with both unknown 

opportunities and threats to our lives and futures. There has been an explosion 

of knowledge and of opportunities to access some of that knowledge by 

everyone who can access a mobile phone or computer. This is, literally, a world 

population that is developing a ‘universal’ and apparently insatiable demand 

and desire for communication, information and entertainment. Yet the new 

forms of capitalism that are dependent upon and are expressed through the 

digital-techno world tend to destroy localism, threatening established ways 

of life, communities and cultures, and social cohesion. There are even those 

who argue that we face a ‘totalitarian’ and accelerating form of social life under 

modern capitalism that can absorb and recuperate for its own purposes all 

forms of opposition, and forces for positive and progressive change (Noys 

2014).

The university curriculum - if it can be said to exist as a body of thinking and analysis, and as 
a critical process concerned with understanding and transforming the character of social life - 
must surely grapple with this problem.

Universities have traditionally demonstrated critical thinking but have failed to offer a 
curriculum that can engage with the modern crisis. Educators need to devise new approaches 
to really useful learning that address the new and ever rapidly changing circumstances in which 
the new forms of techno-capitalism are developing.  A key to understanding and perhaps 
to controlling this process is the role to be played by critical thinking and intellectual skills. 
The argument developed here is that the crisis of knowledge demands an epistemological 
transformation, and universities have a major role to play in the necessary transformations of 
learning and thinking that will be required. 
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The challenge of change is also a challenge to authoritarianism and repression in the wider 
society. It must be possible for an individual to be cognitively aware of their own beliefs to think 
freely and critically. This is authentic critical thinking. Part of the university’s role is to promote 
self-critical and reflexive thought and action. If this is not to be done within the universities, 
then where?

Global change but local lives:  the need for a critical university 
curriculum
Modern life is rapidly changing as hyper-capitalism and globalisation continue to extend their 
grip on production and distribution of wealth, work and opportunity across the world. This 
raises vital questions about the types of education, learning, training and accreditation we must 
provide for our students.

We need as educators to consider alternative approaches. We need engagement with the 
communities we say we serve, but in reality are absent from. A new and critical curriculum is 
needed for all university learners. Such a curriculum would address the following themes:

• The character of the communities in which we now live, including their demographics and 
cultures, are problematical. We live in a multi-cultural, multi-faith and multi-racial - but 
often disparate and divided - society. We need to grasp this reality in its complexity and 
make it part of our learning for all citizens. Mass migration and social transformation is 
part of all of our lives yet is not in the main part of our curriculum. We need to explore how 
modern societies have created damaging and conflictual diversity as well as the potential 
for healthy diversity and social integration.

• There is a need to bring into a central position in the curriculum the ‘wicked issues’ of 
poverty and social exclusion, climate change and environmental degradation/pollution, 
and loss of belonging and identity. A change of focus is required so we understand and 
counter the failure of neo-liberal marketised and monetised educational strategies. Schools 
and universities were once thought to be democratising institutions, but this idea has lost 
credibility in the face of massive and persistent inequalities. The challenge is to re-state 
our purposes and make them work for learning for a social result, not just an individualised 
outcome.

• The curriculum must address our relationship as teachers and learners with the internet 
and world of technology. We can no longer assume it is simply benign. Knowledge 
has exploded into availability but is consumerised. A mass psychology of passivity has 
separated the bonds between action and perception as our experiences are manufactured 
for us by a small, self-elected group of mega businesses that exercise monopoly functions 
over our digital lives.

• There is, however and importantly, the possibility of a critical curriculum with a defined 
content and a set of conceptual frameworks. Critical thought useful for our purposes was 
developed by the members of the Frankfurt School and there is a hinterland of pedagogical 
innovators who put the learner at the centre of learning. There is an existing sociology of 
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knowledge and researchers who explore student-centred and experiential learning, and a 
corpus of work on the social purposes of learning and critical thinking. There is the reality 
and possibility of co-operative learning and working that has transformed work and life 
for many in the past, and continues to do so in the present and for the future. There is the 
possibility of a revitalised community engaged with learning and of evolving identities that 
can deliver the challenge of change as a democratic result.

The problems we are addressing
What has made the environment harsher in recent times? There are myriad factors as possible 
contexts that suggest the questions we should ask of ourselves. We have chosen to cluster 
them into three aspects:

1. There are issues ‘out there’ in the world. An ethical globalised capitalism is problematical 
and is the source of public anxiety and precariousness (Collier 2018). There persist 
what have been called the ‘wicked issues’ (Firth 2017): global poverty, deprivation and 
dispossession, war and famine, climate change and ecological threat, and the fears of 
uncontrolled mass migrations of refugees and economic migrants.

2. Our thinking, learning and pedagogy fail to address the technological developments that 
are threatening the skill base and lives of working people in favour of the rentier class of 
wealth owners. This means there is the need to engage with future learning, and the new 
‘conjuncture’ of modern technology and hyper-capitalism, as the digital age rolls onwards 
(Zuboff 2019).

3. The breakdown of traditional communities and cultures, and the need for engaged learning 
and teaching, has highlighted the need for critical thinking aimed at an improved social 
result. Spiralling levels of social inequality are re-making social classes but not in the image 
of the past (Savage 2015; Dorling 2018). Universities themselves play a growing role in the 
generation of powerful elites. New political realities around identity, race, ethnicity, gender 
and around the nearly ubiquitous but often suppressed themes of migration and identity 
have emerged as central and core concerns (Collier 2014; Appiah 2018).
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The problems out there
Today, in western liberal democratic states, the divergence of social, economic and political 
interests, the decline of the older heavy industries and the growth of successful ‘new’ computer 
and media focused locations are widening the divisions between the blue-collar workers in the 
declining industrial towns and the booming service-sector cities that employ the creative and 
cosmopolitan elites. This has created new anxieties with new ruling elites based on educational 
selection, where metropolitan elites control social and political life and provoke resentment 
and pessimism among the working classes. Politically, the outcome has supported the trend 
towards the emergence of national populism (Goodwin and Eatwell 2018; Sandel 2018; 
Rutherford 2019).

What has been evoked here is not just a fear of the unknown. Nobody knows what will 
happen to the world’s economy in a decade from now but there is a visceral fear of lack of 
control felt by many about the near future. Parents do not know if their children will be able 
to find meaningful and rewarding lifelong work; they do not know if their children will be able 
to afford to buy or rent a house; they do not know if the planet will be sustainable for their 
grandchildren.  What they want, however, is clear, and it involves a combination of security, 
opportunity and the drive for self-determination. The onset of mass migration right across 
Europe (and the world) as a form of diasporic re-settlement has thrown the older cultural 
and social constructions into disarray. Communities are not what they once were. Politics has 
thrown up unanticipated divisions, and all of this has brought to the fore the question of who 
belongs and by what right to the nation, and how we understand such things, for example, as 
patriotism and who belongs in the national community. 

Having briefly synthesised the evolving context of our theme, what are the framing issues we 
have to encounter? They include how knowledge gained inside and outside the classroom can 
engage people and communities in new and meaningful ways in order to address the problems 
and change outcomes. This has been called ‘real knowledge’ and ‘engaged education’ (Hyman 
2005, 2017; Nyland and Davies 2017) and focuses on issues to do with learning and knowledge 
that meet the challenges of the times in schools, universities, workplaces and communities. It 
forces us to engage with the ‘big issues’, and to recognise that poverty is still with us – globally 
and locally - young people are still marginalised, climate change and environmental destruction 
proceeds apace and the new digital industries continue to destabilise traditional economies and 
communities (Mason 2019).

Future learning and the digital age
The second aspect of our argument concerns the reality of the now and existing digitalisation 
of global economic life, communication and learning. This is what Castells (1996 and 1997) 
called the network society and the information age. The potential for both liberation and 
oppression seems to be inherent in the digitalisation, automisation and roboticisation of 
industrial capacity and of our social life. The work of Evgeny Morozov (2011) has proved to be 
prescient and ground-breaking in our understanding of how the internet might not lead to 
freedom and liberation, and how we should be sceptical of the ‘cyber-utopians’. 
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The internet has undoubtedly transformed our lives, particularly the lives of our young people, 
our students and those who will become our students.  Is this generation - which has grown 
up with the internet, smartphones, Facebook, Snapchat and Twitter - thinking critically about 
the world they inhabit? For many, much of their day is spent in one way or another in front of 
a screen.  Perhaps it is too early to know the impact on their brains/minds of all this screen-
time.  It is, however, worth considering whether they are critical in their thinking, engaged in 
discussing the big questions of the day - for example, climate change - and the impact of the 
internet on our freedoms.  After all, these are the issues that will impact on their futures. 

Recently, Monbiot (2017) has suggested that contact with the ‘tangible world’ is lessening much 
faster than we perhaps appreciate. Some children, particularly as they move into their teenage 
years, are beginning to live virtual lives. How connected are they with the world around them 
as they retreat into a land of experiences through their headphones and screens?  Too much 
information is the condition of modern humankind. A world exists now with literally billions of 
pieces of information available to consumers. The cost is we cannot take in all this information 
and we cannot easily separate the trivial from the important. In processing this virtual universe 
of information, we have to resort to using attentional filters that process what we can recognise 
and deal with, both consciously and subconsciously.

Given the sheer volume of data impacting on us, we have to impose structure on the sensory 
and imaginative knowledge that the world now generates. It can be argued that this task is now 
central to human learning. The key question is surely: what is really useful knowledge and how 
can we categorise it for use? It seems we now have realised it is important to shift the burden 
of doing this from our minds or brains to the external world. It needs to be out there for us to 
access when we need to, rather than in here, cluttering up our minds and thoughts. But what 
are the best attentional filters, and how can they be recognised and put to use? Levitin (2015) 
and Alter (2017) have argued that many are now ‘neurally addicted’ to their screens and the 
hyper-immediacy of texting.

The sheer power and availability of computerised automation has now shifted the nature of 
work and leisure so fundamentally for so many people that we are faced with an existential 
challenge. Computerisation has narrowed people’s responsibilities and removed complexity 
from jobs. Once upon a time, work involved some of us in meaningful tasks; it laid out clear 
goals; it set down a clear time-frame for achievements; and it provided a context for meaning 
in communities and neighbourhoods that ‘validated’ work and workers. Work may even 
have allowed some individuals and groups to use their skills to the utmost by being deeply 
absorbing and rewarding. 

Left to itself or to the workings of the globalised, liberal free market ideology, technology 
and computerised automation is unlikely to deliver a great increase in human freedom 
and autonomy. There is no doubt it delivers great increases in productivity and wealth 
production. Conversely, the fruits or profits of this are unequally distributed. The gains in 
wealth and productivity connected with the new technologies are going to those who own the 
technologies, not to the workers who actually produce the gains and operate the machines.
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What is significant here is that automated productive systems have been able to benefit from 
the advances in “… processor speed, programming algorithms, storage and network capacity, 
interface design, and miniaturisation - that came to characterise  the progress of computers 
themselves” (Carr 2015: 15).  The result is that everything is being automated at incredible 
speed and things that needed human capacities are now done by machines. Software that 
replaces judgement-type activity and decisions is moving from our desks and offices to our 
pockets and hands, and now to our headsets and spectacles. It has been said that “… software 
is eating the world …” (Carr ibid 2015: 40).

Economic life shifts from the flow of goods to the flow of data and information, and the 
‘network society’ is created as a reality for everyone (Castells 1996). Some of the effects of this 
are catastrophic for some whose intellectual and skilled jobs become automated, including 
the threat of displacement and unemployment even for those who operate complex computer 
systems.

How does this impact on the need for critical thinking? Michael Crawford has offered us an 
insightful way of conceptualising the idea that all work is knowledge work: “If thinking is 
bound up with action, then the task of getting an adequate grasp on the world, intellectually, 
depends on our doing stuff in it.” (Crawford 2015: 164) Crawford has encapsulated a deep 
truth concerning how we get knowledge, how we use it and how we think about learning. The 
supposed distinctions between manual work and knowledge work are tenuous, and all work 
involves thinking, while acquiring knowledge is not an ‘armchair thing’. In modern terms and 
times, the debate has moved on to the notion of embodied cognition, in which thinking is 
conceived of as a process that involves not just the neural workings of the brain but the actions 
and perceptions of the entire body. 

Most crucially, we need to be aware that computerisation is taking human purposes and human 
volition out of the picture. Fully automated computer searches now predict what we want to 
ask before we know it ourselves. The automated friendship systems and social networks such 
as Facebook seem to remove the effort and intelligence from socialising and put them into a 
marketplace for the exchange of data. As Carr states: “Google, Facebook and other makers of 
personal software end up demeaning and diminishing qualities of character that, at least in the 
past, have been seen as essential to a full and vigorous life: ingenuity, curiosity, independence, 
perseverance, daring. It may be that in the future we’ll only experience such virtues vicariously 
… in the fantasy worlds we enter through screens.” (Carr ibid: 182).

Community and engagement
Universities are always thought of as somehow being learning communities. If not this, then 
what are they? The relationship a university has to its own community may involve a strong 
connection to the local or regional town or city and stand for a set of localised identities. On the 
other hand, a university may not aspire to be a physical community at all but to be a learning 
community without borders of a conventional kind. 

If there is a question mark about what a university is, there is equally a question about what a 
community is. We need to re-examine the university’s relations with both its own community, 
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however defined, and with the wider social forces and events that force the idea of engagement 
into our consciousness, for we are surely forced to engage with economy, society and culture. 
Can there still be a sense of retreat from the cares of the material world into an abstract search 
for knowledge, science and truth within the walls of the academy? 

What makes a community in the 21st century?
Universities, while committing to research, scholarship and learning, often invoke the 
community as their reason for being. It is not always clear what this means in reality or in 
practice. The idea of community is under severe challenge according to some (Bauman 2001). 
When we examine the idea of community, we can find ourselves embroiled in questions of 
identity, nationalism, ethnicity and belonging, deeply cultural matters that go to the very heart 
of what we think we are and what we would like to become. These are existential questions in 
a world where migration, globalisation, dispossession, war, terrorism, poverty and extensive 
cultural and social conflict characterise our way of life. We live in changing and uncertain 
times that force us to confront such issues if we wish to have universities that help shape our 
communities as active and engaged partners, because it is ultimately as communities that 
we face the challenges of change. The ideology of individualism has created and sustained 
much modern thinking and behaviour, especially in relation to consumer-driven economic 
development and the cultural industries. However, when faced with what existential issues are, 
the notion of belonging and community re-asserts itself, sometimes with a vengeance!

What then makes a community? Zygmunt Bauman writes: “… in a community people remain 
essentially united in spite of all separating factors”. This includes the notion of ‘sameness’. 
Once we are no longer the same, we are unable to maintain the boundaries of community. This 
raises the question of whether and how, in a globalising world, we are all becoming the same. 
Regardless of our national origins or identities, we all consume similar food, clothing, consumer 
durables, entertainment and technological ‘fixes’. Does that mean we are all becoming the 
same? Does global change mean we lose that local community given to us by birth and having 
grown up within its boundaries? Is community replaced by individualised identity that sets up 
boundaries of difference rather than boundaries of sameness?

Who belongs in a community or nation?
These are not small matters. Who belongs within a community and how that is to be 
determined is the stuff of modern politics.  In societies undergoing mass migration, the notion 
of community belonging, usually within a national state or a religion, can be decisive in how 
people are perceived and accepted or rejected (Murray 2017). Who belongs in the nation 
and who can be properly excluded becomes central to politics of nationhood and identity 
(Rutherford 2019).  How these questions are handled may be seen as the test of our humanity 
and of our democratic right to be what we feel we are, and to maintain our right to exclude 
those who do not belong. So there is concern with how we think about ‘community’ that leaves 
us searching for answers.



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

85

If culture and community are deeply problematic, this does not mean we have simply   
abandoned our sense of what community might mean and how it might be relevant to learning.  
John Berger, the great writer and broadcaster on art and society, reminded us that community 
is one of the longings of our century (Berger 2016). It retains a powerful charge and seems to 
offer a framework of meaning for modern life. But it is culture that connects us to the events 
‘out there’. There is no community outside of and beyond cultural forms and practices that 
make us what and who we are. 

An engaged curriculum for critical thinking: what do we need to 
know?
Having considered some of the contexts for a more vital and critically-engaged university role, 
the aspect we want to consider now is that of the need for curricular renewal, and the idea of 
critical thinking skills as a feature for all university learning and teaching programs (Teare et 
al 1998). We have already alluded to the fact that the really big issues facing us are somehow 
marginal to our key concerns with the curriculum. The big challenges of our times are not 
central to our learning. 

In an era where billions of people cannot access academic education, there is the question of 
‘skill’, by which we mean how individuals primarily understand and grasp their environment in 
order to make it work for themselves. The better this understanding, the better life can be. Skill 
is what people develop to survive and thrive in the environment in which they find themselves. 
Sometimes this involves changing that environment or seeking an entirely new one. This is a 
deeply cultural matter. It involves how the individual self attends or relates to the environment 
which itself is ‘cultural’. Some commentators, such as Crawford (2015) argue the environment 
actually constitutes the self, rather than just impacting on it, and therefore how the individual 
pays attention to this environment becomes key to succeeding in it. In an internet dominated 
world, the idea of the public attentional world (what and who is on the internet and in our 
minds, and for how long each day) gains some serious traction.

However, in acting on the world however (in reality or in virtual reality) we find skill is a key part 
of the process: “Through the exercise of a skill, the self that acts in the world takes on a definite 
shape. It comes to be in a relation of fit to a world it has grasped.” (Crawford, ibid: 25) What is 
still deeply problematical, though, is how public space (including, spectacularly, the internet) 
in general diminishes the skill of understanding and acting on that environment. The digital 
and virtual world is one made up of mediations where our daily lives are literally saturated 
with representations made elsewhere. We make contact with the worlds of work, of family, of 
friendship, of communication, entertainment, consuming, learning and leisure, through the apps 
and software provided for us. We make contact through, not with, these representations and 
become ‘skilled’ at the point of gaining access, but we do not make or construct the objects of 
our desires and we do not become skilled at practices that give us ‘agency’. Crawford argues 
persuasively that it is when we are engaged in a skilled practice that we can understand and 
own, as it were, a reality that is independent of the self and where the self (the individual as an 
identity) is understood as not being of its own making.
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The illusion of the internet is, of course, to implicitly infer that the virtual reality constructed 
by the ‘individualised’ internet software has been precisely made by and for the individual self. 
The significance of this insight is we believe in the encounter between the self and the external 
world, skill - defined as the capacity to engage with and act on the real world - is the critical 
element. It embraces the skills of the head, the heart and the hand, and above all it means an 
engaged education is needed in universities. 

We can see here the elements of a critique of what we think of as knowledge of the world and 
potentially the ways in which we acquire that knowledge. Knowing and learning in which we 
acquire something ( knowledge) that is outside ourselves by virtue of our mental efforts, can be 
replaced or augmented by embodied skill in which we practice and expand our grasp of what is 
happening around us. This is important in a world where virtual reality is replacing actual reality 
at an exponential rate. We live highly mediated lives and the representations we consume 
in the digital and virtual world are now everywhere across the globe. These representations 
are of course themselves embodied in language , symbols, images, stories and narratives 
which make up the products and experiences we  purchase via the new digital technologies 
and the through the internet. Music, film, news, television reportage, entertainment and 
‘edutainment’ and extraordinary amounts of data and information regarding all aspects of 
human life are available via the software programs and apps we consume.  Crawford is of 
the view that all of this activity is what he calls an ‘horizon of relevance and potential’ which 
is created by the representations in the various media and although this seems to expand 
exponentially as we watch and consume in fact it narrows and forecloses our options. As we 
become absorbed in the screens in front and all around us we become less and less capable 
of influencing what is happening. We are excluded in fact from agency in our own lives. We 
can consume the mediated products but not produce our own experiences. As individuals 
therefore we can become self-absorbed and narcissistically inclined to disregard others around 
us. Even in the most packed of public spaces we can be lost in privacy, unaware of public 
and civic responsibilities even at a basic level for recognition of others’ presence in the same 
space and the need for politeness and respect. Crawford has pointed here to the importance 
of attentionality in both private and public life and the need for learning which connects 
perception, experience and action.

The powerful mediating institutions that provide our means of accessing life on the internet 
are not democratically organised and accountable, no matter how much they assert their right 
to offer choice in a consumer-driven world. Neither do they offer a world of freedom simply to 
communicate with whom we wish even though we can reach almost every living human being 
on the planet with a hand-held device. The ‘real’ reality is that we now make contact almost 
exclusively through the representations of people and objects that are provided to us on our 
devices by the media corporations. We no longer rely on ourselves and our own skills to do 
this, and we are potentially diminished as a result. We are, of course, ‘free’ to deny realities and 
to dissociate ourselves from the effort needed for skilful engagement. If we can pay, there are 
always others in a market who will provide these things for us. 

The matter of skill thus becomes critical for our understanding of what universities might do 
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and how they might re-construct their curricula. This is so in respect of two major objectives: 
first the need to deliver learning programs that equip students with critical thinking (as we are 
defining it in this paper) and second, the need to recognise alternative forms of ‘skill’ that those 
beyond the boundaries of conventional universities (that is, the billions in the ‘third world’) 
possess but that largely go unrecognised and unrewarded.

Critical thinking
If critical thinking is an intrinsic part of an attempt to reclaim our realities we need to be clear 
about these ‘realities’. Reality, both singular and plural, exists, we believe, outside our heads as 
it were, but is mediated by our conceptual and cognitive skills and capacities. This relationship 
between cognition and what we can call epistemological understanding is complex both 
philosophically and sociologically and it is surely the case that knowledge itself is contested 
terrain (Seidman 1998). It is equally clear that experience in the modern world is mediated by 
representations of it which are distorted and can lead to poor or false understanding. Critical 
thinking we believe involves understanding of how individual lives are shaped by ideas of the 
‘self’ and personal identity but also by the social forces which show how individuals and groups 
interact with communities and society itself (Jenkins 2004: 56). Critical thinking proposes the 
existence of a social individual who is also a cognitive being and one who is active in dealing 
with everyday life, including that of the internet. Such an individual is, we anticipate, able to be 
fair-minded in their judgements and capable of objectivity in selecting and judging facts (Ennis 
1996).

The attributes needed for critical thinking make therefore certain assumptions about the 
need for a meaningful connection between individual and social understanding and skills 
(Polanyi 1974). This cannot simply be taken for granted and one way or another it has to be 
learned whether consciously through formal learning programmes or unconsciously through 
socialisation and experience. Both of course are at work in the lived-experience of individuals.  
Habermas (1972) evaluated what he called instrumental, interpretive and critical knowledge/ 
learning and the last type he asserted was a requirement of learning which could transform 
realities and bring about change and social progress. This captures a key point about critical 
thinking; it is focussed on the engagement of individual and social lives in producing a better 
outcome. It is not a neutral or indifferent activity; it is knowledge engaged at the individual and 
personal levels for understanding and realising social analysis for social critique and change 
(Hall 2017). We can say it is knowledge conceived to be part of a social purpose.

Critical thinking has no programme of planned lessons or specified list of intended learning 
outcomes. It is not and cannot be a schooled curriculum with a unilinear subject-based content. 
A single academic discipline cannot contain the sheer variety of concerns and ideas and 
attributes necessary to understand its object of study- which involves all our individual lives 
and our collective knowing. These are necessary foundations for the common well-being of our 
communities and societies. Critical thinking is an approach and a methodology for thinking and 
understanding which tries to recognise the ever-shifting realities of modern life as the basis for 
knowledge and critique. It is also a value statement about the need for knowledge to be
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engaged in the search for social justice and fairness. The social sciences have been at the 
forefront of applying the academic disciplines and methods to these concerns and to the 
teaching of such concerns at the higher levels (Shor 1980; Guess 1981; Ashwin 2015) and in rarer 
but no less valuable cases in primary education (Hart 1997; Khalaily 2017). 

The intellectual disciplines and performance skills needed for conceptualising and analysing our 
social lives, and in particular the role played by our educational experiences and institutions, is 
vital for critical thinking. We believe this is best applied within a framework of knowledge as a 
guide to action for social progress and improvement- a true role for education.    

Critical thinking is not a unitary phenomenon and can have differing meanings within its 
different contexts. For the universities, its significance is in the qualities it can develop in the 
student, enabling them to be disputatious and critical. For an engaged institution, this might 
mean giving the learner the capacity to separate truth from ideology or ‘post-truth’. It should 
surely mean not taking things at face value or not letting others make up our minds for us. 
As Newman (2016) asserts, critical thinking - drawing on critical theory - is concerned with 
the idea of social justice and fairness, and that knowledge can be generated and applied for 
an improved social result. It involves learning that should lead to an enhanced sense of self in 
the real world and not just in the virtual world. This means we might expect a more capable 
individual, who is able to relate to others and be personally more responsible and ‘viable’. 

This is not by any means an entirely new field of social thinking. Critical schools of social theory 
and empirical studies can be found in the critical social science of pivotal figures such as C. 
Wright Mills (1960, 1963) who sought to reconfigure sociology into a morally and politically 
engaged discourse. A public sociology was also available in the works of W.E.B. Du Bois, Robert 
Lynd, David Riesman, Erving Goffman and Alvin Gouldner - to name only a few in a canon of 
critical thinkers from an American tradition (Seidman 1998: 13). Paralleling this indigenous 
American thinking was the German school of critical social theory known as the Frankfurt 
School, much of which emigrated to America in the 1930s. The work of Theodor Adorno, 
Max Horkheimer, Franz Neumann and Herbert Marcuse (Jeffries 2017) challenged much of 
conventional social thinking by arguing the case for a committed, value-based and politically 
engaged form of human studies. In the latter part of the 20th century, the work of Jurgen 
Habermas (1972) continued to develop the case for a critical social science as crucial for the 
human need for autonomy.

Our major cultural reality that might impact on the university curriculum concerns community 
and community development. We are suggesting that universities support forms of learning 
and accreditation that are rooted in an action-learning paradigm. This might involve 
helping self-sustaining and self-directed processes in communities where people have 
learned themselves to analyse and solve their own problems. Individuals, groups and entire 
communities can be mobilised, given the necessary support and resources (Teare 2013). The 
potential for identifying assets-based community development is great, and can highlight the 
significance of existing skills, resources, social capital and the creative energies of people who 
can see a solution to an existentially felt problem. There are questions, of course, of identifying 
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and facilitating leadership in communities, and this is also a learning agenda for those involved 
and for those providing learning opportunities such as universities. In communities that 
have historically lacked access to learning through formal education systems, there is a need 
to revise the teacher-led, content-centred and propositional knowledge-based curriculum 
in favour of critical thinking. This was here defined as being learner-centred, self-directed, 
problem-oriented and participatory. It requires commitment to the idea that critical thinking 
can help transform any given reality through its engagement with learning. 

Ways of learning relevant to a community stress the importance of common identity, shared 
values, and a sense of shared experience aimed at changing and conserving valued traditions. 
The community, in a sense, may become the curriculum, and a belief can emerge in a large 
reservoir of talent and ability within individuals and their communal experience that can be 
tapped and released. The ‘disputive’ university can sponsor learning that revolves around this 
growing and developing sense of awareness. 

Learning is not just a social activity. It is also an intense personal activity. ‘Change yourself 
and you change your situation’ is no mean epithet, especially when allied to a notion of a 
community, since all individual action needs to find its appropriate object and community, as 
we have seen, is one of the longings of our century. 
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Education, or better still learning, interests us all, especially our own and that 

of our children. It is surprising though how quickly interest is lost when the 

topic of education and its deep impact on society and culture is mentioned in 

polite society! Yet schooling is now ubiquitous - it is everywhere and in every 

parent’s mind and it is the universal key to the door of opportunity. Few people 

can get anywhere without it and whether it is enclosed in brick, concrete and 

glass or downloaded from the internet platforms which have come to dominate 

so many lives, learning in some form is intrinsic to life that swirls on all around 

it. Education goes deep but it squanders the talent of many who pass through 

it. Equally significant is the possibility that conventional education and its 

curriculum is now increasingly irrelevant to the world we are educating for - 

the world of 2050 and beyond.

It has been said that education professors can be considered to not so much speak on or about 
education but are obliged to speak for education. Education is more than a subject or field of 
study or academic enterprise; it is the major means by which a society such as ours defines and 
achieves its intentions for change, tests its sense of social justice and delivers on its aspirations 
for a freer society. Education within and through universities in the modern world stands as 
proxy for the public interest in what is increasingly seen as a ‘learning society’, a concept that 
came to the fore in the 1990s. It signaled a growing conviction that learning was for everyone 
and that it should and could be available for all those who wanted it and needed it (Fryer 1997; 
Dearing 1997; DfEE 1998). This chapter considers the transition from a previous and highly 
selective type of higher education, designed for a minority of any population, to a mass system 
thought to be democratically more inclusive and extending participation to a vastly greater 
number of learners. This broadening of opportunity developed significantly in the last decades 
of the 20th century and was a crucial conjuncture in modern social life (Trow 1974, 2006; 
Barnett 2000). It was the focus of academic debate and wide policy discourse as this chapter 
demonstrates. In the last decade of this, 21st century, however, there has been once again 
debate and discourse about the purposes of higher education, especially around the theme of 
engagement. In the light of the need for a rejuvenated economic and social life and in the face 
of the great issues and challenges of the day, the role of higher education became critical once 
again (Williams 2013; Walker and McLean 2013; Bell 2018, 2019; Davies and Nyland 2018). 
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Threads through time: the challenges to higher education
The notion of freedom which informs this article is about access to opportunity and fairness.  
It is also about combating manifest inequalities and the role of learning and knowledge linked 
to aptitude and ability in the search for a just and equitable education for the broad masses 
of people who need it. The role of education in modern society is the key to this concept of 
freedom. The growth of mass higher education has simultaneously and co-extensively been the 
growth of opportunity. It is this phenomenon which has provided opportunities for economic 
prosperity for the millions who had no family wealth or capital to invest and whose ‘cultural 
capital’ and aspirations were denied in the past. It is also about how education should enable 
people to find themselves and to find a place in the scheme of things. Freedom is about 
economics and life chances but it is also about constructing a culture of inclusion not exclusion, 
a perspective shared across the whole period of growth of mass higher education. Sheila 
Rowbotham used the term ‘threads through time’ to encapsulate this sense of continuity in 
the struggle for improved and more just social outcomes and it is a fitting description of the 
modern development of mass higher education (Finegold et al 1992; Finegold and Soskice 
1998; Rowbotham 1999; Porter 1999; Hockings 2008, 2010). 

For most of the period after the Second World War, higher education institutions formed the 
pinnacle of the education and training systems in Britain, in Australia and elsewhere. They 
recruited highly selectively from 18 year old school leavers (mainly white and male) and 
prepared them for secure and well paid employment in influential roles in society and the 
economy.  Through its influence on school examinations, and its position at the end of the 
ladder of progression, higher education set standards for the rest of the education system.  
Through its teaching and research functions it defined what kinds of knowledge, skill and 
understanding were to be most highly valued in society (Edwards 1998).

By the end of the 20th century much of this educational landscape had changed! At that 
point in time in the UK, for example, a large proportion of entrants to HE were ‘mature’ at the 
point of entry whilst some 42 per cent of 18 year olds in England and Wales entered higher 
education, and the proportion of women of all ages had increased rapidly. However, as the new 
century progressed it became clear that a first degree was no longer a guarantee of high-
status employment. The traditional role of universities in defining and valuing knowledge was 
also less clear (Watson 2014); in many fields new knowledge was being created in commercial 
and industrial settings and the right of the academic world to validate knowledge came under 
challenge politically from external forces and philosophically from within the academy itself 
(Wills 1998; Barnett 1997; Scott 1997).

By 2020 some 165 higher education institutions were enrolling some 2.4 million students in the 
United Kingdom, of which 1.8 million were undergraduates, though Scotland and Wales were 
by now funding their provision differently from England. Student debt had supposedly been 
privatised but was under-written by Government whilst still being a massive burden imposed 
on graduates’ futures, except where parents could afford to pay fees or pay off the loans for 
their offspring. Notwithstanding the huge growth of higher education, mass illiteracy and 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

96

innumeracy was and remains the fate of millions who simply failed at every level of schooling. 

In Australia universities expanded exponentially in this period and the Bradley Review in 2009 
led to the introduction of the demand driven system and participation targets for under-
represented groups. The total number of students rose from around 1 million in 2008 to 1.5 
million in Australia’s 37 publically funded and four private universities over a decade and in 
2020 more than 40 per cent of Australians between the ages of 25-35 now have a bachelor 
degree or higher. A wide range of disciplines can be studied in Australian universities and great 
efforts have been made to offer open and mixed modes of learning so that many different 
types of people can be supported in their learning. Over the past decade the number of 
students from the poorest quarter of Australian households has increased by 60 per cent. 
Yet despite such significant increase in numbers of targeted groups, many remain under-
represented,  for example, Indigenous people, those from lower socio-economic backgrounds 
and those from remote and rural areas (Smith and Skrbis 2017). People from major cities 
are twice as likely to hold a degree as those from remote or regional areas. By contrast the 
internationalisation of Australia’s higher education system has been tremendously successful 
in that Australia’s international student population is the highest of any OECD country. The 
education of Australia’s international students is Australia’s fourth largest export behind iron 
ore, coal and natural gas and is valued at $40 billion a year and does not contribute to the 
egregious problems of environmental degradation and climate change. 

Massive and significant change has occurred in higher education provision and real 
achievements have been made in the period we are considering. These changes have been part 
of the wider growth and change in economic and cultural life across the world, though they 
always have a vital local and regional dimension. We have reflected on the beginnings of mass 
higher education and now perhaps we can extrapolate our understanding to wider themes 
as we continue to negotiate globalisation, modernity, change and challenge in the current 
conjuncture.

Where are we now?

This is a disarmingly simple question with a confusingly large and complicated back-story 
(Featherstone 1990; Fieldhouse 1996; Williams 1997). Fundamentally our modern but out-
dated education system has evolved (through struggle) historically as the hand-maiden of 
industry (Jackson and Marsden 1962; Johnson 1988). Right up to the late 20th century quite 
high levels of unskilled male and female labour were required for the industrialised economies. 
Additionally cohorts of the skilled and trained, mostly men, were needed for the factories, 
mines and construction sites. These were augmented by a managerial class of overseers, 
organisers and professionals qualified in many branches of science, engineering, technology 
and business, topped off by a financial elite able to control and extend capital investment 
and financial services necessary for capitalist businesses to survive and thrive. The state 
itself needed a managed bureaucracy and eventually a social welfare and health-care system 
emerged. Crucial to all this was the existence of a large population of unskilled and semi-skilled 
people needed to create surplus value and profit whose higher educational needs were held to 
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be insignificant or even non-existent and had been denied for generations by those set above 
them in authority, power and wealth. 

The needs of industry, though a tremendously powerful force in shaping education, were not 
alone. Industrialisation also brought with it social differentiation and the creation of different 
forms and levels of economic, political and social power. The demands and struggles for rights 
and social justice of working people historically were often also concurrent demands for 
schooling and education to lift themselves out of poverty and want, and if not for themselves 
for their children. This is a narrative that has still to run its full course and the provision and 
meaning of education is contested terrain even in wealthy and economically developed nations. 
What was clear was the fact that education mattered to all sections of society and was a key 
arena of social policy for nation building and social progress.

In many societies and communities selective and fee paying private schools have become a 
major route by which economic and socially exclusive elites secure future advantage for their 
own children. In addition the middle classes in many parts of the world have attempted to 
protect the future of their children and families by using education as a means to enter the 
higher echelons of public life as well accessing professional and business life (Power et al 2003; 
Ball 2010). School and university systems the world over are not all of a piece of course. Faith 
based schools and universities, for example, often have as part of their missions the fostering 
of social inclusion and a concern for social justice which seeks to mitigate the differences of 
wealth and privilege amongst their communities. In some cases they support and teach a 
values-based common core curriculum (Hirst 2015). 

Since the 1980s university academics have pointed to the dysfunctional impacts of the 
marketisation of social, cultural and educational life under neo-liberalist policies and to the 
continuous increase in social inequality that have resulted (Featherstone 1990; Nederveen 
Pieterse 2020). The conjuncture thirty years on from the original analysis highlights 
some themes which help explain why mass higher education has not brought about the 
transformations many supposed were underway as the new institutions and campuses 
began to be built and globalisation, cosmopolitanism and transnationalism surged ahead 
(Featherstone ibid; O’Flaherty, Skrbis and Tranter 2007). The new world order meant a global 
culture where learning could be bought and sold as a national enterprise yet could be delivered 
internationally. Education also became a driver in economic performance and social dynamics 
as greater connectivity called for innovation and training in new skills. Learning was needed 
everywhere by the millions and masses but it could not prevent the enormous concentration 
of financial power where the impact of neo-liberal globalisation has produced a world in which 
a handful of billionaires own as much as half the world’s population. This sits alongside shifts 
in perception where liberal market economies are viewed as under threat from inside and out 
and where at best we can speak of anxieties about the future (Nederveen Pieterse ibid). There 
are no clear and unequivocal master narratives for us to follow and there always existed a 
question of the role of education in the wider society where it hardly ever played the decisive 
or determining role. Education helps reproduce a society and creates space and opportunity for 
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challenge and change but it does not control or manage the central nodes of decision making 
and it does not confront unequal political power and the system of social differentiation.

At the pinacle of the system of social differentiation today are the so-called elite universities. 
Ultimately, however, it was the ‘mass produced’ universities which exercised the power to admit 
very large numbers of students and confer the qualifications which are used to distribute scarce 
opportunities and jobs for the bulk of the population. Theirs was the promise and the power to 
bring freedom through education. A mass higher education system has however emerged hand 
in hand with highly selective and wealthy ‘elite’ institutions occupying the high ground of status 
and prestige. Whilst institutions apparently compete for resources and status, the playing 
field is frequently not fairly level and entry to the elite by the newer and less well-endowed 
universities is severely restricted.

For the majority of contemporary graduates the conjunction of mass graduation and ‘de-
skilling’ of many graduate/professional jobs threatens their futures and limits their options. 
What once required a first degree now requires a masters as the premium qualification. In 
the 2020s the undergraduate degree on its own is now relatively worthless as a passport to a 
lucrative, stable and prestigious career. Given this unanticipated outcome of mass participation 
what kind of freedom, choices and future prospects has higher education now produced for the 
broad mass of the people?  And is this not an indictment of the utilitarian understanding of the 
value of learning and education which came to prominence in the era of market liberalisation at 
the end of the last century? (Casey 1995; Edwards 1998).

The marketised model of a university where students pay for what they get in a competitive 
and differentiated ‘learning market’ has prevailed since it was identified as a  feature of the 
neo-liberal economy (Edwards ibid: 1998).The consumerist ethos dominates in a market where 
you get what you pay for from a hierarchy of providers who distribute unequal access to jobs 
and futures. This system does not work well for the majority of graduates let alone for those 
who are outside the campus gates with lesser qualifications for work which may disappear 
as changing investment flows drive jobs overseas. Most worryingly for the large number of 
graduates from the non-elite universities, the prestigious work their credentials might have 
earned them in the past is disappearing as automation and artificial intelligence remove whole 
layers of intermediate professional jobs and careers. What remains for many are lower status, 
lesser skilled and worse paid jobs which previously did not require a degree as the entry point 
to working life.

As for the universities themselves, they have over generations valorised the academic 
hierarchies of subjects with mathematics, medicine, sciences, languages and law at the top of 
the list of high status subjects everywhere in the world whilst humanities and the arts and the 
social/human sciences are relegated to the bottom. Nevertheless, reality has a way of imposing 
itself and shaping future prospects and the clear fact is that within 40 years everyone studying 
or working now is likely to be retired and the knowledge they acquire now will be redundant 
in terms of its usefulness for work long before this. The degrees being issued currently to the 
mass student ‘market’ are a key signal for this future, not because study at an advanced level is 
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ever just worthless, far from it, but because technological and industrial change is so fast and 
pervasive and so globally structured that any given skill set embodied in a degree is likely to 
become outdated. Unless something else is possessed, the degree holder is also likely to be 
economically redundant. The knowledge that universities took for granted as their right to own 
and define came under challenge towards the end of the last century (Lyotard 1984; Becher 
1989; Gibbons et al 1994; Barnett 1997) and forced attempts at re-thinking the role of academic 
tribes and territories in the 21st century (Trowler et al 2012). Whether what we might call root 
and branch reform of the university academic structure actually occurred is moot, as the 
conservative force of tradition was brought to bear and continues to act as a brake on change.

What is required in the third decade of the 21st century is a conceptual shift and a strategy 
to re-think some of the fundamental purposes of public higher education. This must surely 
revolve around the idea of creativity, which itself will drive our need to re-think how we provide 
learning. There will also be a need to re-invent the notion of critical thinking for change and for 
universities this will require a re-assessment of the social purposes of learning and engagement 
with communities in addition to the rethinking of what might be a critical pedagogy for 
social justice (Smyth 2011; McArthur 2013). Whichever path is chosen the point of departure 
must surely involve learning and education which takes us from the debates and concerns of 
the previous period (Jary and Parker 1998) to that of the new and emerging reality and its 
prospects (Barnett and Di Napoli  2008; Bell 2018).

Future prospects: learning for creativity

Academic intelligence that has set up the hierarchy of subjects and disciplines should be 
questioned and challenged (McArthur 2010). The system that evolved to serve industrialism 
is no longer fit for purpose and we cannot continue to disregard and then dispense with the 
intelligence and creativity of the majority of our people whilst forcing those who succeed into 
the straight-jacket of subject disciplines which can no longer be relevant to the future. Nobody 
knows what will happen to our future and the best we can do is to liberate the creativity and 
imaginations of as many of our learners as we can. The whole curriculum of formal schooling 
and university education needs reforming and re-structuring around notions of creative 
thinking and action. Music, art, creative literature, dance, film, story-telling and environmental 
action should be re-positioned in the curriculum. Of course the ‘positivistic’ or fact-based 
subjects encoded into disciplines with formal knowledge can be accessed remotely or via 
distance learning technologies. They do not need the existential and experiential learning that 
creativity demands. The need for technologists, medical and specialist professional staff and 
levels of learning skill and competence will be needed and sustained, but their requirements 
need not drive the hierarchies of status and reward in the distorting and ineffective way they do 
currently.

Our era is obsessed by measuring, quantifying and ranking achievement. It is fixated on 
performativity and professional lives are dominated by targets, impact assessments, league 
tables and stock-taking audits. Away from work our lives devolve onto social media and the 
technological ‘fix’ of the internet engages us mainly with the ‘busyness’ of others who create 
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for us the on-line and virtual experiences we appear to think belong to us. Public, social and 
cultural ‘awareness’ is suffused into the apps we buy and consume on-line in a process we do 
not create or control ourselves. All public space becomes available for commoditisation and 
commercialisation. Our connections to the world around us become the property of others 
and we lose the capacity to shape the actions and events of our lives. Mathew Crawford in his 
influential book ‘The World Beyond Your Head’ (2015) says that there are… ‘darker precincts of 
“affective capitalism’’ where our experiences are manufactured for us’. We are the objects of 
others’ intentions and actions not of our own, and our subjective selves are diminished as we 
rely on consuming rather than creating our own realities - imperfect though they no doubt are.

Learning for creativity is an answer to part of the problem (Robinson 2016). Not everyone 
can be artistically creative but we cannot continue educating people out of creativity. We 
need to learn in different ways. Creativity is one of the departure points to a more critical and 
improved education. It is also part of an ecological form of learning where creativity need 
not be exclusively identified with the arts. Knowledge and culture from a very diverse set of 
sources can be used if we start from the perspective that all cultures have potentially equal 
value and that much is to be learned from, for example, indigenous knowledge especially 
perhaps in respect of the environment, care for the land, respect for wild-life and the care and 
custodianship of an ever more fragile planet. The curriculum could be radically re-arranged 
to accommodate this agenda for change, which is co-terminously and existentially an agenda 
for planetary survival. The integration of environmental issues with issues of human survival 
and development – employment, education, health and nutrition - has only begun recently. 
The emphasis (bias) on ‘green issues’ though crucially important to our understanding of 
ecological crises, is not aided by the separation of academic fields and professional practice 
into the natural and social sciences. We surely need to understand ‘environmental justice’ in the 
overall context of social justice and communal life. We need to understand also how social class 
and poverty and poor housing may be related to identity and ethnic issues - all of which have 
become the concern of environmental education and should be the subject of creative and 
critical learning.

A critical and a dynamic curriculum for an uncertain world

The challenging economic and social realities of the late 20th and early 21st century have 
been accompanied by a rapidly changing knowledge base. Anthony Giddens (1990; 1991) has 
called this an ending of traditional epistemologies. He argues that the knowledge economy has 
expanded not only in relation to employment opportunities but also in terms of its structure 
and reach. New fields of knowledge and expertise are created continuously and expand beyond 
the old boundaries. The knowledge and information – based service industries, for example, 
have grown exponentially within recent decades and have merged in substantial ways into the 
leisure and entertainment industries.

It is also the case that learning itself is being transformed by the technologies of the 
information age. The new communication technologies have disrupted the fixed realities of time 
and space. This impacts on economic and social life in fundamental ways.  According to Manuel 
Castells (1996-98) the global economy is maintained by endlessly complex financial flows. 
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The industrial corporation has become a network, as opposed to the Taylorist hierarchy of 
control and production in a fixed place, normally a factory, of previous eras. Social networks, as 
clusters of relationships, are no longer fixed in time and place and labour becomes disposable, 
literally across the world. Anyone can in theory be employed by any employer to work in the 
digital economy across all or any national boundary. In these circumstances, referred to as the 
‘network - society’, individuals seek identity and meaning because although economies and 
communication networks are global, experience is local and regional. People still inhabit places 
and spaces which are dear to them and there is a longing for ‘community’ and belonging. In 
a sense the globalising and techno-features of modern life are a new infrastructure in which 
we see the need for a more educated and autonomous working population on a global basis. 
The ‘cosmopolitanism’ in which people see themselves as beneficiaries of an increasingly 
interconnected world is sometimes counter-balanced, however, by a sense of loss of culture and 
belonging (Bauman 2001). This has been noted especially amongst diasporic migrant peoples 
and ethnic groups (Skrbis 1999, 2017; Alder 2013) and as a focus for resistance and cultural 
renewal on a global scale (Hall 2017 a, 2017 b). A great social anthropologist once observed 
that … ‘capitalism fuels the imagination’s flight’ (Brody 1973) and the hyper-capitalism and 
networked society in which we live generates demand at speed for its products, which now 
include education as a key consumer item or positional good in the market for life chances 
and opportunities! The paradoxes of local versus global and national versus international are 
intrinsic to the turbo-capitalism and forces of change that is itself giving rise to increases in 
insecurity, instability and social inequality in many and varied nations across the globe.The 
imagination for what is desired is fuelled beyond reason by the immediate access available 
via the internet to the images of the world’s riches and resources. Actual and real access and 
ownership of these resources is quite another matter though and on a world scale there is a 
deepening of wealth inequalities and a heavy cost to the global economy (Foroohar 2020).  A 
commensurate curriculum which would enable universities to understand and teach for these 
revolutionary changes is needed which we might call a critical curriculum.

This thinking builds on the new epistemologies suggested by Giddens and also on the 
intellectual heritage of the Frankfurt School which taught us the value of interrogating surface 
reality to reveal the deeper currents of social thinking and ideologies. For learning to transform 
the object of study it must first of all know something of its self, its own limitations and origins 
(Polanyi 1974; Habermas 1972; Jeffries 2017). If it is to transform reality into something better, 
knowledge and learning embodied in a curriculum must be self-critical!

If it is self-evident that learning in general is central to human experience, it is in the struggle to 
recognise and to overcome our own nature and circumstances that we become genuinely social 
beings. We must learn, not only to survive and prosper but because we want a better life which 
gives us more choice and opportunities. We can only truly learn in conditions of freedom and 
mutual association so the growth of knowledge and access to learning are still the keys to the 
wider goal of democracy and freedom.

The strategic design of learning for the future needs to engage with what is learned, the way 
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it is learned and how this learning is relevant to those acquiring it. In other words, creative 
and critical learning demands what has been called a ‘dynamic curriculum’ (Teare et al 1998). 
A dynamic curriculum first of all must incorporate the gains of recent years associated with 
modularity, credit transfer, student-centredness, IT-supported learning and flexible part-time 
and access provision. The dynamic curriculum model recognises the existence and validity of 
different ‘discourses’ and ‘paradigms’ within learning activity such as experiential learning, 
action-learning methodologies and workplace and community-based learning. When learning 
can take place everywhere why do we need university exclusive campuses and closed-off 
schools? The pedagogies we use and ways of teaching we apply will also need to be radically 
re-shaped for a changed world.

The authentic freedoms to be gained through creative and critical learning cannot be bought 
off the shelf as if the university were simply a market for consumers. A dynamic and critical 
curriculum surely will challenge the hierarchies of subjects and be a departure point for 
the unification of academic and vocational learning. The creation of a ‘learning society’ and 
unification of the academic and vocational divisions of learning both involve the transformation 
of higher education (and further education) and in particular how it organises its curriculum 
divisions and its teaching and learning (Scott 1997; McArthur 2010).

The meaning of vocational and academic education

Historically the division between ‘vocational’ learning and general education reflected the 
relation of divisions of the curriculum to employment, though some high status ‘academic’ 
subjects were always vocationally focused such as medicine and law. These areas differed (and 
still do) in the types of students they attract and in the life chances they offer. Mass schooling 
towards the end of the 19th Century institutionalised the boundaries of education which were 
mostly co-terminus with social class. These have substantially persisted, with modifications 
for the impact of racial, ethnic and gender factors, unfortunately up to the present (Reay et 
al 2005; Dorling 2017). In Britain in general the hewers of wood and drawers of water and the 
bashers of metal got the three Rs, whilst the ruling elites were schooled in the classics, sciences 
and humanities in their public schools which were in reality exclusively private. The ethos, the 
curriculum and the style of these schools became the model for those who were ‘selected out’ 
from the masses to be given a grammar school education so as to occupy the intermediate 
stations of the British and other economies and states as they evolved through the 20th and 
21st centuries. 

By the last quarter of the 20th century it was clear to many if not to all that a learning society 
requires no such divisive and ultimately dysfunctional boundaries and divisions (Robertson 
1995; Davies 1995; Young and Spours 1997; Fryer 1997).More than two decades into the 21st 
century there is an awareness that realising the full potential of a majority plus the potential of 
the new information technologies means liberating the knowledge and willingness to learn of 
a vastly greater number of the workforce and population in general than had previously been 
thought necessary (Hockings 2008; Sharpe et al 2013; Walker and McLean 2013).

The idea of unifying vocational and academic learning, however, is relatively new! Michael 
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Gibbons and others (1994) and Peter Scott (1995; 1997) in the 1990s put forward challenging 
versions of alternative forms of knowledge as did Polanyi (1974) a generation before that. 
However, the idea of a learning society and the different meanings associated with it as well as 
its different policy implications, was relatively untested (Hillman 1996; Robertson 1995; Kennedy 
1997; DfEE 1998). The suggestion we are making is that unifying academic and vocational 
learning should be seen as a way of promoting a learning society which is itself an intrinsic 
aspect of the freedoms education can bring to the wider population. The means of doing 
this could embrace greater student choice and the adoption of reflective models of teaching 
and learning - that is to say - a critical pedagogy and dynamic curriculum which stresses the 
importance of an expanded view of learning and insists that learning is a major feature of 
all social relationships – at the personal level, the institutional level and the societal level. A 
reflective model would of course need to encompass schooling and high levels of participation 
in both further and higher education provision, the continued growth of qualifications available 
for all and the extension of access models for education and training throughout people’s 
lives. Following Schon’s (1983; 1987) and Freire’s (1972) earlier work, reflective practice and 
dialogue became a focus of pedagogical concern and policy in the 1990s (Shor 1992; Casey 
1995; Dearing 1997). This approach was in effect a key element in a model which challenged 
some of the dearest held beliefs of the status quo; those in which the academy had often been 
concerned with keeping people out and rationing the available places. 

The alternative is a model of learning and education which is dedicated to open access, 
innovation, creativity, critical thinking and the social and cultural transformations needed for 
life in 50 years’ time (Sharpe et al 2013; Ashwin 2015). It is also one which embraces critical 
thinking and systematic and scholarly critique of the dysfunctional power of the digital 
revolution which has impacted economic, social and educational life in profound ways yet to be 
fully addressed by the academy (Zuboff 2019; Foroorhar 2020).

The social purpose of the university: the promise denied?

What has characterised the HE system since the mid-1980s has been extreme volatility and 
endemic and unpredictable change. This has been masked to a degree by the fact that change, 
generally speaking, meant growth. Mass higher education everywhere meant the emergence of 
a new and truly large scale industry. The economic and social and mass psychological pressure 
to attend university, especially for young people, has been immense all over the planet. Some 
nations such as the USA, Great Britain and Australia benefitted immensely and the pre-
eminence of English and the relatively egalitarian access to the expanded institutions and 
campuses helped establish a widely perceived view that learning was crucial for opportunity 
and getting on in the world. The emergence of a flexible, inclusive and accessible culture of 
higher education has been due largely, though not exclusively, to the expansion of new and, 
in the UK, post-1992 polytechnics, universities and colleges of higher education. The Open 
University, once described as ‘the last gasp of social democracy’ from the Labour inspired 
post-war social democratic settlement, became the largest university in the UK. As a model of 
open access and as a creative force in open and distance learning methods and pedagogies 
the OU became a world class presence in educational opportunity. The question which remains 
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unanswered is whether mass higher education stalled in the attempt to democratise learning 
and thus change social life in Britain and elswhere in any deep sense? The belief in meritocratic 
ideals as the powerhouse for combatting social and educational inequality, though deeply 
held and widely practised, has proved to be less than adequate in many societies in bringing 
about changes necessary for a more equal and fairer society (Reay et al 2005; Ball 2010). At its 
worst it has proved mendacious, for example in British private schooling where vested interests 
ensure that the charitable purposes of such schools are corrupted to accentuate the already 
privileged children of the wealthy and thus help to deny millions of children a fair start in life 
(Green and Knyaston 2019; Verkaik 2019). In Australia it has been argued that emphasising 
meritocracy may compound the disadvantages young people experience from less educated 
or vocational backgrounds, including those from rural parts of the nation and those from 
indigenous communities (Smith and Skrbis 2017). The phenomenal growth in the number of 
higher education institutions and the engagement of millions of more students did not come 
with a democratic mandate to empower either learners or teachers to produce a better, more 
equitable society or a more secure future. In a sense the expansion of the new came at the 
cost of their own subjugation. The older elite institutions were encouraged to expand at the 
same moment also and became as might have been expected the ‘standout’ performers with 
their already acquired cultural and financial resources. No major strategic changes in curricular 
thinking took place in respect of the need for critical and transformative learning required for 
the new century and its challenges.  

Throughout the transition to what is often referred to as ‘modernity’ (Giddens 1990) and 
includes the transition to mass higher education, the elite (so-called) universities have not 
changed fundamentally and their students, pedagogies and performances are predominantly 
traditional, expressing and reinforcing an hierarchical, selective, elitist and ultimately divisive 
culture. Alongside elite schools they form what has been termed ‘engines of privilege’ (Green 
and Knyaston 2019). It is, however, lifelong learning perspectives and critical thinking, as part 
of a widening participation agenda, which yield the capacity for a socially purposive higher 
education. This implies a new and much deeper radical reform of what we mean by learning 
and critical thinking and how we can conceptualise university engagement with communities, 
as opposed to simply responding the perceived needs of industry or business. Universities are 
needed as engines of democracy where communicative action and participatory norms act as 
a counterweight to social exclusion and division. This was a key concern in the previous century 
and is surely our new departure point in the present one?

The new and more volatile 21st century environment which we associate with globalisation 
and the impact of social and economic crises along with the potentially catastrophic impact 
of climate change and environmental degradation provide the opportunity to re-shape 
universities in accordance with the radical agenda of lifelong learning and to build upon the 
legacies and struggles for higher and continuing education as a realistic and socially purposive 
objective. In this global era young people often seek out cultural experiences and forms of 
identity which counter a stationary and insular parochial life. Even before the current internet-
driven and globalised youth culture impacted on cosmic awareness, young people were 
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generationally restive and were the sources of renewal and energy for the future (WPCS 1975; 
Brake 1980). High levels of social and physical mobility are both a necessity and an expectation 
for young people and they need knowledge and learning which is adequate for this challenge, 
which is immense and daunting (Skrbis, Woodward and Bean 2014; Nyland, Davies and Clarke 
2016). The key elements to be addressed are still poverty, deprivation, social injustice and social 
exclusion and now more than two decades into the 21st century no-one can deny that there is 
still much to be done through an expanded education system and a new culture of inclusion 
and wider participation.

Conclusion: a promise postponed 

Millions in the 21st century now benefit from higher education which expanded in the 20th 
century and lifelong learning is a palpable reality for many, if still not all who could benefit. 
The university experience is now available nearly everywhere and mass higher education 
has not only outgrown the existing ‘pre-ordained’ elite system, but it has in effect invented 
another - with its own hierarchies and its differing unique selling points, which are not at all 
unique in reality. New universities in particular have also changed meanings and cultures in 
higher education. Specifically they have changed modes of delivery: they have gone some way 
beyond the boundary; they have implemented some elements of a ‘dynamic curriculum’; they 
have helped to re-conceptualise work and learning and to de-monopolise knowledge; they 
have broadened and extended the range of academic and professional disciplines and they 
have challenged existing epistemologies through developing credit systems, modularity and 
new, open pedagogies. They have continued to grow educational opportunities and to widen 
participation on an ever-lower resource basis for those who will not be admitted or choose not 
to attend the elite institutions.

In the main, however, the inheritors of the old system have adapted themselves to the global 
changes outlined above. A mass higher education system is now represented as a hierarchy 
of social and educational value and worth, and is now part of the economic infrastructure and 
the social hierarchies of many nations. The social meanings and importance represented by the 
university league tables are in the heads of the people and hopes for their children are often 
channeled through these selections. Socially and culturally, the whole future of each succeeding 
generation leaving school is shaped by what universities are and do. Today the social 
aspirations of many are projected onto the front runners in the university league tables. There is 
now mass higher education system almost everywhere in the developed world which is highly 
differentiated and which functions to buttress an economy and society which is profoundly 
unequal and unfair, whilst at the same time bringing opportunities undreamed of by the 
forebears of today’s students. This paradox was never designed as a purpose for the growth of 
higher learning; it emerged as an unintended consequence of historical processes and change 
which few if any thought were relevant to the provision of higher learning. It is a truism now, 
but nevertheless still valid, that we must learn from history, for those who do not understand 
their own history are condemned to repeat it. What surely can be learned from the growth 
of mass higher education is that moments of historical change in the content and function of 
education are also moments most characteristically in sympathy with the idea of freedom. We 
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still need therefore an awareness of the true content and meaning of education which is self-
critical and which is able to define itself in terms of its contribution to freedom. 

In reality whereas changes in the outside and globalised world have often been swift and 
profound, the pace of change within parts of our society and culture has often been glacially 
slow!  Our system is still based upon forms of educational selection and division, which are 
inimical to authentic freedom and as a whole it remains in thrall to class-based and cultural 
divisions. At its most elite levels and in respect of the needs of socially deprived and excluded 
communities, including in many places indigenous people and ethnic minorities, it can be 
corrosively divisive. Universities have increased participation but the challenge remains – to 
widen access for the persistently excluded, lower socio-economic classes and to engage 
for a genuine transformation to a socially just society. This means a challenge to notions of 
‘mission diversity’ and ‘quality’ which operate to legitimise the continuing disproportionate 
recruitment of the more affluent groups to the elite institutions, to the long-term detriment 
of those universities which are combating exclusion and to all of us who aspire to a more 
cohesive and fair society. Enhancing access to an unjust system and to elite institutions has 
proved to be elusive as far as re-drawing the boundaries of possibility are concerned. We need 
access to something much more profound so the promise is delayed not denied. The route will 
surely be via a re-definition of learning so that not only can individuals benefit from learning 
opportunities but through organized collective action and engagement in which a sustainable 
and more just society can be envisaged. Universities are uniquely placed to carry this agenda 
forward.

An American ballad put the matter eloquently and succinctly ….”freedom doesn’t come like 
a bird on the wing, doesn’t come down like the falling rain”. It surely comes through learning, 
through critical thinking and the continuing struggle for something better for all.
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Introduction

This chapter is about dancing and learning in Nazareth, in the Holy Land, or 

what is today’s contested state of Israel-Palestine. Reem Shamshoum pioneered 

the use of dance, music and drama therapy in her work at an inspirational and 

innovative community and arts centre, Mawwal, in Nazareth city itself where 

she was brought up. Her studies and work with children and young people 

eventually led her to a doctorate which argued the case for culture and the 

arts as a form of ‘lived-and-performed curriculum’; a curriculum that could 

address the need for traditional and modern cultural forms to come together 

and help achieve transformations for young people especially. The striking 

title alerts us to the fact that learning takes place in all sorts of places and in 

all kinds of ways. This can be startling when we think about how schools and 

universities are such a taken-for-granted and routine part of modern life. 

The story told here shows that learning and knowledge comes in many different forms and 
cannot be contained within conventional ‘institutions’ and classrooms. In fact, there is an 
argument that the spread of schools itself threatens learning because it comes with added 
functions and obligations laid on it by governments, the state, religions and many other social 
forces which seek to influence what schools do. This chapter is an illustration of a long and 
honourable tradition of thinkers and teachers who have tried to bring about a democratic 
literacy and progressive schooling (Illich 1971; Freire 1972; Shor 1980, 1987; Porter 1999). What 
this story is really about is how visually and expressively the live and exciting content of a 
project based around dance and song can be also about learning and social change. A narrated 
story and perceptive analysis put down on paper, however, cannot always do justice to the 
vibrant and thrilling meanings and transformations that can come with performing live events. 
The doctoral project did try to capture and communicate this artistic and expressive ‘moment’. 
In fact, the submitted thesis contained video recorded material of stunningly impressive dance 
and song performances which were in the ‘artistic’ tradition of the Palestinian people. This 
was something new for academic assessment in the social and educational curricula of the 
University.  The thesis records and tells the story of those encounters and events made by 
students and teachers. They were created as live productions of dance and music and song-
out of desire for the pleasure and rewards that come with learning how to perform with skill 
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and artistry. Yet they also deliver understanding and ‘education’ to learners and teachers who 
may themselves we hope go on to generate their own events and insights through practice and 
innovative learning. 

In Europe, North America and Australasia where schools and universities have been impacted 
by an ideology of production of masses of individual citizens for a highly competitive market 
economy, we have seen the emergence of what James Porter called a ‘diminished school’. Such 
forms of ‘schooling’, among which we can include many universities, have seen educational 
institutions emerge as agents and systems of control which diminish the transaction between 
teacher and learner and marginalise the role of true education (Porter 1999: 24). Examples 
of alternatives which have been lived and experienced such as that produced by Reem 
Shamshoum (2016) have a peculiar saliency. They can speak to a fundamental desire for 
freedom in education and for learning which is sought, not just provided by the state or local 
government. Such learning is not context free! It often involves engagement with families, 
communities and groups which come together freely to define and express what they want to 
learn. Such knowledge gained and created outside the classroom is ‘beyond the boundary’ and 
it can engage people and communities in new and transformative ways.

We have referred elsewhere in this volume to the work of John Berger (1984,1985) the great 
story teller and writer who argued that the idea of community represents the longings of our 
time. In a world where old boundaries are disappearing alongside many of the old certainties 
and the old forms of knowledge. What then will replace them? It surely must be knowledge and 
learning that is relevant and useful, yet it must take us both to the problems that face us and to 
the possibility of change and progress. Knowledge for social purpose cannot be contained just 
within the school or university.

The chapter explores a specific place and culture – Nazareth in Palestine/Israel. The impact 
of the destabilisation of community life is exemplified by the case study of Mawwal – a centre 
for Dance and Arts located in Nazareth. The narrative focuses on such issues as the nature of 
community cohesion, the impact of poverty, the devastation of exclusion and loss of homeland 
and the vital questions of identity and difference in community life. Reem Shamshoum, explores 
the transformations brought about by creative arts and dance therapies within a community-
based centre of arts and culture and learning. In her work, individual and group identities are 
re-created through performance to show how community culture can be sustained and how 
identity can be a progressive force for change and improvement in people’s lives – even under 
some very challenging circumstances. The story told by Reem Shamshoum was a lived one 
and was recorded in a register emphasising both the present tense, as this reflected the lived-
experienced of Mawwal at the time, and the personal immersion that her ethnographic and 
personalised approach to research and action seemed to require. The story of Nazareth and 
Mawwal was also her story. 

The final section of the chapter attempts to assess some of the implications for learning and 
knowledge, which engaging with these themes and issues brings into focus. We argue that 
we cannot ignore the context of people’s learning, which must include a critical awareness of 
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the issues and themes which impact on all forms of learning. We live in an unpredictable and 
uncertain world as Giddens so persuasively argued (1991); modernity has brought with it a 
capacity for dialogue and communication but also a capacity for exploitation and surveillance 
by those with power and resources over those in need, as Zuboff (2019) has argued more 
recently. A vulnerable international economy and ecology with mass poverty and migration 
represent threats to a normal life for millions. It is argued here that a critical understanding of 
the qualities we need to be truly social and yet independent is required. The impact of the new 
technologies and digitalisation is considered to be an evolving and ever more significant force 
impacting on young people and their futures. In all of this the role of the ‘self’ as a learner, the 
significance of identity and community and the capacity of individuals as social beings to act 
as self-critical subjects and as knowledge producers are considered crucial to future well-being 
(Hall 1996).

Our wider intention was and remains to illuminate the importance of the learning agenda for 
an uncertain future, where we shall need ‘real knowledge’ which addresses the issues raised in 
this chapter. It is important then that we consider evidence and cases where new learning is 
occurring – such as that of ‘Dancing in Nazareth’.

A specific place and culture: Nazareth and Mawwal
What follows in this paper are firstly extracts from a case study which explores and analyses 
the impact of therapeutic arts on members of the Arab community in Nazareth followed by 
analysis of some of the implications for critical learning and teaching. The study describes 
actual learning in a community dealing with dispossessed and disaffected young people. 
Christian Palestinian Arabs, Muslim Arabs and those of no faith were the subject of a learning 
project which lasted some 6 years and which focussed on the explication of social themes and 
issues through artistic and therapeutic processes. Music, dance and drama were envisaged as 
a means of liberating feelings, emotions and desires for a progressive purpose, which was the 
betterment of personal and community relations in an environment of risk and danger.

The project involved action research and was undertaken with Mawwal Centre of the Arts in 
the City of Nazareth with 4 key research questions: how can dance help transform the lives 
of young people, especially those at risk?; how can dance and drama empower children at 
risk?; what is it like to be a dancer when your culture seems to demand a different identity: 
the conflict between personal desire and social conformism?; how can dramatherapy bring 
change where personal and biographical experiences interact with the realities of gender, class, 
ethnicity and identity?

This evidence and views presented here aim to engage with thinkers and practitioners who 
are minded to explore and challenge some of the limitations on learning, including the self-
imposed ones given to learners and teachers in institutions such as schools and universities. 
The project in Nazareth set out to do practical learning involving high level skills and self-
awareness so as to link the learner with ‘real’ knowledge, where learning is connected to 
the growth of opportunity for individuals to express themselves freely and tolerantly. The 
researcher and authors were involved in an encounter with concepts used by Paulo Freire 
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and Ira Shor and  with pioneering developers such as Richard Teare (2013) and Ortrun Zuber-
Skerritt (2013), whose work focusses on learning as a dialogue which allows the learner to 
re-experience the ordinary and everyday things as useful in gaining control of his/her life. 
In the case study in Nazareth, a radical approach was applied and evaluated to show how 
learning beyond the classroom can help transform feelings, experience and realities for young 
people and their communities. Some of the lessons learned about what we have called ‘real 
knowledge’ are summarised in the final section of this chapter.

Extracts from ‘Dancing in Nazareth’: a doctoral thesis by Reem 
Shamshoum    
Fragmented ethnic/religious groups/neighbourhoods

The Palestinian Arab Community in Israel, in particular in the City of Nazareth, has been 
experiencing a social transition for at least the past two decades. At the time of writing 
(2015/16) the social gaps (social status and sectarianism) are widening and a sense of social 
injustice is intensifying. In my research project and doctoral thesis, I aim to explore and analyse 
some of the social issues which are expressions of ‘social alienation’ in my community. Social 
alienation refers to estrangement, disgruntlement, division and distancing of people from each 
other. It can also indicate the sense of social isolation many individuals feel even within their 
taken-for-granted and familiar environment. This has been articulated as: “The feeling of being 
segregated from one’s community” (Kalekin-Fishman, 1998, p. 97; 2004).  

It is a challenging task to study the social conditions of the City of Nazareth. This population is 
suffering discrimination within Israel as well as internal discriminations and it is a community 
which is divided into distinctive neighbourhoods and ethnic groups, as well as having divisions 
based on social classes, ethnic and regional origins and on religions and faiths. There is a 
sense of social segregation, which is illustrated by the receding tide of integrated and inclusive 
communal and social life. The sense of social segregation and separateness is palpable and 
visceral. In some cases, in my opinion, this segregation is intentional and by choice people do 
not want to be in contact with the ‘other’, with the ‘different culture’,  or they want to protect 
themselves and their children from what they perceive or are told is a ‘poisoned culture’. The 
notions of inclusion, acceptance, tolerance and reciprocity, which are key aspects of life for 
many people, are seen to be severely problematic and are both desired objectives and the 
objects of the researched activity reported here (Kalekin-Fishman, 2004). 

In this project my aim was to encourage children to get to know each other, to express 
themselves, to listen and to witness the ‘other’. In addition, I wanted to improve, and to a 
certain extent, create a sense of unity and harmony within the centre.  This was contradictory to 
the lost sense of unity and belonging which I had witnessed in the City of Nazareth. A society 
which has become divided, estranged, and alienated requires such initiatives, however modest 
they may appear in the face of massive and persistent inequalities. 

By 2015 Palestinians comprised some 20 per cent of the total population of Israel, numbering 
almost 1.2 million people (CBS - Central Bureau of Statistics - Israel) becoming an involuntary 
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minority and a part of the Palestinian people who currently live in the West Bank, the Gaza 
Strip and the Diaspora (Adalah report, 2011, p.6).

The Palestinian Arab community in Israel is heterogeneous. It is made up of different religious 
and ethnic groups mainly Muslims, Christians, Druze, and Bedouins each of which has its own 
sense of identity. In addition, the many divisions along family, regional and ethnic lines have 
made it difficult for them to share a collective identity (Peleg and Waxman, 2011).

Palestinians belong to three religious communities: Muslim (82 per cent), Christian (9.5 per 
cent) and Druze (8.5 per cent). Their status under international human rights instruments, to 
which Israel as a State is party, is that of a national, ethnic, linguistic and religious minority 
(Adalah report ibid, p.6).

In her book on stateless citizenship, that is to say, the Palestinian - Arab citizens of Israel, Molavi 
(2013) says that the collective situation of the Palestinian Arabs in Israel, is paradoxical. They 
are denied both national membership, as non-Jews, and state identification, given Israel’s 
legal, political and social self-definition as a state for the Jewish people. At the same time, 
this community is also distanced from the rest of the Palestinian population through the same 
legal, political and social dimension: “Palestinians are placed in a paradoxical situation where, 
as Arab citizens of a Jewish state, they are both inside and outside, host and guests, citizen and 
stateless” (Molavi, 2013, p.3).

Poverty and exclusion amongst Palestinian Arabs in Nazareth
This picture of social disintegration and fragmentation across the social, religious and ethnic 
distinctions in Nazareth provides a context for the economic, social and psychological 
vulnerability of many people. It is the context of risk where many children from lower income 
families, in particular, are vulnerable and exposed to risk factors in deprived neighbourhoods. 
As might be expected this badly affects their development in a number of different ways. At 
the time of writing (2015/16) the number of the families in need is increasing in Nazareth, where 
we see every year an increase in the number of such families in poverty and it was thought that 
there were about 60 per cent of families below the poverty line. 

Arab families are greatly over-represented among Israel’s poor and over half of the Arab 
families in Israel are classified as poor, compared to a poverty rate of one-fifth among all 
families in Israel. Arab towns and villages are heavily over-represented in the lowest socio-
economic rankings. It is not an exaggeration to argue that gaps in income and poverty rates are 
directly related to institutional discrimination against Arab citizens in Israel (Adalah, ibid, p.8).

Unemployment rates also remain significantly higher among Arabs than among Jewish citizens, 
and the rate of labour-force participation among Palestinian women citizens of Israel, at just 
about 20 per cent, is among the lowest in the world (Adalah, ibid, p.9).

The report prepared by Israel National Council for the Child (INCC) in 2012 reveals that the 
average poverty rate in Israel is 25 per cent, and among Arabs it is 57 per cent. For Arab 
children in Israel it reached 67.9 per cent in 2012, compared to 65.8 per cent in 2011, and  
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56.8 per cent in 2002. Additionally, the report states that the percentage of Arab children living 
in poverty is now three times higher than it is for Jewish children.

Comparing the general poverty rates of particular cities across Israel highlights even starker 
inequalities. For example, the child poverty rate in Nazareth is 73.2 per cent (the highest in 
Israel), while poor children comprise only 12.4 per cent of the child population in Tel Aviv. In 
addition, according to the Central Bureau of Statistics Israel (CBS), Nazareth is one of the top 
three cities across Israel where the possibility exists of a citizen slipping into poverty.

Cultural forces: cohesive and disparate
The thesis that emerged from a long period of active engagement and study is about learning 
and development at work as an alternative to the formal educational system. It focusses 
on creative learning and thinking through music, dance and drama in a community which 
is economically deprived and socially and politically marginalised. It draws on the cultural 
resources of a community in Nazareth which set out to help itself. It is a narrative with an 
external object - the experience of Mawwal Dance Group which trains and performs to a high 
standard - and it is concurrently a story of personal and professional development. It has an 
internal and personal dimension which connects the world of lived experience and community 
development. 

The persistence of the original religious quarters and the evolution of new religious, refugee, 
and mixed quarters typify patterns and relationships that go beyond residential segregation. 
They speak of a city in which communities of Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholics, Roman 
Catholics, Maronites, Copts, Anglicans, Baptists and Muslims have all chosen to live. They also 
speak of a city in which early and continuing patterns of separation are indicative of underlying 
tensions where Christian-Muslim relations can be strained and where Christian-Christian 
relations have not always been cordial. This separation is also indicative of a much more 
complex set of relationships in which the many communities of Nazareth have been able to 
ensure a relatively peaceful coexistence in a region where communal conflict is often the norm 
(Emmett, 1995, p.4).

“… The separation of religion and politics had, until the mid-1990s alleviated significant strain 
on communal relations. When the focus was not on religion, it helped to maintain peaceful 
coexistence, tolerance and civility … separation into quarters helps to maintain accommodation 
among communities. As in other cities of the region, the peoples of Nazareth found that living 
in segregated communal clusters not only strengthened community cohesiveness, but also 
helped to keep conflict to a minimum” (Emmett, ibid, pp.285-286).

The need for a sense of self-identity and personal viability
The project was not simply an empirical investigation into learning systems. It was research 
into feelings, emotions and desires which were played out through music, dance, dramatherapy 
and performance on stage and within Palestinian Arab culture - itself a highly contested reality 
in 21st century Nazareth! The project records the linked worlds of the therapist-researcher and 
her respondents through the framing concepts of biographic continuity (Jenkins, 2008) and 
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personal viability (Teare, 2013).

A key assumption of the thesis is how the principal agent of learning is within the learner him/
herself and that the individual quality of lived experience is best understood within the broader 
social network of meanings. These meanings are always personal and biographical and are thus 
part of the sources of action and change. The location of the change and action was learning 
and knowing in a specific context – which was Mawwal, a Palestinian cultural centre in Nazareth 
dedicated to bringing about inclusion and a happier and better community. This is in a wider 
context where there are fiercely committed orthodoxies where identities are at risk and where 
for some people social and religious schisms can be the defining characteristic of life.

In the project the focus was on identity: who one is? what one is? what defines his/her identity? 
were key concerns (Gardner, 2003). The sessions involving dance and drama were intended to 
examine directly and indirectly issues such as meaning, value and what is called ‘personhood’. 
We explored self-identity through dramatherapy’s wide repertoire of dramatic expressive 
forms. The self and individual identity was presented and developed through group and 
social interaction, exploring how the self relates to others (Jenkins ibid: 2008). Promoting the 
development of relationships with the ‘other’, alongside the ability to identify with others and 
their emotional perspectives was a key objective.

The solutions presented in ‘Dancing in Nazareth’
Dance can transform lives

The overall theme of the research and the project concerns the idea of ‘transformation‘. Within 
this broad term, certain key issues and themes are encountered, quite often as opposites or 
antinomies. These include:

• individual versus collective and group identity in Arab society, and in particular in Nazareth

• social and cultural identity versus religious identity in Arab society

• personalisation and personal viability versus family and cultural obligations within Arab 
culture

• group identity versus national and ethnic identity

• modern dance versus ‘dabka’ (a traditional dance of identity) as a symbolic signal

• the modern city (Nazareth) versus the Palestinian heritage 

• the desire for change, progress and outward expression versus the forces of inward and 
internalised oppression.

Each of these themes is situated in the narrative of the research and the stories and 
circumstances of individuals are explored almost as journeys through the different learning 
challenges which high levels of skill and proficiency in performance arts demand. Dramatherapy 
was a key conceptual method and way of working for the transformational goals of learning 
which was our objective.
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What dramatherapy can do
Dramatherapy and Transformation: the argument here is that the process of being involved in 
making drama and the potential for creative satisfaction of enactment can be transformative. In 
part this is due to transformation of identity by which is meant the discovery of new capacities 
and qualities which allow new selves to emerge. The creation of dramatic products and the 
involvement in dramatic processes can bring together a combination of thinking, feeling 
and creativity. The relationship the participant forms with the dramatherapist or other group 
participants can also be transformative, in that they can re-work relationships and explore, 
for example, ways of responding to each other and to their context and situation (Jones, 
1996, p.121). The concept of transformation is central to this thesis and it was dominant in the 
research results and analysis where, for example, participants and parents reported personal, 
family and communal change.

Dramatherapy can empower individuals
Dramatherapy gave the children an opportunity to be creative and to escape reality into 
another world - the dramatic world. They were fascinated by the props, costumes, puppets, 
cards, pictures, music and dramatic activities. They were also given a large space to move 
freely in the drama sessions (less children and more space), which they only had maybe in 
the physical education class. The drama sessions gave the children an opportunity to express 
themselves and release some of the pressure, as well as meeting their emotional and social 
needs. Children were very excited about dramatherapy in general and very loud. I had to 
be creative in some cases and implement dramatherapy games and techniques even in the 
hallways on our way to the therapy room in order to keep boundaries and to stay in control, 
because children were easily distracted and, as already stated, very loud. For example, we 
used to play the ‘freeze’ game on our way to the room. Children enjoyed this game a lot, and 
as another teacher described it “dramatherapy brought a fresh air to the school, I saw those 
children on the hallways ‘freezing’ and smiling … they were happy … I wanted to play with them 
and to be part of the experience … I felt like a kid … instead of screaming at them and asking 
them to shut-up and be quiet!” (Teacher A, Nazareth). 

The dramatherapy sessions were an opportunity for the children to socially interact in a positive 
way. This positive interaction was reflected outside the drama room in the school as well as at 
home. They planned, played and rehearsed different scenes during their breaks, boys and girls 
together, which was an unusual scene at the school. They also visited each other after school 
hours to rehearse and in some cases even parents stepped in and directed scenes and provided 
props and costumes. 

Dramatherapy and learning in this thesis is about learning in a generally different way, through 
exploring experience, testing out capacities and acquiring skills of physical and mental 
resilience. Participants learn in dramatherapy through ‘life drama connections’; a process of 
relating drama to real-life events, experiences and beliefs. All drama is based on reality either 
explicitly or through metaphor. Participants discover associations with real happenings in their 
lives and can learn from them by comparison, explanation and discussion (Jones, 1996 ibid) 
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and through social interaction, they can also learn about the ‘other’- the existence of other 
subjectivities and persons as well as about their own self. This learning is an encounter and an 
engagement with others and hopefully a transformation!

Individuals developed self-confidence and self-awareness
One of the aims of this project was to encourage children to get to know each other, to express 
themselves, to listen and to witness the ‘other’. Alternative identities became available, which 
in turn created opportunities for change and personal growth. Also improving and to a certain 
extent, creating a sense of unity and harmony within Mawwal Centre was a key objective. This 
was to counter the lost sense of unity and belonging in the City of Nazareth. A society which 
has become divided, estranged, and alienated requires such initiatives, however modest they 
may appear in the face of massive and persistent inequalities.

As a result, the pieces created in the performance reflected ‘oneself’ and the ‘other’ in 
many ways; they reflected different identities and social statuses; they reflected school and 
neighbourhood; they gave expression to notions of good and evil; they criticised society 
including teachers and parents; and reflected the conflict between parents and children as 
well as between school and student. The performance also reflected different emotions and 
personal processes including social and community experience and alienation. They reflected 
wishes and dreams of the young people involved. Through the process children found many 
things in common and worked together, as a group, towards creating a children’s performance, 
reflecting their vision, observations, life, happiness, pain and dreams.

Community culture can be sustained
The Mawwal approach brings some liberation to the individual, but it is a concurrent 
phenomenon; it does not aim to lose the social support provided from a conservative and 
concerned family structure. Mawwal’s ethos is collective, gives security and is socially accepted. 
It does not cause the person to lose his family and the concomitant security it yields. Mawwal is 
involved working directly with the family, for example, by trying to help the family mainly with 
problems with the child. This can involve contacting the school, or working on issues at home, 
and even in many cases encouraging family involvement such as supporting the group in the 
committee, or helping with the performances. When one wants to create a significant change 
or a transformation in Arab society, one needs to change the family too. 

Dramatic identity as a progressive force
The national identity of the Palestinians in Israel is very complicated, and identities in Nazareth 
itself are very conflicted. In dramatherapy the notion of the role involves the creation of 
dramatic identity. This might be different from the participants’ usual identity, or perhaps it may 
be the dramatic representation of this normal or usual identity. All work with a role involves 
the development of a dramatic identity, the enactment of that identity and the separation from 
that identity (Jones, ibid, p.220). Through the whole dramatherapy project we (participants and 
myself) ‘played’ with identities and this was reflected in the dramatherapy performance, a key 
to my method of teaching and learning.
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I observed that there were two types of children at risk at Mawwal. The first were children who 
were interested in drama or dance, and at the same time, had a very strong sense of belonging 
to their own family and/or neighbourhood. They loved dance, but they did not want to be 
estranged from their family or smaller community, seeking at the same time their families’ and 
community acceptance. The second were children who did not have this sense of belonging 
and in some cases they hated where they came from. Such children were alienated and 
different anyway. So by joining Mawwal, they were seeking social belonging and acceptance 
and they were looking for others like themselves who were interested in drama or dance. For 
some of the subjects, the drama clearly expresses and presents this experience as a conflict of 
belonging. Also quite apparent is the portrayal of conflict involved in becoming a dancer when 
the wider society displays an acceptance-rejection dynamic. 

Admiration for the performance may concurrently exist with rejection of the wider meaning 
and contexts of contemporary display of the embodied self on ‘westernised’ stages or in film. 
This contradiction was very present in the interview analysis and in the contrasting themes of 
‘maleness’ and ‘femininity’ associated with public performance of dance.

In a traditional Arab family, talking about feelings or experiences is exceptional. Within this 
collective united family, the person or the self is in one sense absent (Dwairy 1997, 2007). To 
survive in an authoritarian collectivistic society, people learn to repress their personal needs 
and emotions. They are used to being detached from their internal feelings and, instead, focus 
on external demands and expectations. Social awareness substitutes for self-awareness yet 
the dramatherapy experience challenged this idea. Participants shared their experiences and 
feelings in the sessions and even presented part of their own experience as a process of self-
development at the dramatherapy performance. 

The boundaries between groups, and processes of social exclusion from ‘us’, can be 
renegotiated and changed as people come to embrace new understandings of ‘who they are’ 
and what they value and believe. In this way, categorisation and group process are not only the 
basis of stereotypes and prejudice, they also are part of the solution. 

Transformations are possible
Transformation is not a quick fix; it is not, as the old Russian saying has it ... a walk across an 
open field…; it is challenging, difficult, protracted and frequently contested. It is about the 
engagement with communities and individuals whose potential needs to be released so that 
persons can be confident, self-disciplined and motivated to achieve a more rewarding and 
sustainable life for themselves and their families. In this way it is hoped that future performers 
will know how to sustain their culture and their community development. 

A story of transformation, which is rooted in personal and biographical experiences was 
presented in this Mawwal project, which became a thesis. Such experiences are themselves 
incorporated into the realities of group and collective identities embodied in social class, 
ethnic identity, religious affiliation and gender ascriptions - all of which help make up an 
identifiable community, yet may also serve to divide that self-same community. The project 
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presented in this thesis was intended to be transformative and innovatory and challenged some 
conventional work. It is unique in its own cultural and social context in that it is action based 
and deeply experiential whilst facing outwards towards an ethnic and cultural community. 

In exploring dance, drama and performance as culturally shaped behaviour we are opening 
a window on how individuals are formed and on how communities can be developed and 
sustained. The story of dancing in Nazareth is a story of how dance and drama is also a 
struggle and a contest to define contemporary identities and possibilities, especially for young 
people who may be at risk in an uncertain world. It is at one and the same time a story of joy 
and happiness in the doing and making of dancing and acting, of entertaining and creating 
something new. It is intensely personal but can only be done in a shared and social setting, 
essentially for and with others. It demands the affirmation and recognition of ‘others’ and thus 
contributes to our welfare and well-being. No other justification is surely needed.

The following table and diagram illustrate the range and content of the creative work recorded 
by the students at Mawwal and who were the performers and subjects of the thesis. The 
scenes are presented here as an illustration of the range and types of themes and issues 
dealt with by the dramatherapy performances at Mawwal in Nazareth and beyond as some 
of the performances toured the world. The real and engaging impact of these performances 
can only be properly experienced through viewing the videos but describing a play, a film or 
a performance has its own unique value in our context of developing ways of thinking and 
learning.
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Table 4 Video no. 2 (Dramatherapy performance 2011) list of the scenes: from Reem Shamshoum’s doctoral 
thesis at the University of Derby, UK.*

*Nb. Original visual/video material of interest to scholars illustrating these themes is available at the location 
of the thesis.

Scene Scene title Issues and concepts
Presentation Groupness, unity, family, happiness, love, accomplishment, 

strength, creativity

Scene 1 Fear Expressing fears

Scene 2 Favourite Things Expressing and facing fear

Scene 3 I’m Not Afraid Polarities and differences in society/ rejection and 
acceptance of the different ‘other’

Scene 4 In the Classroom Teacher/ pupil struggle, frustration, control, confrontation, 
enjoyment, happiness

Scene 5 My Mother and I Generation differences and confrontation

Scene 6 Good and Evil Differences, good and bad behaviours, identity struggle, 
good/bad struggle

Scene 7 Good and Evil 
Dance

Rejection and acceptance in groups, good against evil 
struggle

Scene 8 In the Forest Working together, dance and enjoyment, facing fear, 
defeating the ‘enemy’ by being united 

Scene 9 Thoughts Loneliness, being different, stress, despair, being stuck, 
jealousy, insensitivity, social pressure, group support, love 

Scene 10 Faces Different people, different social classes, happiness, 
sadness, hiding behind masks

Scene 11 Neighbours
Social classes tension, superficial society, pride, 
disappointment, identity struggle, social pressure, 
reputation

Scene 12 These Chicks Love, care, motherhood

Scene 13 Got to Get 
Through This

Pupils’ frustration and struggle at school, learning 
difficulties, expression 

Scene 14 Billy Elliot Love to dance, girls’ liberation, body expression

Scene 15 Somewhere Over 
the Rainbow Dreams, light and hopes for a better future

Scene 16 Revolution and 
Democracy

Revolution against oppression, Arab world, criticism, 
democracy, comedy

TABLE 1.

VIDEO NO. 2 – DRAMATHERAPY PERFORMANCE JULY 2011
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Induction

Transformation
The entire process leads to transformation and change:
• Personal change: such as self-esteem, self-confidence, and 

identity.
• Collective change: becoming part of Mawwal Family.
• Communal change: when Mawwal experience touches and 

changes participants’ families, their own communities, friends, 
or relatives.

• Social change: performances touch audiences, and thus 
society, which leads to change.

• The personal change of different members of Mawwal through 
three generations brings another level of change when those 
individuals project this change into their own families and lives.

01

02

• Working with different social groups in their different environments.
• A fine tuning process and is mostly behavioural. 
• Referring individuals and small groups who showed interest and potential to                                                 

Mawwal Centre of the Arts after school program.

Induction

Integration
• Bringing different children and ‘others’ together. 
• Mainly grouping children based on chronological age.
• In few cases based on mental capacities and performance level.

03
Boundaries & Internalisation
• Setting up clear and strict boundaries.
• Working on internalisation of collective norms in the group.
• Family membership- obeying the rules- ethics.

04
Socialisation
• The processes of primary and subsequent socialisation.
• Ongoing interaction during which individuals define and redefine themselves and others. 

(Jenkins, 2008).

05
Prejudice & Stereotyping Reduction
• Reduction of stereotyping and prejudice.
• Leading to acceptance.

06 Creating a Sense of Belonging
• Developing a common group identity.
• Developing a sense of belonging and social tuning.

07 Creating a Mawwal Identity
• Creation of a common identity – ‘ Mawwal Family’.

08
Harmony
• Group interactions among members are friendly and congruous with no serious conflicts.
• Positive social interaction and pleasant environment where participants work and perform 

together as a group.

ILLUSTRATION 12: 

TRANSFORMATION PROCESS AT MAWWAL: 
FROM REEM SHAMSHOUM’S DOCTORAL THESIS

Transform
ation
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What real knowledge can bring
If there is a new curriculum needed to address some of the issues we have raised we could 
perhaps do worse than to remind ourselves that the demand for new knowledge and new ways 
of consuming it is itself not wholly or totally new.

There were struggles and demands for “really useful knowledge” in earlier times (Johnson 
1981) when access to schools and universities was seriously restricted for the broad masses of 
working people. The need to possess knowledge which is relevant to the life of the majority is 
a continuing theme in the history of social emancipation and reform. It underpins our concerns 
with the centralisation of authority and control over schools and universities (Porter 1999; 
Grossman 2005). Democratic engagement with schooling in its wider sense therefore is a 
corollary of our concern with the need for a real life curriculum in learning institutions and 
situations, whether at schools or universities or colleges or in ‘real life’ communities where 
people live out their lives.

Knowledge and learning relevant to life and work
The sheer power and availability of computerised automation has now shifted the nature 
of work and leisure so fundamentally for so many people that it faces us with an existential 
challenge. Computerisation has narrowed people’s responsibilities and removed complexity 
from jobs. Once upon a time, work involved many of us in meaningful tasks, it laid out clear 
goals, it set down a clear time-frame for achievements and it provided a context for meaning 
in communities and neighbourhoods which validated work and workers. Work may even 
have allowed some individuals and groups to use their skills to the utmost by being deeply 
absorbing and rewarding. Traditional work for many in the past, of course, involved unskilled, 
back-breaking and exploitative conditions which rested upon class divisions and social 
exclusion no longer considered to be acceptable. Modern work, for many, involves a lack of 
engagement in the task and even leisure and free time may be occupied by ‘lazy’ and aimless 
pursuits such as window shopping, watching TV or logging on to Facebook or endless text 
gazing. Carr (2015) refers to this as being ‘sentenced’ to idleness. This can lead to being 
disengaged from an outward focus and where our attention turns inwards and leads to what 
Ralph Waldo Emerson called the jail of self-consciousness. If self-consciousness becomes self-
obsession and develops into a form of technological narcissism, then we must be aware that 
such an unexamined life may not in fact be a life worth living, in that it may remain unfulfilled.

Knowledge workers are seeing their work infiltrated and surrounded by decision-support 
systems which turn the decision-making and judgement-making parts of their jobs into a data 
processing routine. The computer apps we use in our free time serve a similar function and 
they serve to separate us from the things that actually make us feel free; this is the sense of 
engagement and control that comes with personal and professional responsibility and the 
sense that we are acting on the world, intentionally and consciously to do what we wish to do, 
not just doing that which is imposed on us by circumstances.
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We are also faced with technological unemployment where workers are increasingly and 
continually devalued by technical developments and a world where not everyone can benefit 
from technological progress. The massive growth of computers world-wide has not led to a 
corresponding growth of employment, which some commentators expected it to do. Jobs 
continue to be obliterated by technology and today this is impacting on white collar and middle 
class jobs as well as manufacturing; labour is being removed from the productive processes 
and new jobs are frequently in low-paying sectors with little job security and low levels of skill 
required. The gains in wealth and productivity connected with the new technologies are going 
to those who own the technologies, not to the workers who actually produce the gains and 
operate the machines (Mason 2015; Picketty 2014).

It is in the personal and biographical encounters and in the intrinsically individualised 
experience, which can be brought into conscious engagement with the task of social 
enquiry and social action, that we find new knowledge which is capable of challenging and 
transforming actual, empirical ‘in the world’ situations. This new knowledge, it can be argued, 
is intensely linked to the practical involvement of the individual and it is suggested that it is 
transformative (rather than simply informative) of both the external context and object of 
research and of the individual her/himself. The biographies of individuals, in the way they seek 
to overcome challenges and limitations, are testimony to the power of individual action and 
motivation within the context of challenging circumstances.

Reflection and reflective practice: individuals as creators of 
practical knowledge 
This leaves us with the task of developing knowledge and skills and a curriculum which can 
cope with the capacities and threats presented by the machines we depend on and which can 
help us challenge the loss and separation of ourselves from our communities. It seems clear 
that we can identify a range of actions which are underpinned by critical understanding of 
issues and themes:

• We need as thinkers and workers to have demanding tasks so we can learn thoroughly and 
deeply; we have to generate critical thinking, not just have tasks done for us by the nearest 
software package.

• We need to have high level practical skills which demonstrate our capacity to think through 
the body as demonstrated in Dancing in Nazareth so that embodied cognition can help us 
achieve a coherent self (Crawford 2015, p.50).

• Tacit knowledge is required, which draws upon deep understanding rather than robotic 
methods, so we can make creative and right judgements.

• We need to have knowledge which encodes facts and experiences in personal and 
biographical memory as the basis for higher level cognitive activity (Shapiro 2011).

• We need to recognise that a continuously active mind and an active ‘self’ requires the 
challenge of engagement, action and feedback (Teare 2013; Carr 2015, p.77).
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• We need to be able to see the flaws in data and to be sceptical; individualised knowledge 
has a value which can be severely under-estimated

• Automated calculations of probability (and/or algorithms) cannot and should not displace 
the need for judgements about social and professional purposes; our key values and 
commitments have the potential to be undermined by automation and we need to be 
consciously capable of resisting this (Gardner and Davis 2014)

• In the world of virtual learning and digital possibilities we need to be aware of the wider 
and deeper contexts of learning (Teare et al 1998)

• We need to be aware of living in dependency on our computers and handheld phones; it is 
easy to become, as Carr (ibid) says: “… a ward of your phone and its apps …”

• There is a critical need to be aware and sensitive to the invisibility of the new technologies; 
when the programmes we use have become so accepted and taken-for-granted and have 
infiltrated our own wishes and desires we can be victims of our own internalised oppression 
as Herbert Marcuse (1964) pointed out to an earlier generation

• We need to value the transformative learning and knowledge that is available to us; this 
means supporting the struggle for new and ‘real’ knowledge.

The framework of ideas concerning the need for critical university thinking (Transform 2017, 
2019) that is evolving and of which this paper attempts to be a part, seeks to link quite 
consciously the personal and biographical to the social and the communal. C. Wright Mills 
famously attempted this in 1959 when he articulated the view that the individual’s problems, 
were to be understood in terms of social problems and that the self was both a product and 
producer of social reality (see also Furedi 2004, p.124). Individuals, within this perspective, 
always have the capacity to think critically and differently. 

Collaborative and practical/practitioner learning 
We believe that all forms of learning, whether formal or informal, classroom-based or 
workplace-based, need to incorporate within their learning methods the capacity to transfer 
skill and expertise between differing contexts and circumstances which are themselves often 
complex and contested. Learning, it has been extensively argued (Revens 1982; Kolb 1984; 
Schon 1987; Zuber-Skerritt and Teare 2013), is experientially informed and it is closely related 
to the perceived need to change an environment. This can be referred to as educating for a 
social purpose. The project and themes outlined in this paper seek to understand the nature of 
distinctive learning communities in relation to communities, work and working life and to chart 
something of the dynamics that sustain learning within and without the classroom. In this sense 
it refers to ‘real’ learning and it challenges existing boundaries of knowledge and expertise and 
mutual knowledge (Nyland et al 2015).

The critical ‘self’ as learner
People are engaged in producing and reproducing their own social world and have the capacity 
to make choices and to act differently. A potential framework for conceptualising and using the 
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role of the self in producing knowledge and understanding is provided by Giddens’ work (1979, 
1990 and 1991) which views the active and thinking person as a reflexive agent in his/her own 
development. Thinking subjects are engaged in generating and reproducing the world they live 
in; they make choices and can reflect on and rationalise their own actions. Engaging with their 
own motives and perhaps with their own unconscious desires enables individuals to have more 
understanding and more control over their own lives and thus, potentially, more freedom. 

Responsibility for oneself and for others within the constraints of culture and power are also 
key concepts with which the reflexive practitioner works to uncover the perceived and actual 
realities of experience. Giddens has used the idea of the self as a reflexive project itself in 
modern life, where critical engagement (that is, learning) with the meaning and actions of one’s 
own life is the focus of attention.

Immersion in the subcultures of work and social life by such learners is seen as a key to the 
generation of what Giddens (1979, p.251-253) has called mutual knowledge. Mutual knowledge 
is not co-terminus with common-sense knowledge, and in fact it is the immersion and 
engagement in these everyday worlds that yields the potential for mutual knowledge when 
that experience is subject to critical, analytical understanding. Such understanding we have 
suggested needs both a biographical and a social affirmation to be effective and real.

These contexts are the actual social and communal experiences of the learners themselves; 
they produce diversity and differentiation to a marked degree which is the basis for real and 
useful knowledge which is shared and is mutual.

A critical understanding of digitalisation 
More and more young people in particular may be spending their time on the internet under 
the illusion that they are being social when in reality they are increasingly isolated and alone 
in their rooms. The electronic connectedness may in fact be inhibiting our capacity to make 
actual and biological connections with other people. Authentic companionship, intimacy 
and relationships may depend upon physical rather than cyber connections. It is a fact that 
the presence of a close and intimate physical relationship between two people is one of the 
strongest predictors of health, well-being and happiness. Positive social relationships - what 
Zuber-Skerritt and Teare (2013) refer to as “personal viability” for example, and which rely on 
the use and development of certain human qualities - are vital for the development of social 
and community life. This cannot be done as a virtual reality; it takes direct personal contact and 
engagement.

‘’Google, Facebook, and other makers of personal software end up demeaning and diminishing 
qualities of character that, at least in the past, have been seen as essential to a full and vigorous 
life: ingenuity, curiosity, independence, perseverance, daring. It may be that in the future we’ll 
only experience such virtues vicariously … in the fantasy worlds we enter through screens.” 
(Carr ibid, p.182). Whatever the future holds, the present at least demands real experience in 
the real world which in turn requires knowing directly and physically those ‘others’ with whom 
we work and live. This is then a key aspect of the real learning agenda.
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Conclusion
Perhaps the key unifying concept needed to bring together many of the wide ranging ideas 
in this paper is that of social practice, where people using reflexive techniques can generate 
social scientific knowledge and can incorporate it into their behaviour and thereby change 
the conditions of its validity. In other words, they can take some control of the conditions 
which shape their experience. Individuals are viewed as flexible and knowledgeable agents or 
subjects and not viewed as compelled to act just by material interests or by social norms and 
conventions. Crucially they act in relation to others, respecting and recognising differences but 
forging mutually beneficial associations to bring about desired and progressive change.

In modern societies social practices are continuously revised because key institutions in 
society sponsor practices which aim to gain knowledge and insight into how these self-
same institutions function, precisely in order to improve institutional performance. The 
incorporation of new knowledge is crucial to the driving forces of modernity and it is not 
limited to the institutional level. There is, according to Giddens, a constant interplay of the 
reflexive processes between the personal and social levels of experience. Both institutional 
and individual reflexivity can be enhanced by conscious and reflexive action and can therefore 
offer possibilities for social progress. It is our contention that a new professional learning 
programme can offer a theorised and practical curriculum for social knowledge and enquiry. 
This could facilitate the creation of new knowledge(s) and give people better access to the 
learning solutions to the issues and challenges that govern their lives. What such a curriculum 
actually looks like – nobody can know. It has to be invented in practice by involving those it 
impacts upon. Dancing in Nazareth is one example of how such a project can work to achieve 
transformations which are intensely meaningful to individuals in a community. Some of its 
elements may be discerned and it is hoped this paper has indicated what such elements may 
look like as part of the on-going process of learning renewal and change.
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The curriculum and sites of learning 

The central theme of this chapter is concerned with the experience of 

practitioners and how they generate knowledge and learning within and from 

the workplace and other key sites of learning. The focus is on higher level 

learning within what can be broadly called doctoral studies, often undertaken 

within professional employment. The rapid growth of such degrees across the 

world in the 21st century signals the need to debate the curricular foundations 

and principles which underpin what may become the premium qualification 

for professional employment. The issues raised are for debate and discourse 

rather than a claim for any curricular orthodoxy. The chapter is intended as 

a think-piece for those engaged in ‘different’ doctoral studies and may find 

resonance with those who seek critical learning for social practice  

and progress.

A curriculum is conventionally a course of study followed at an educational institution such as 
a school, college or university.  Up until recently, it can be argued, education was synonymous 
with schooling and formal, institutionalised learning.  The school is a universal institution 
(Porter 1999) and who says school, says curriculum! A more comprehensive meaning of 
curriculum could, however, be found where learning occurs outside the school and university 
(Freire 1972; Welton 2005; Crowther et al 2005). The content and processes of learning are 
not, and never were to be found exclusively in the institutions of learning but wherever there 
is a desire to acquire knowledge. Debate on the nature of learning has had, of course, as much 
impact on the nature and forms of doctoral studies as upon any other academic award or 
level of study (Park 2007). The key point of departure, however, is that professional doctoral 
studies require an extended period of time during which conscious experience and learning is 
organised, acquired and enhanced. The argument is then that it has a curriculum - distinctively 
different from that of a ‘schooled’ programme of learning. 

If the doctoral curriculum (defined as everything to do with the content and methods of 
learning) is to reflect the importance of lifelong education itself, then the experience of 
adulthood, including that of work and professional practice, must be consciously identified and 
examined as an integral part of doctoral learning. The curriculum is the means by which
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learning and education is transacted; it is the content, and yet is simultaneously and 
coterminously a process, through which meaning is created and transmitted across a lifetime 
of experience and therefore must reflect that experience itself.  Within this viewpoint, learning 
is conceptually rooted in the structures and experiences of adult life and work as the critically 
defining realities which shape most people’s lives, under most circumstances.

In this context the learning embedded and discovered in a practitioner doctorate requires 
a theoretical framework to define and evaluate its meaning: a knowledge base; an 
epistemological stance; a curriculum for the generation of social enquiry is what is at issue!

A key question for practitioners concerns how to examine and make coherent sense of the 
nature of learning in the workplace. We need to seek answers to what type or forms of 
knowledge are gained by learners at sites of learning including work and experience beyond 
work. The very term “work-based learning” appears to be homogenous, yet we know from 
direct experience as well as from research that the world of work is hugely diverse. The project 
described here seeks to understand some forms of work and sites of learning practice in terms 
of the ‘knowledges’ required within them.

How can knowledge in practice be conceptualised and produced?
The fundamental idea under discussion here is not new.  Plato acknowledged in The Republic 
the role and power of the learner. The role of teachers was to “… put sight into blind eyes”. Their 
prime role was to help people see for themselves. Kant, Rousseau and Pestalozzi, amongst 
others, all attempted to articulate the notion that the principal agent of learning was within the 
learner his/herself (Griffen 1983). The inner dynamic of the mind and the desire to learn were 
the powerful motivating factors, not, strictly speaking, the art and craft of the teacher.  

Knowledge of professional practice, however, can take different forms to that of the dominant 
and traditional paradigm, organised around traditional university departments and teaching/
research functions. Some traditional academic disciplines, it is now widely acknowledged, 
have morphed into new ‘fields of knowledge’ (such as creative studies, media studies, 
tourism studies) so that specific experience and phenomena, including practical knowledge, 
are now seen to be rooted in more than a single discipline. The increasing importance of 
vocational education and the growth of the knowledge society have brought a new discourse 
to curriculum thinking (Eraut 1994; Gibbons et al 1994; Scott 1997; Senge 2006; Porter 
and Campbell 2007). Yet a modified but still very recognisably distinctive discipline-based 
curriculum occupies the high-ground of academic discourse. 

By looking at specifically at practice as a source of knowledge we can identify several 
overlapping but also distinctive theoretical perspectives. There are three perspectives which 
can be said to have been constructed outwards, for example, from the workplace itself. First: 
craft knowledge, which has been summarised as arising from and informing what practitioners 
actually do at work. This form of knowledge has been investigated particularly in respect of 
how teachers actually learn to perform in class and towards their pupils (Cooper and McIntyre 
1995). Such knowledge is acted on by practitioners because it works and is effective.  
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Second: common-sense knowledge, the taken-for-granted and rooted-in experience knowing 
that requires no great reflection to be adopted and applied. Third: knowledge through 
what Revens (1982), a pioneer in this field, called action learning in which discovery and 
learning by doing, testing it out and reflection takes centre stage. There are two further 
perspectives related to the admittedly simplistic outline of theories listed above. Knowledge 
through reflective practice (Schon 1987) where professional practitioners reflect on and in a 
situation and in effect she/he becomes a researcher in the practice context. There is no pre-
determined commitment to a given or established theoretical or structural position but rather 
the practitioner establishes a new theory of the particular case. The echoes here of grounded 
theory approaches are clear. Fifth: we can identify a substantial body of opinion which 
recognises what is called experiential learning (Kolb 1984).

These perspectives on practitioner knowledge can be thought of as being in contrast with 
formal, institutional-based knowledge and learning. Within the academy, whether at school 
or in higher education or in much training, it is propositional knowledge and its methods of 
communication which are characteristic of knowledge transactions with learners or students. 
Producing knowledge in practice means engaging with alternative perspectives and sometimes 
alternative literatures in order to map out and theorise the nature and forms of knowledge that 
are inscribed within learning in the workplace or outside the academy.

Can experience serve as the basis for knowledge and enquiry?
The perspective argued here is that the professional doctoral curriculum arises out of a matrix 
of factors including that of experience and the social processes which underpin, surround 
and give meaning to experience. There are, however, clearly limits to what can properly count 
as valid curriculum content and what can be publicly recognised as ‘proper knowledge’. 
Nevertheless, in practice it is the relationship of social forces which determines the shape and 
content of the curriculum. There is, for example, always a process of selection of society’s 
intellectual, creative and technical potential available for the learner or researcher. Such 
processes of selection provide a link between the conceptual issues around what constitutes 
knowledge or education and the key social processes which select certain types of knowledge 
and people from the wider culture in order to give them prominence (and presumably rewards). 
There is then always an epistemological basis to be argued for what counts as valid knowledge, 
though it may indeed be contested (Seidman 1998). The professional doctorate trades 
conceptually on the belief that knowledge is rooted in a particular social structure – in fact, 
within a structure of professional work and practice. The wider culture within which work and 
activity itself is located shapes and forms what is to count as educational knowledge and gives 
value and meaning to what is to be learned.

The nature and content of the professional doctorate testifies to the grounding of the 
curriculum at its highest levels of attainment in both the role of the professions and the social 
processes and structures which sustain and transform a culture. In societies undergoing rapid 
and disruptive social and economic change we can expect the production of new knowledge 
to give expression to these wider social and cultural issues. Different knowledges are likely to 
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generate different and competing hierarchies of status and competing values, as witnessed 
by the continuing debate over the values of popular versus elite culture and what constitutes 
a fairer and more just learning society (Welton 2005; Wilkinson and Pickett 2010; Dorling 2018).

An allied debate to the notion of different yet valid knowledges concerns the view that 
knowledge is socially constructed, and is therefore culturally relative. If the doctoral curriculum 
is a curriculum of practice, as opposed to a curriculum of factual or objective, discipline-based 
subjects, then how does practice in itself and of itself facilitate change and transformation? It 
could be supposed that to focus only upon practice without engaging with the wider historical 
and social contexts is precisely to put limits on the possibilities of action and change. It may 
also allow the notion to persist that all cultural values are equally valid and legitimate because 
they are held as values by some people.

If we wish, for example, to locate the professional doctorate in the context of social enquiry and 
advocate its capacity to generate critical and transformative knowledge, we need to identify 
and operationalise its distinctive principles, its body of theory and its practices. Something 
more than a descriptive account is needed, however, if we are to do so in terms of curriculum 
theory and if we wish to capture the importance of subjective experience in learning at an 
advanced level.

There exists at least one other context of experience in which a claim for adult learning 
experience may be made – that of organisational learning (Schon 1987; Teare 1998; Davies 
1995). This tradition tends to look for answers to the question of how adult experiences at work 
in particular are consonant with the demands of organisational life. Research in industrial and 
organisational psychology dominates this perspective, as does a concern for the instrumental 
outcomes of learning systems which are now embedded in workplaces or educational 
institutions. Along with the emphases outlined above on the primacy of established forms of 
knowledge, and that focussing on the categories of adulthood, the emphasis on organisational 
learning actually creates a curriculum void where the content of learning is taken for granted 
and the social, cultural and political content of learning itself disappears. There is no sense of 
a learning subject who creates new insights and knowledge as a social, cultural and political 
construct.

A curriculum theory of professional practice, whilst drawing upon subject knowledge and 
theories of organisational learning, must logically be rooted in the social and cultural processes 
of enquiry which have as their object the content themes and issues of social enquiry. Such a 
theory must at least aim to address the age-old distinction between objective and subjectively 
constructed knowledges and their mutual if not reciprocal contributions to understanding and 
critical thinking. The professional doctorate is therefore significant because it can in principle 
produce a social result. It builds the capacity to offer a critique of existing practice and systems 
of activity or “action”, regardless of the specific subject matter of any such system. It offers the 
potential of dealing independently with any particular context and with all such contexts. In this 
sense it has universal appeal and significance.

These are important questions and claims and lead us to ask – what are the distinctive 
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principles which inform the professional doctorate and constitute the elements of a theory of 
professional doctoral practice?

Elements of a theory of professional practice
The individual as a creator of practitioner knowledge

The professional practitioner doctorate, it has been argued, stakes a claim for the generation of 
new knowledge in circumstances which have not traditionally been acknowledged as relevant 
to higher academic achievement. The individual frequently sits outside a formal academic 
structure, though s/he may operate substantially as a researcher within its definitions and 
logics of procedure. As a knowledge worker and advanced practitioner it will be the workplace, 
however defined, that will shape the questions and working methods used to develop doctoral 
knowledge. In the social sciences, in particular, the literature is replete with debates about the 
relative merits of different research strategies and methods (Blaikie 2007). It is in the social 
sciences, nevertheless, that the different ways of generating new scientific knowledge about 
social life are found.

It is argued here that there exists an emerging context which operates within newly recognised 
assumptions about the way in which knowledge emerges and is validated by practitioners and, 
hopefully, thereafter or concurrently by the academy. The social world, which is the object of 
social enquiry, is rooted in the world of work and/or experience and it is this focus on practical 
and applied knowledge which sets the limits and provides the background assumptions 
for valid learning. A parallel exists then in the work environment to the research/academic 
paradigm of the university or research laboratory where: “If intuition or creativity is at work, it 
occurs within the possibilities and limits of a body of ideas held by the community within which 
a researcher works.” (Blaikie ibid: 78). It is contended here that professional doctoral learning 
communities can constitute distinctive contexts for the development of individual achievement 
when based on the recognition of self-understanding which is itself shaped in a social 
environment.

One of the methods used to elicit this self-understanding can be that of the socio-
autobiography, which is a simple tool for critical reflection. Understanding one’s own story 
including one’s identity, as it were, enables the individual to use insights from academic 
disciplines such as sociology and psychology to better understand how the unique self-
intersects with social narratives and contexts. This approach follows the stipulations of C. 
Wright Mills (1959) who, in articulating the value of individual life and action, argued that 
personal ‘troubles’ are typically rooted in larger social forces - that is to say, in public issues. 
In the extension of such thinking, from the roots of individual existence to how we engage in 
social and working life, we can begin to understand how through our own actions we might 
have greater opportunities to shape that life itself. It is in personal and biographical encounters 
and in the intrinsically individualised experience which can be brought into conscious 
engagement with the task of social enquiry and social action, that we find new knowledge 
which is capable of challenging and transforming actual, empirical “in the world” situations. 
This new knowledge is intensely linked to the practical involvement of the individual and it is 
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suggested that it is transformative (rather than simply informative) of both the external context 
and object of research and of the individual her/himself. The biographies of individuals, in the 
way they seek to overcome challenges and limitations, are testimony to the power of individual 
action and motivation within the context of challenging circumstances.

The development of professional and personal capacities which enable the individual to reflect 
and to use reflexive action are thus a central part of the acquisition of doctoral skills. They are 
rooted in personal and professional experience and are intrinsic to what Mezirow (1990) called 
“perspective transformation”. According to Mezirow the process of change and transformation 
often and typically involves individuals engaging in what is termed “disorienting dilemmas” 
which are of an intensely personal nature. In resolving these personal dilemmas individuals 
become more critically aware and demonstrate doctoral learning in its individualised contexts.

Cognitive and critical thinking
There are those who argue that the true business of academic study has to do with cognitive 
skills. The discussion under review here seeks to address the question of how cognitive skills 
can be recognised, acquired and validated in different sites of learning including workplace 
settings and beyond. To ask the question of how to recognise such skills is also to ask 
simultaneously for a comprehensive definition of cognitive skills, (Griffen 1983: 51-52) – a matter 
which defies computation. 

One argument might be that conceptually the practitioner doctorate is irreducibly about 
the practice and engagement of individuals and their biographical identity and continuity. 
Individual learning encounters are thus continuously present in everyday life. This provides the 
academic programme with its rationale for looking at and recognising the everyday and taken-
for-granted knowledge which makes up the actual operating level for professional practice at 
the workplace. However, the workplace even in its broadest sense is not the totality of existence 
and neither is it hermetically sealed off from the rest of life. The everyday encounters of what 
Jurgen Habermas (1983 and 1987) called the lifeworld are critically part of the cognitive maps 
of understanding which people use to make sense of their lives (Welton 2005). 

Habermas saw modernity as driven towards accepting work-focussed, instrumental and rational 
efficiency as the dominant form of social logic. Increasingly this form of rationality was able 
to displace the lifeworld which comprised the symbolic aspects of life which were needed for 
successful social integration and social evolution. Older belief systems, values, social norms and 
ways of being were being undermined by the juggernaut of technical, rational progress. The 
links between the individual and the family, the culture and traditions in early and pre-moderns 
ociety were being lost as modernism and the global market economy evolved. 

Successful social integration for Habermas recognised the importance of symbolic structures 
and systems which required individuals to reflect and to engage in reflexive action. Thus the 
two arenas of action, the world of the workplace and the lifeworld of individuals, he argued, 
were bound together through communication processes and networks. Cognitively the 
lifeworld is a mental map through which background knowledge is available to us and through 
which we understand the space we live in and the categories through which we interpret 
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our lives and experiences. Modernity creates, of course, a plethora of life-worlds but it also 
separates out the lifeworld from the world of productive economy and global capitalism in 
harmful and destructive ways.

Cognitively, the professional doctorate stresses the equality of the instrumentalist world 
of professional practice alongside and coterminous with the needs for connectedness, for 
belonging, for self-esteem and for personal autonomy and self-realisation that is often bound 
to the individual’s lifeworld. This approach gives recognition to the reflexive capacity of the 
individual who is embedded in a web of relationships and social meanings. 

The practitioner doctoral concept as outlined here enhances the capacity of its members to 
contribute to cognitive change in that knowledge is de-monopolised and de-institutionalised 
and a critique is fashioned of pre-formulated knowledge which now cannot simply be acquired, 
but rather must be constructed as part of a conscious process of change and transformation. It 
is for those people who as practitioners are coming to grips with critical social issues and who 
are testing theory against facts and actualities and moreover testing it through the prism of 
their own reflexive practice and experience.

It is not the intention here to analyse or attempt to describe in detail the very complex stages 
of thought and the thinking processes which underpin cognitive skills which are deployed 
and extended in the workplace and lifeworld. The argument here is to demonstrate a case for 
the view that doctoral studies must embrace the presence of intellectual and cognitive skills 
(which might reasonably encompass advanced comprehension, interpretation, extrapolation, 
application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation) alongside those personal attributes of 
self-awareness and self-critique to which Habermas alluded and which allow change and 
transformation for social progress to occur. The argument is that biographical case studies 
can demonstrate that cognitive skills are enhanced as part of a holistic approach to learning 
in the lifeworld, which includes the sites of learning and workplace as a primary locus for 
learning. Thus, cognitive skills in a practitioner doctorate are not conceptually distinct from the 
autobiographical and the social determinants of reflexive action and thought.

Transferability of skill and experience
In view of the fact that much of social and working life is routinised and quotidian (Goffman 
1969; Lefebvre 1971) and takes place in an unreflective and taken-for–granted way, it is 
important that a new doctoral approach can articulate and where necessary defend its 
approach to using empirically demonstrated learning environments as the source of doctoral 
knowledge. The already acquired knowledge of the expert is put to use to derive accounts 
of working life and experience that only those involved directly with such experience can 
provide. This means that a hermeneutic process is constructed which combines the largely 
tacit meanings that underpin everyday activity in work (defined very widely as impactful 
activity) with critical, conceptual social science which pieces together these varied and difficult 
meanings. 

A crucial aspect of this is the significance of the skills and experience required to transfer 
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knowledge from one context, where it may be tacit or professionally derived (Eraut 1994) 
to others. These skills include the capacity to reflect on professional practice derived from 
significant involvement in professional life in addition to the self-knowledge and problem 
solving in a range of situations required of high-level practitioners. The successful transfer of 
skill and experience requires the practitioner above all to build the learning dimension of life 
at work and in all sorts of organisations in which purposeful and outwardly-directed, impactful 
activity takes place.

Understanding through immersion
The curriculum of a professional doctoral programme addresses the need for a philosophical 
understanding which privileges the viewpoint of the actor (the doctoral student in this 
particular case) as a knowing subject in the institutional context in which she/he works and 
studies. The approach stresses that mutual knowledge can be generated in the encounter 
between professional practitioner and the object of knowledge or study. This object of course 
may be, and frequently is, a thinking subject within a social and civic activity.

Immersion in the subcultures of work and social life by doctoral students is seen as a key 
to the generation of what Giddens (1979: 251-253) has called mutual knowledge. By this is 
meant the understandings that the professional research/doctoral students achieve in relation 
to the meanings of what people say and do within their circle of respondents (the object of 
practitioner research). This type of social research therefore draws on a level of immersion 
in the world of work which gives access to an adequate understanding of what lies behind 
behaviour and perceptions. The professional research approach is not imposed via a pre-
existing schema or fixed structure. However, it does pre-suppose that doing something in 
practice is accompanied by a critical evaluation which draws upon the academic disciplines. 
Mutual knowledge is not coterminous with common-sense knowledge, which refers to everyday 
explanations used in common-sense activity, though the professional practitioner must draw 
upon what social actors already know and need to use to go about their normal activities. In 
fact, it is the immersion and engagement in these everyday worlds that yields the potential for 
mutual knowledge when that experience is subject to critical, analytical understanding.

Operationalising knowledge
The emergence of new and innovative forms of doctoral studies (Wisker 2001 and 2008; Park 
2007) has signalled an overall shift in the focus of learning opportunities for adults in Britain 
and far beyond. The doctoral programme thinking advocated here is also an expression of a 
general re-assessment of the position, role and function of adult learners in universities. 

Adults are defined here as those people undertaking university study not directly after leaving 
formal schooling. The exponential growth of lifelong learning, the vocationalisation of learning 
opportunities and the rapidly shifting demands of workplace learning have all contributed to an 
environment of constant change and upheaval in the world of higher education.

One of the implications of this is that practitioner doctorates are required to address the 
question of how to apply knowledge gained in the professional context to gain an improved 
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social result. Such concerns were at the root of significant expansion of provision and the 
emergence of new forms of knowledge, of study and their associated qualifications in the 
immediate past (Robertson 1994; Barnett 1997; Collini 2012). The professional doctorate 
embodies a re-shaping of the conventional structure and content of the doctorate and 
illustrates the emergence of a new paradigm of learning whose focus is firmly on constructing 
knowledge in contexts where it has an impact on the studied object. Responsibility for one’s 
own self and for others frequently plays a significant part in conceptualising such projects, and 
the relationship of individual purposes and social concerns and values are problematised.

The elements comprising this operationalisation of knowledge include the use of work and 
productive life as a progressive principle for the making of the curriculum. This is more than 
just the use of work as a simple focus for the acquisition of skills, important though such skills 
may be to the persons involved. A narrow vocationalism is not envisaged. What is implied is 
recognition of new forms and meanings which are emerging as part of the new ‘globalisation’ 
of work processes. Such features as flexible specialisation, which are said to be in tune with 
the imperatives of modernisation, are coming to define what it is to learn and to work in a 
market-oriented, consumer- driven global society. The massive significance of learning through 
and with the internet and the digital economy and society cannot be under-estimated. It may 
be a liberation of learning opportunities and access to unimagined intellectual resources; it 
may be an existential threat to an open and democratic social life (Zuboff 2019). It is known 
that technological developments can obliterate skills and markets almost instantaneously and 
they can create others with vastly different educational requirements. In this context work can 
become another way of determining how a curriculum can emerge which is appropriate to 
future needs (Teare, Davies and Sandelands 1998).

Reflexive practice
It is Anthony Giddens (1991) who provides us with a potential framework for conceptualising 
the role of the self as a reflexive agent in the process of knowledge production. People are 
engaged in producing and reproducing their own social world and have the capacity to make 
choices and to act differently. According to this view they have the capacity to reflexively 
monitor their own actions and to rationalise these actions. They are able to engage with their 
own motives and with their unconscious motives. The conditions under which this can take 
place however may be rather more constrained for some people rather than others which leads 
us to remind ourselves that we need to understand the conditions under which something may 
be true in order to achieve valid and critical understanding. 

Within a conceptual frame of reflexive modernity we can identify certain critical concepts and 
value perspectives which are essential to the practitioner doctoral curriculum. These include 
the capacity for autonomy, the role of individuality and the notion of equity and fairness. 
Responsibility for oneself and for others within the constraints of culture and power are also 
key concepts with which the reflexive practitioner works to uncover the perceived and actual 
realities of experience. Giddens has used the idea of the self as a reflexive project itself in 
modern life, where critical engagement with the meaning and actions of one’s own life is the 
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focus of attention. If the nature of social research is essentially anthropological and has a 
duality of structure involving action and structure, then the role of the professional doctorate 
is to examine the conditions in which immersion in social life takes place and to provide the 
critical awareness and analysis which is coterminous with it.

We can imagine and construct the connections here within the dynamic synthesis of elements 
of a practitioner doctorate. The individual and her/his intentions, motivations, beliefs and 
values help shape social life and are intrinsic to social enquiry. The wider social and community 
realities and the individual actions we can observe are, according to Giddens, simply different 
aspects of all social practices. The social system or structure is not a reality apart from the 
individual, but it exists in the minds and experiences of individuals as practical knowledge. The 
key concept here is of social practice, where people using reflexive techniques can generate 
social scientific knowledge and can incorporate it into their behaviour and thereby change 
the conditions of its validity. In other words, they can take some control of the conditions 
which shape their experience. Individuals are viewed as flexible and knowledgeable agents or 
subjects and not viewed as compelled to act just by material interests or by social norms and 
conventions. The theoretical significance of this approach for the practitioner doctorate is that 
the doctoral studies curriculum, rooted in social enquiry, exemplifies the importance of what an 
influential commentator on social theory has called “… a processual theoretical view of social 
life” (Seidman 1998: 149).

In modern societies, social practices are continuously revised because key institutions in 
society sponsor practices which aim to gain knowledge and insight into how these self-same 
institutions function, precisely in order to improve institutional performance. The incorporation 
of new knowledge is crucial to the driving forces of modernity and it is not limited to the 
institutional level. There is, according to the schema outlined here, a constant interplay of the 
reflexive processes between the personal and social levels of experience. Both institutional 
and individual reflexivity can be enhanced by conscious and reflexive action and can therefore 
offer possibilities for social progress. What could be more apposite as a basis for a practitioner 
doctoral curriculum?
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Introduction

The theme of this article concerns the need to learn and teach the question 

of academic and scholarly freedom as part of what we term the critical 

curriculum for universities. This has implications for learning and teaching 

precisely in relation to social and civic engagement and goes to the heart of 

what the university is really for. Scholarly freedom refers in this chapter to the 

right to research, publish and teach within the parameters of the academic 

disciplines and fields and to the role of the appropriate peer groups who 

adjudicate academic quality. Academic freedom refers here to the more generic 

concept of the right of individuals to hold and pursue views and opinions 

within the university without undue influence from external agencies or 

authorities. Universities have in the ‘Western tradition’ sought to minimise the 

influence of the state for example on the social and political views of teachers 

and researchers. There is obviously a type of what Steven Seidman (1998: 318) 

called ‘’communicative contact’’ between these two notions and what appear 

as allied concerns over the institutional autonomy of universities, though the 

latter is perhaps more concerned with governance and funding than academic 

matters.

An Australian debate
The Australian democratic culture ingrained across its institutions can be summed up in two 
of its most famous ‘motifs’ – that it is the land of ‘have a go’ and the land of the ‘fair go.’ 
These twin concepts underpin Australia’s commitment to engage with democracy through its 
universities which now rank as the nation’s third largest export industry. Australian universities 
are the largest in the world on a per capita basis, comprising 1.4 million students across 42 
universities, only two of which are private. 

The modern Australian university is expected to be many different and contradictory things. It 
is expected to be an innovator in learning and knowledge; collegial in its dealings with its staff 
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and its partners yet competitive in an increasingly marketised and monetised world; caring 
in its concern for people yet entrepreneurial in its business dealings; it is expected to be both 
a public institution and a private organisation and it is almost always both a local and global 
institution. This wide array of university roles and identities does not imply that it must in any 
sense be compromised in terms of its adherence to academic and scholarly freedom. 

Yet, when we explore recent debates and developments relevant to understanding and 
protecting academic freedom and institutional autonomy in Australian universities, we find 
ourselves somewhat perplexed. In recent times, the Australian higher education sector 
has been immersed in debates around academic freedom and institutional autonomy. A 
touchpoint for these debates has been the proposed philanthropic Ramsay Centres for Western 
Civilisation, offered to a number of Australian universities. However, the blow-back from these 
offers has been relentless with academic staff and students protesting that their academic 
freedom was being compromised through a forced, single view of history being imposed on 
their university. In response to such protests, some universities have since rejected the Ramsay 
Centre’s lucrative offer and those that have decided to proceed with it continue to experience 
significant angst among their academic community.

The Australian Federal Government appointed Former Chief Justice of the High Court Robert 
French to conduct a Review into university freedom of speech (French 2019). The resulting 
French report made a number of critical points, namely:

1. Academic Freedom is potentially restricted by: commercialisation of research, anti-
terrorism and sedition laws;

2. The current debate is a global one affecting universities worldwide; and 

3. Freedom of speech on campus and academic freedom apply to academic and professional 
staff as well as students.

French argued that Australian higher education needs to maintain an open and robust culture 
even if expressed views are controversial or harmful. There are key themes and issues that 
need the academy to be a genuine forum for debate and dispute and to engage with the wider 
world. Australian universities are therefore working hard to incorporate an active dimension 
to their missions and strategies in terms of their commitment to academic freedom and 
institutional autonomy, freedom of inquiry, free expression, and open and critical debate in 
public discourse to ensure its ‘have a go’ and ‘fair go’ psyche is alive and well on its university 
campuses.

The civic role of the university
The civic role of the modern university is a theme which feeds into a focus on engagement 
through learning and teaching, re-shaping social knowledge to fit the emerging concerns of 
the contemporary world. It is in the spirit of public and democratic education that universities 
are changing their communities and this has led to a better role for universities and better 
outcomes for students of all kinds. 
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The role of the modern civic university in Australia offers a route which says we should examine 
what we do and think in order to produce insight and understanding which can change and 
transform our communities through the creation of knowledge for a social purpose. The focus 
is on developing and strengthening partnerships for economic and civic benefit; it is on the 
culture of learning, the social significance of the institution (the university as a social network) 
and the need to personalise our learning in an age of mass education which shows a capacity 
for de-humanising and depersonalising our learning experiences. 

Re-imagining the civic role of the university requires us to take a critical stance on the nature 
of university life through the specific prism of the curriculum, i.e. the organisation of learning 
and teaching. It suggests that the need for reform of engagement across a broad spectrum 
of university activity and thinking requires a co-existential and consecutive reform of the 
curriculum as well. It suggests that the transformations of learning and its institutions that we 
have seen over perhaps four decades have not been matched by commensurate changes in 
what is learned and how it is taught. For our present existence and the future of our children 
there can surely be no denying the significance of climate change and global warming; the 
life-threatening pollution of the air and the oceans upon which ultimately all life depends; the 
obscenity of poverty and early death of millions excluded from progress and affluence; the 
continuing impact of war and armaments production; and the impending conflagrations around 
population movement and migration.

These are the contexts and situations for which the current university curriculum is inadequate. 
These issues are not addressed centrally as a Leitmotif, a guiding thread of concern and 
critique for all learners since all people are impacted by them, which is not to suggest that all 
academic disciplines and boundaries must be abandoned, and all existing curricula be instantly 
transformed into an issues curriculum. The realities of the world dictate that transformations 
may have to be gradual, and as is frequently stated we want our brain surgeons to know a 
great deal about brain surgery and our air pilots to know precisely how to fly the airplane we 
are using to get to the next university conference across the continent. But it is not naive to 
ask that we renew the purposes of the university and just what sort of knowledge we want 
it to develop. The radical growth and transformation of mass higher education itself and 
the explosive power of the internet have both occurred within the last 20 years without a 
corresponding change in our approach to learning.

A disputing university?
What is more important for scientific debate, the deepest and critical knowledge or the 
acceptable answer? The right answer or the correct answer? The answer is clear, is it not? Or 
perhaps not? We can see much discussion about the meaning of academic freedom and the 
changing climate on freedom of opinion within and beyond the universities. 

Whether there has been a definitive shift over time is difficult to argue, however, for some 
two decades or more we can observe a critical and scholarly dialogue about the meaning 
of academic freedom and the changing climate on the ‘crisis’ of knowledge and freedom 
of opinion within and beyond the universities (Barnett and Griffin 1997). There can be little 
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doubt that the emergence of new social and political movements reflecting some substantial 
changes in both the reality and perceptions of social life have occurred. The new movements 
have created new social knowledges which are contentious and have disturbed, for example, 
established racial, ethnic, sexual and gender hierarchies (Seidman 1998: 253). Some of the 
identity-based movements have claimed to be representing a distinctive social reality which 
is at odds with the predominant paradigms of knowledge and contest important aspects of 
social science disciplines. In this sense they can be said to have questioned both scholarly 
and academic freedoms thought to be embodied in institutionally autonomous universities 
and in the notion of academic freedom for scholarly pursuits. For example, some people 
who inhabit what may have been experienced as marginalised identities may indeed feel 
threatened by individuals having their status and feelings discussed in open and contentious 
ways or in forums that include actual or potentially hostile adversaries. The targets have been 
on the left as much as on the right and the informal pressures of the best arguments make the 
seemingly more radically positions possible. Nick Cohen put the point in a historical context 
which still finds its resonance today: “The campaigners of the sixties fought racism, sexism 
and homophobia, but they also fostered an aggressive individualism that dissolved the bonds 
of mutual support and balanced it with an aggressive identity politics that threatened basic 
freedoms” (Cohen 2007).

No-platforming is quite common in Australian universities, similar to the UK and US. No-
platforming refers to the banning or preventing of (usually) notable academic or political 
figures from speaking in universities following an invitation to do so because some students 
(usually) and sometimes academic staff may feel threatened or have their views, perspectives 
or identities challenged by the views or the previously published work of the speaker. A notable 
case in the UK was the withdrawal of an invitation to speak at a renowned university from 
Professor Germaine Greer, a well-regarded and indeed famous Australian academic, because 
her views on transgender issues were not in accord with those of some of the students at 
the university. Radical left students shape the discourse in many places where controversial 
right-wing speakers are banned so that their viewpoints are not damagingly engaged with 
by those with whom they disagree. Some critics refer to this as a student-led ‘debate police’ 
whose actions can impact potentially uncomfortable public discourse (Hartung 2019). The 
point here is that the universities have neither developed a curriculum nor a philosophy which 
would empower students to debate and discuss the most contentious issues and problems 
challenging their future lives and in fact, they share this with schools and schooling. To quote 
Tomlinson, 2019:

“While many young people were aware that they would live their lives in a globalised world, 
with rapid communication and population movement, the failure to think seriously about 
a curriculum for a globalised future - which would need an understanding of the past - left 
schools either trying to ignore tensions or unable to cope with conflicts.” (Tomlinson 2019: 160).

Those who preach with moral fervour and fury do not want a dialogue and those who simply 
shout back equally want only competing monologues. The person opposite is no longer a 
discussion partner but at best a listener and often a projection space; a ‘screen’ at which 
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thoughts are ‘projected’. No serious response is required. Speaking and speechlessness in this 
way often hang paradoxically together. There is too much certainty and too little doubt. Our 
capacity to control the way in which our attention is managed is itself under severe challenge 
from the digital devices through which so much communication is organised and managed for 
us, on our behalf and without our full acknowledgement or agreement (Crawford 2015). Even 
where our attention is freely given and we are consciously paying attention, attentionality is 
not contested through reasoned argument and evidence but through things being attested, 
stated, confirmed and re-enforced through declaration (often by reference to revealed ‘sacred’ 
texts which cannot be disputed by those who believe in them). ‘Non-believers’ are apostatised; 
declared to be committing blasphemy and dialogue becomes accusatory. The language of 
apostasy here reflects the often ‘rootedness’ of argument in the ‘revealed’ texts of religious 
discourse. Even if the convictions concerned may not be religious, they are treated as if they 
were.

To use the English language creatively by adapting a metaphor from an allied context, what 
comes to mind here is what in the United States is known as ‘helicopter’ and ‘snowplough’ 
parenting. This involves anxious and perhaps obsessive parents who keep a close watch on all 
the doings of their children and remove any obstacles to their success in whatever enterprise 
they are involved. Educational institutions can be persuaded to act in a similar way and must 
surely be warned against snowplough education. 

Paul Collier (2018: 106) has recently made an allied argument concerning the significance of 
what he refers to as ‘hothousing’ in the American experience of family life and later success 
in professional spheres and the uptake of opportunity. The impact of parental interventions 
and support for their children can have decisive effects on educational outcomes. There is a 
homology here between the issues of personal development and the issues of democratic 
deliberation. The enhancement of both requires conscious and ethical intervention to safeguard 
intended results and outcomes. The unintended consequences, however, may deliver results 
contrary to those expected. Collier notes the way in which the new hothousing has produced 
children of the educated class but who are in the bottom national group of cognitive ability 
yet who have a higher chance of getting to university than those children from less-educated 
families who are in the top ability group. Democratic deliberation and debate in universities, 
homologously, requires a conscious and deliberate intervention to spell out the conditions 
under which academic freedom for universities can be upheld. To assume even implicitly that 
a neutral stance will achieve this is to be subject to the fallacy of expectations over that of 
unintended consequences. Universities have a ‘duty’ not to remove obstacles and challenges 
to student experience and perceptions, but rather to equip them with the skills and values 
to argue and debate their own case. Only in this way can the university’s moral mission - 
measured in terms of commitment to democracy and militancy for tolerance - be delivered.

Genuine education is not to be had without intellectual challenges and courage and only those 
who literally engage and rub up against opponents can prove their point. It is a vital function 
of a university to facilitate what the Germans call Andersdenken (literally ‘thinking differently’) 
which is what we might call dissident or alternative thinking. Thinking and disputing are siblings.
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A crucial matter - especially for students it seems - which exemplifies this argument is that 
of identity formation and defence. Universities have attempted to be neutral in this matter 
wishing perhaps to promote an emollient view that a neutral stance might defuse potentially 
ignitable issues around the often fraught sexual, cultural, religious and social identities and 
the sometimes contrasting values espoused by those inhabiting a specific identity. However, 
Kwame Anthony Appiah has argued persuasively: “There is no dispensing with identities but we 
need to understand them better if we can hope to reconfigure them, and free ourselves from 
mistakes about them” (Appiah 2018: xiv).

However, it is clearly tempting to state that …’on the one hand there is…. ‘and‘ on the other hand 
we can see the justice in…’. This is problematically acute when students state that their identity 
is literally threatened or injured by certain academic or quasi-academic positions or theories. 
However, there can be no true study and clarification without open controversy in many 
matters. On the one hand universities must protect their academics and guests from attacks 
which are unwarranted, whilst on the other hand they must protect the space and places where 
hard questions can be asked.

This can only be done when universities take constructive controversy to be part of their 
declared role and function; it must enter self-consciousness and self-understanding. This 
means controversy and argument play a bigger role than has been the case recently. They must 
become ‘controversy universities’ by which means the teachers must teach more intensive 
discussion and exchange to their students. Learners therefore need lecturers who will irritate 
and disturb them, and they need to encounter theories which they may have declined or 
refused to explore and with which they may disagree. At least some teachers may need to be 
from different backgrounds and have other opinions than those of the majority. Decisions in a 
democracy should be achieved through what Simon Jenkins (2019) recently called ‘’relentless 
debate’’, not through the power of money, or lobbying nor the chants of crowds and certainly 
not through the guns and brutalities of war. Yet people do not come to support the democratic 
institutions of a democracy by chance or simply through habit. The politics of the masses 
in the street can have a massive potency but this may be not always be a positive force for 
progress. The recent rise of authoritarian right-wing populism in Europe is an example (Eatwell 
and Goodwin 2018). The key is to debate and argue, which can counter the politics of fear and 
hate with arguments based on reason and rational evidence and science. Even the politics of 
emotion must be subject to the voice and imprimatur of reason. No-platforming can never win 
a debate and it invites reaction and a retreat into confirmation bias. An engaged university 
must be engaged in debate and instil in its students an incitement to reason. 

A contesting and disputatious university needs to have expectations of its teachers. Of course, 
they will be bright and will have proven their academic worth and achieved their proper 
place in a reward system which gives professional security and social status, a good wage 
and a sense of personal achievement. The expectation, however, should be courage to speak 
out. Those who retain their silence and do not speak out against the banning of free speech, 
for example, because they feel themselves under threat need to have more courage. Those 
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who challenge their students need to have more care and awareness of the results of such 
challenges. Those who are totally committed to their researches and work and thereby seek 
to escape the disputes need more science and humanities to apply their knowledge to a 
disputatious world of which they are inescapably a vital part.

A disputatious university cannot shrink itself within itself. An inner migration will simply not 
suffice. Next to teaching and research the third mission must be to be effective in the world. 
The university should be a forum for discussion and debate about the things that really matter. 
This might be focussed on the ‘wicked issues’ including poverty, inequality, war and disasters, 
migration and ethnicity, climate change, global warming and the destruction of the homeland 
planet. We are referring to a newer concept here of the ‘homeland planet’ to denote the 
specificity and uniqueness of a threatened ecological system of truly global proportions and 
significance. The planet is THE single and only homeland for us all. This surely indicates to us all 
that there is a need to change the way we think and communicate the absolute core messages 
of global survival in an era of unmitigated threats. It might mean a critical examination of the 
nature and effectiveness of our human future in an age of surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2019) 
in the information age (Castells 2000). Discourse without effects on the real world and without 
openness is only a symposium, whereas we surely need engagement.

The very best students write without fear and want to engage in the very things that matter 
to them and can in a sense matter only and specifically to them. This argument can perhaps 
be supported by reference to the way in which digital life and phenomena are re-wiring and 
re-scripting our external and inner lives. The pre-digital lived experience involving learning, 
communication, the consuming of goods and services has evolved into a world of ceaseless 
communication, instant access to information and global connectedness to potentially every 
living person on the planet (Scott 2015; Zuboff 2019). And as far as identity is concerned, 
Appiah has shown how we must approach the subject of identity anew with values that allow 
us to re-think questions of creed, colour, class and culture for a future which seriously questions 
and indeed critiques our past understanding of these matters.

It is their future in a way it cannot be ours, who will not live to inherit the issues we have sown. 
But those of us here now can sow the seeds of critical thinking and discourse. A dialogue 
of analysis and critical insight rooted in critical and humanistic science is possible. Perhaps 
the discursive and disputatious university can bring forward its graduates without fear of 
controversy through education with dispute, focussed on knowledge for change and a better 
social result. This would surely be a victory for a better society and a better future.

The meaning of critical thinking and the curriculum of universities
John Berger, the great writer and broadcaster on art and society, reminded us that community 
is one of the longings of our century (Berger 2016). The need for belonging is a common 
human characteristic. It retains a powerful charge and seems to offer a framework of meaning 
for modern life. But it is culture which connects us to the events ‘out there’. There is no 
community outside of and beyond cultural forms and practices which make us what and 
who we are. Yes, there is an essential sense of self for most people and there are collective 
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experiences and identities and some people feel alienated from the collective norms, values, 
practices and behaviour which we can observe and analyse around us. But it is in the relation 
of things that this understanding emerges, and that the culture through the various ‘languages’ 
it employs becomes the means of relating one thing to another. Without culture and cultural 
mediation there can be no valid knowledge which can equip us with the power to change our 
thinking and consciousness and transform (if we so choose) our social and material lives and, 
who knows, our human ‘spiritual’ lives as well. 

A culture of academic freedom lies at the heart of engendering such transformation. It forces us 
to engage with the ‘big issues’, sometimes referred to as the ‘wicked issues’ (Firth 2017) – and 
voice our criticism towards them. 

Poverty is still with us – globally and locally

The ‘real’ world still consists of millions who are without an adequate income to rear their 
families, a world without dignity or education, without clean water or adequate food and 
medicine and whose share of world wealth is actually diminishing. There is also a world where 
climate change and pollution are far from improving and where the threat of human extinction 
is real. The arguments for devising a new curriculum which addresses these issues seems to be 
self-evident.

The marginalisation of young people

The rapid pace of social and economic change, the apparent quickening of mass migration 
across large parts of the globe, de-industrialisation and the ‘hollowing out’ of many traditional 
economies and communities have meant the growth of more challenges to the neoliberal 
consensus in many societies. For many young people, this has meant their future is at risk with 
youth unemployment and marginalisation the fate of many across the world.

The growth of digital technologies and how we understand what is happening

In a society where knowledge has exploded, learning is being transformed by the artefacts and 
the apps of the information age. Communications can be instantaneous, and reality becomes 
‘virtual’. Local communities can become marginalised and impoverished by the almost instant 
switching of production to cheaper locations, perhaps half-way across the globe. We should not 
underestimate the sheer power and reach of the new technologies. However, it is one thing to 
describe the exponential growth of digital machines to almost every living human on the planet 
and the communication networks which sustain them, and another to overcome the negative 
effects and disbenefits which accompany them. 

Knowledge and learning relevant to life and work

The sheer power and availability of computerised automation has now shifted the nature of 
work and leisure so fundamentally that it presents us with an existential challenge. Modern 
work, for many, presents a lack of engagement in the task and even leisure and free time 
may be occupied by ‘lazy’ and sometimes aimless pursuits. Automation may not have simply 
removed many people from the prospects of meaningful and rewarding work, but it has the 
potential to undermine the ethos of work as a self-fulfilling and enhancing engagement with 
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the world of things and people. In this sense it may make us ‘lazy’ and insensitive to the real 
meaning of work, which may not be about earning an income but rather be more about acting 
on the world around us in life-enhancing ways.

The task facing universities is developing knowledge and skills and a curriculum which can cope 
with the capacities and threats presented by the machines we depend on and which can help 
us challenge the loss and separation of ourselves from our communities.

Relevance of community and identity 

Ways of learning relevant to a community stress the importance of common identity, shared 
values and a sense of shared experience aimed at changing and conserving valued traditions. 
The community, in a sense, may become the curriculum and a belief can emerge in a large 
reservoir of talent and ability within individuals and their communal experience that can be 
tapped and released. The university can sponsor learning which revolves around this growing 
and developing sense of awareness.

An engaged curriculum for critical thinking
We have considered some of the new contexts for a more vital and engaged critical role for 
universities. The aspect we want to consider now is that of the need for curricular renewal 
and the idea of critical thinking skills as a feature for all university learning and teaching 
programmes in the context of academic freedom. We have already alluded to the fact that 
the really big issues facing us are somehow marginal to our key concerns with the curriculum. 
The big challenges of our times are not central to our learning. Peter Hyman (2017: 17-19) has 
remarked that: “We have a one-dimensional education system in a multi-dimensional world. We 
are living in an age of big challenges, big data, big dilemmas, big crises, big opportunities. Yet… 
(education) too often is small in ambition, small in what it values, small in its scope.” He argues 
that we need something different which can meet the challenges of our times and where we 
can properly engage with learning. His suggestion is that we need an engaged education 
which is academic (based deeply in literacy and numeracy and which is empowering); is about 
character building (involving independence and autonomy, resilience and open-mindedness 
for the individual), is concerned with creativity and craftsmanship and a can-do approach to 
innovation (which is about problem solving). These three facets of learning correspond to an 
education of the head, the heart and the hand and can help us overcome the artificial and 
self-limiting and debilitating divisions we have between academic, vocational and technical 
education. Those who experience such learning understand that they have an obligation to 
voice their concerns and apply their knowledge to make the world a better place, not merely to 
make money, important though that may be.

What do we need to know?
Although our concern is overtly with universities which currently provide mass higher education 
opportunities for many millions of learners worldwide, there is a disturbing reality facing us 
as the 21st century evolves. This concerns the relevance of what we take to be conventional 
university provision of learning and accreditation to the masses who simply cannot access 
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such opportunities and who are in a majority globally. In an era where billions of people cannot 
access academic education there is the question of ‘skill’, by which we mean how individuals 
primarily understand and grasp their environment in order to make it work for themselves. The 
better this understanding is, the better life can be. Skill is what people develop to survive and 
thrive in the environment in which they find themselves. Sometimes this involves changing 
that environment or seeking an entirely new one. This is a deeply cultural matter. It involves 
how the individual self attends or relates to the environment which itself is ‘cultural’. Some 
commentators such as Crawford (2015) argue that the environment actually constitutes the 
self, rather than just impacting on it, and therefore how the individual pays attention to this 
environment becomes key to succeeding in it. In an internet dominated world, the idea of the 
public attentional world (what and who is on the internet and in our minds and for how long 
each day) gains some serious traction.

In acting on the world however, (in reality or in virtual reality) we find skill is a key part of 
the process. “Through the exercise of a skill, the self that acts in the world takes on a definite 
shape. It comes to be in a relation of fit to a world it has grasped.” (ibid.: 25). What is deeply 
problematical still, though, is how public space (including spectacularly the internet) in 
general diminishes the skill of understanding and acting on that environment. The digital and 
virtual world is one made up of mediations where our daily lives are literally saturated with 
representations that are made elsewhere. We make contact with the worlds of work, of family, 
of friendship, of communication, entertainment, consuming, learning and leisure through the 
apps and software provided for us. We make contact through, not with, these representations 
and become ‘skilled’ at the point of gaining access but we do not make or construct the objects 
of our desires and we do not become skilled at practices which give us ‘agency’. Crawford 
argues persuasively that it is when we are engaged in a skilled practice that we can understand 
and own, as it were, a reality which is independent of the self and where the self (the individual 
as an identity) is understood as not being of its own making. The illusion of the internet is of 
course to implicitly infer that the virtual reality constructed by the ‘individualised’ internet 
software has precisely been made by and for the individual self. The significance of this insight 
is we believe that in the encounter between the self and the external world, skill, defined as 
the capacity to engage with and act on the real world, is the critical element. It embraces the 
skills of the head, the heart and the hand, and above all it means an engaged education that 
embraces the skills required for exercising scholastic freedom is needed in universities. 

The powerful mediating institutions which provide our means of accessing life on the internet 
are not democratically organised and accountable, no matter how much they assert their 
right to offer choice in a consumer-driven world. Neither do they offer freedom simply to 
communicate with whomever we wish even though we can reach almost every living human 
being on the planet with a hand-held device. The ‘real’ reality is that we make contact almost 
exclusively now through the representations of people and objects which are provided to us on 
our devices by the media corporations. We no longer rely on ourselves and our own skills to do 
this and we are diminished potentially as a result. We are of course ‘free’ to deny realities and 
to dissociate ourselves from the effort needed for skilful engagement. If we can pay, there are 
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always others in a market who will provide these things for us. 

The matter of skill thus becomes critical for our understanding of what universities might 
do and how they might re-construct their curricula in the context of academic freedom. This 
is so in respect of two major objectives: first the need to deliver learning programmes that 
equip students with critical thinking (as we have defined it in this paper) and second, the need 
to recognise alternative forms of ‘skill’ which those beyond the boundaries of conventional 
universities (i.e. the billions in the ‘third world’) possess but which go largely unrecognised and 
unrewarded.

Critical thinking is not a unitary phenomenon and it can have differing meanings within its 
different contexts. For the universities its significance is in the qualities it can develop in the 
student. For an engaged institution this might mean giving the learner the capacity to separate 
truth from ideology or ‘post-truth’. It should surely mean not taking things at face value or not 
letting others make up our minds for us. As Newman (2006) asserts, critical thinking, drawing 
on critical theory, is concerned with the idea of social justice and fairness and that knowledge 
can be generated and applied for an improved social result. It involves learning which should 
lead to an enhanced sense of self in the real world and not just in the virtual world. This means 
we might expect a more capable individual who is able to relate to others and be personally 
more responsible and ‘viable’ in exercising their academic freedom.

A disputing university will then seek to re-shape social knowledge to fit the emerging concerns 
and experience of its hopefully richly diverse students and of its communities. The concerns 
of global security and survival no less than those of contested identities and relationships 
require new knowledges to emerge. Critical thinking, contentious dialogue and authentic and 
democratic dispute has never been more needed. There is a great tradition in the western 
‘engaged university’ which now requires renewal with an agenda whose time has come.
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Crises and paradoxes
The third decade of the 21st century is proving to be a time of great contradictions. It is a 
huge paradox that a world-wide health pandemic, coronavirus COVID-19, which killed over a 
million people, has coextensively thrown into sharp relief the reliance we have on low paid, 
under-valued health care workers and the greater vulnerability of poorer and marginalised 
people to the deadly disease. The health crisis is, however, one amongst several crises which 
impact on our lives. They include climate and environmental breakdown, economic dislocation 
and trade wars between the USA and China, the weakening of international organisations 
capable of addressing transnational issues, the emergence of right-wing authoritarian populist 
governments, enforced dislocation and mass migration of millions of people due to wars famine 
and persecution and an explosion of precariousness and anxiety for young people who fear for 
their futures. 

Concurrently amidst the carnage is the paradox that we have vastly more education and 
learning than our forebears could ever have possibly imagined. Modernity - meaning advanced 
industrial societies with large-scale and urban populations - is full of schools, colleges and 
universities. Formal and informal learning opportunities have exploded into possibilities 
via the digital revolution. It is theoretically and almost practically possible for educators to 
communicate with every living human being on the planet. Education including research 
represents the greatest potential for economic growth and underpins a large part of global 
prosperity. And yet, although education as a social, economic, political and cultural reality 
is massively significant, it is literally amazing that that the matter of curriculum is in general 
of minimal concern. Although there are exceptions, we have a university academic structure 
inherited from the 19th century (House 1991) and hierarchies of subject disciplines and 
departments conceived and organised literally for a different century and for different purposes 
than those facing us now (Barnett 1997). The stringent need is to reorganise and re-shape the 
curriculum so that it addresses the paradox!

A starting point for thinking about the paradox is to ask what we think about learning and the 
acquisition of knowledge and what its purposes might be. What is needed is not just reforms 
at the margins of the education system but a serious and challenging educational process. 
That challenge from our perspective must take place within an understanding of the wider 
economic, social, organisational and value setting. There is also the fact that the curriculum 
itself is often a matter of challenge and dispute. Modern times have thrown into high relief 
questions of what is truth and what is contested knowledge (Seidman 1998).

Neary and Winn (2017a; 2017b) in the current era suggest that space can be opened up for 
questioning the logic of the capitalist state which has created a market-based model of social 
development and a commoditised and monetised university system. The contradictory and 
paradoxical character of modern global economic and social development is the wider context 
for conceptualising the perspective of the relevance of the curriculum. 

The growth of individualism within the economic neo-liberalism of modernity has meant a 
continuously changing policy context and a hostile environment for forms of learning that 
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support a democratic purpose. Government has also proved itself to be a negative factor as 
education has evolved increasingly as a consumer good available on the market, as is any other 
commodity. One point of departure, however, is that social consciousness and awareness, what 
we can call critical thinking and a critical curriculum, can become an explicit feature of an 
educational programme when it expresses and reflects the contemporary need for social and 
cultural action for change. The paradoxes we face must therefore become a central part of the 
curriculum we construct.

Lessons learned
The lessons should be clear: to meet the challenges of the crises and paradoxes, growing the 
institutional system and increasing student numbers is not enough. Outdated curriculum content 
must be reformed; the skills and concepts and ideas for people who will lead - not just serve - the 
modern world are needed. This is for a century whose needs we cannot by any means foresee. 
The teachers in this coming world will need to know about the relevant pedagogies and be 
capable of helping define and set the social and political goals for and not just within education. 
The curriculum which now exists and is defined as much by its values of exclusion and elitism as 
by its content must be re-shaped. A curriculum for a specific set of social purposes with a content 
and methodology which understands the hidden curriculum is needed. We must understand the 
processes through which our efforts and struggles for reform have been recuperated for other 
purposes and have served a conservative set of values and interests. The tasks facing us derive 
from the social, economic, mass-psychological and cultural relations that structure and organise 
our lives socially and particularly in relation to the planet and its ecology, including other species. 
Whilst recognising the existence of different knowledge communities, surely we must cleave 
to the commitment to scientific thinking which itself rests on ontological and epistemological 
principles and practice rooted in reason, logic and evidence. This is the basis of our critique of the 
old learning and of our desire for a new and progressive curriculum. We need knowledge that is 
fit for the purpose of exposing the paradox of advanced learning, which appears powerless in the 
face of existential threats to our lives and our planet.

The universities as the new ‘rust belt’?   
Having defined a problem in terms of the curriculum, are universities as key sites of learning 
adequate to the problems we face? How do they shape up to the paradox we have outlined?  
Unfortunately in the UK and in many other countries (including Australia) what often drives and 
animates them as institutions is the privatisation of resources through student fees and research 
grants. Differentiation and financial rewards are achieved through performance league tables and 
expansion of student numbers and the new forms of inequality in higher education are seen to 
reflect the false claims of meritocracy. Inequality in higher education has become once again a 
positive social programme. Those institutions which sit outside the self-determined echelon (in 
the UK, Oxbridge, the Russell Group and the research-based universities) are deemed second or 
even third-class, as if we were back to travelling on the Victorian railway network. What George 
Orwell (1941) called “the graded snobberies of the English” are alive and well in the university 
hierarchies. The British system in particular is distorted to fast track those students from Russell 
Group universities to well-rewarded careers and enhanced life-chances. The rest are often
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shamefully neglected, and country-wide in the UK some 20 per cent of the population are 
functionally innumerate and one in six are functionally illiterate (Hutton 2020). In addition, 
the coronavirus pandemic of 2020 has brought the spectre of graduate unemployment into 
public consciousness. The issue goes to the core of where university education sits in relation 
to its people and communities. Is it designed in the interests of those who can succeed in 
a supposedly meritocratic and competitive arena and where those who fail are to be left 
behind? The elite institutions seem prepared in this generation to leave behind those who are 
dispossessed and marginalised by conventional schooling.

It wasn’t always so and some universities and educationalists have argued for higher education 
as a universal right available to all classes and social groups without regard to a hierarchy 
of institutions (Watson and Taylor 1998; Duke 1992). The expansion of the universities in the 
latter part of the 20th century brought about mass entry of school leavers and adult returners. 
Attention was given to the machinery of reform but not to the strategic social purposes it 
might have carried nor to the actual practices of selection and control of elite institutions which 
continued, as it were, unabated. There has been no second wave of reform and no new goals 
agreed for the third decade of the 21st century beyond that of accommodating to the digital 
and techno-revolutions.

The new social constituencies and learners nevertheless emerged hand-in-hand with the 
emerging crises of the new century. The world’s poorest people, those dispossessed by war 
and famine, the refugees from persecution and penury, the victims of climate change and 
environmental degradation, the racially and religiously oppressed - all appeared on the stage 
of history and millions appeared at the gates and customs and immigration posts of the richest 
nations in the first two decades of this century. This was facilitated by the new communication 
technologies which opened up a window on these happenings for all to see, if they had eyes 
to do so. This sets a new agenda for higher education since education and literacy in its wider 
sense is something that poorer and neglected and oppressed people need and which is not 
given willingly, including to those in the left-behind and abandoned old industrial ‘rust belts’ of 
the metropolitan countries.

Points of departure
New points of departure are suggested by this, but the direction of travel is blinkered. The 
content of the curriculum in the expanded higher education sector has continued to be 
dominated by vocational concerns - what industry is supposed to want or desire - with 
little regard given to the way the curriculum acts to reinforce existing social, sexual and 
racial divisions.  The opening up of higher education we have experienced over successive 
generations represents undoubtedly a major step forward for working people and their children 
but it has not transformed the social division of labour or the social and racial inequalities 
which bedevil society. Meritocratic selection has not been a route to social equality or social 
justice.

Our concerns must address the question of which skills and knowledge will be needed for the 
working population. What will be the curriculum content for that sense of ‘universal literacy’ as 
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advocated by Stuart Hall (1983) which would be a major cultural gain for working people? What 
is the essential curricular content for social justice and equity? Hall argued that knowledge 
needs to be acquired in the context of a general education which involves comprehensive 
literacy and thinking skills. The skills of analysis and conceptualisation, using ideas and critical 
thinking (Nyland and Davies 2017) are crucial as is a relevant content or object of study. This 
brings to the fore the wicked issues and social evils (Firth 2017) which comprise part of the 
paradox considered above and which identifies the tasks for higher education - developing 
strategic goals, using a variety of appropriate pedagogies and identifying the right content. The 
probabilities of change should encourage and persuade universities to examine the embedded 
curriculum and question the values of, for example, patriarchalism, colonialism, imperialism 
and racism which often infuse the hidden curriculum which has proved inadequate to the 
possibilities of change. A universal curriculum will find it hard to challenge the disciplines of 
academia and escape from the chains of the past. As David House (1991) pointed out: “The full 
development of nineteenth century industrialization is symbolized as much by the appearance 
of the modern, departmentalised research university as it is by the smoke-belching industrial 
plant with its ever greater division of labour and specialization.” It is more than ironic that 
many of the industrial plants of that era have transmorphed into ‘rust belt’ post-apocalyptical 
landscapes of desolation whilst the university departments go marching on towards their own 
isolation from the approaching crises with a hollowed-out curriculum inadequate to confront 
the issues.

A curriculum that questions established and conservative academic systems and structures 
will not be sustained without struggles. Stuart Hall pointed out: “There is nothing simple about 
the disciplines which are required to really know anything, and no easy escape from them.” 
(Hall ibid: 7) Nevertheless what we study and teach must be relevant to the social and political 
values and the consciousness needed in an emerging future. A re-balancing of the curriculum 
is needed since it seems clear that academic ability has not been enough to challenge and 
reverse the ‘normal’ which was scarred by deep inequalities and proved ineffective in meeting 
the challenge of multiple crises. Different kinds of knowledge will be required, perhaps also 
involving what Peter Hyman has called “… a balance between what we call ‘head, heart and 
hand’ - knowledge, wellbeing, problem-solving and creativity” (Hyman 2020). Noel Pearson 
(2009) in an Australian context, which has resonance for all of us, has perceptively referred 
to the importance of “peoplehood” by which he argues that knowledge is generated in 
intermediate levels of social organisation which are positioned between close-knit units such 
as family and kinship groups and the wider social belonging which is more ‘universal’. This can 
underpin the identity people find with, for example, ethnic, tribal or religious groups (Hall 1990). 
These qualities may be precisely relevant to the idea of a universal literacy which goes beyond 
the formal disciplines of the academy.

Universities need to state once again why for the mass of the people higher education is 
important. Individuals are always important and can become lost as we search for theoretical 
and abstract concepts to grasp complex connections between different phenomena. At the end 
of the day, individuals must be persuaded that universal education and literacy is for them 
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personally as well as for the subordinated and excluded categories of people. This cannot 
be priced as a commodity; it should be free and universally available to all who can benefit. 
This perspective was for long the social horizon of learning before the emergence of a 
hypercapitalised and marketised ideology of education as a positional good, available through 
the marketplace to those who would pay for it. The realisation that such change is needed is a 
key point of departure; it is a moment for a democratic and universal education as a national 
popular goal. And if not now at a moment of world crises, then when?

This paper addresses the relevance of a single framework of ‘knowledge and pedagogy’ 
specifically though not exclusively in relation to the idea of place, locality, neighbourhood and 
community. Learning in communities is problematised but at the same time the arguments 
for it are considered to be still relevant. The specific role of learning and consciousness is 
stressed and the significance of having at least an indicative content as well as an awareness 
of a commensurate and critical pedagogy is supported! The framework could be called an 
ecological approach to learning and as is the case with really useful knowledge – it matters 
because its concepts and content can change thinking.

Towards an ecology of learning and community  
Humankind is a learning species. It is what gives us the evolutionary advantage over the other 
species on the planet - at least until recently, although some are seriously questioning just 
how much we have learned about ourselves and our capacity to co-exist with our environment 
(Klein 2019; Wallace-Wells 2019; Monbiot 2020). However, nobody learns simply in the abstract. 
We always learn in a context: we learn in a particular place, at a particular time and often 
for a particular reason. We learn about things and objects and feelings and we somehow 
externalise what we have learned as ‘knowledge’. Learning is a product of human activity and 
consciousness which itself is a handy way of describing the outcomes of learning even though 
we may not always be aware of what we have learned.

Places matter
Although learning takes place in the head or the mind, much of it is actually acquired in 
buildings and on campuses and we have invented educational institutions and practices that 
now comprise an enormous social, economic and cultural industry which is world-wide in its 
scope and reach. There exists practically no person on the planet beyond the reach of a school 
or college or university. In the deepest Amazonian rain forest and in the wilds of the Kalahari 
Desert and across the vastness of the Australian bush there is someone willing to provide 
an educational opportunity for the needy consumer of learning. The product is available 
everywhere. If no campus is available, the internet will provide access and resources undreamed 
of in times past. In one way or the other, learning is ubiquitous and pervasive.

This explosion of access to learning and information takes place in what John Berger, the great 
art critic and writer, called cultures of progress which are rooted fundamentally in the urban 
landscapes and cities in which most of us now live out our lives. We have unheard of levels of 
efficiency, everyday protection, access to food, heating, lighting, health services, education
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and transport. Yet there is dissatisfaction and discontent with individuals feeling isolated and 
socially excluded from their communities. Berger wrote: “Recently the insulation of the citizen 
has become so total that it has become suffocating. He lives alone in a serviced limbo - hence 
his newly awakened, but necessarily naïve, interest in the countryside.” (Berger 1985) Berger 
argues that we have lost a great deal in the move to an urban and destructive modernism 
and one of the key losses is the sense and feeling that we belong in a community. He says 
we don’t just live our own lives but we also live out the longings of our own century, of our 
own time. Community is one of the longings we have lost and yet here is the paradox: those 
communities which have been left behind by industrialisation and modernism, the forces which 
were supposed to eliminate scarcity, poverty and ignorance, now offer an image of stability and 
continuity - of belonging to a place and to people rooted in a place.

Berger is of the view that that the peasant experience of survival may be better adapted to 
reality than the hopes of either those wishing to extend and consolidate corporate capitalism 
on a world scale or those who want to prolong the uneven struggle against it. This is the 
context then for integrating learning around that older, place-based community that so many 
people appear to value so highly (Pearson 2009). It is both a geographical and emotional 
community that is being evoked here which trades on the identities people seek to preserve 
or invent for themselves. Such communities produce knowledge, understanding and wisdom, 
which has proved itself over millennia and alerts us to the existence of a type of creative non-
fictional knowledge. This requires a cross genre and multiple level approach to what is valued 
as knowledge and experience. It is ethnographic in giving an authentic voice to the subject as 
well as the object of our learning. We can view this as part of an ecological perspective on 
learning.

What then is the content of this kind of learning? Berger does not offer us a method of critical 
teaching or a pedagogy because that is not his aim, but he does show us that there are 
different ways of seeing and thinking about things and this is about learning (Berger 1972). 
He is a story-teller and how we tell our stories matters for who we are and what we want 
to become. The stories we tell about ourselves, and others of course, are to do with how we 
self-create our lives and communities. This is not a pre-ordained process; it has to be made 
by us. It is a social construction made in communities of people with shared experience. This 
is not always a positive shared experience and we cannot deny the existence of conflict and 
difference in shaping our social lives. Life can often be experienced as a struggle between 
people who differ profoundly as to what should be done.  What Berger tells us though, is that 
the past, the present and the future of communities is produced in part in the imagination. 
The function of place, time and imagination in our learning needs therefore to be re-asserted. 
Learning (and education more broadly) is not a one-way transmission of knowledge but an 
active and constructive process. It is not about ‘telling’ and ‘being told’ as Ira Shor, a leading 
exponent of critical pedagogy in America, put it (Shor 1992; 1996). Rather, it is about those who 
learn and want to learn being actively involved themselves in constructing the purposes of their 
learning.

Berger’s work introduces a perspective which is underdeveloped, but often present by 
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implication, when the meaning of community in relation to learning is under review.  This 
perspective concerns itself with the notions of community and ecology, by which is meant the 
potential that may exist for integrating learning and community experience of place, location 
and belonging. Such experience has geographical, ideological, emotional and political levels; it 
is never a single reality but is always imbricated and multi-layered. It forces us to consider also 
how experience and learning take place over generations and over time- what Berger called 
the time of consciousness. Communities are physical places but they are also communities of 
feeling and emotion. They are places of both inclusion and exclusion.

Learning and the ecology of community
Learning is always a contemporary ‘project’ because it takes place in the here and now, in the 
active present; it takes place in particular places and geographies and it is done in particular 
languages and with and through cultural practices by individuals who are members of groups 
and communities. Yet culture and community are deeply problematic; they mean different 
things to different people and change over time, sometimes rapidly and sometimes less so. 

In spite of all the definitional problems associated with the idea of ‘community’ in relation to 
education (Lovett 1982; Anderson 1983), it retains a powerful emotional charge and has great 
meaning for many people. For some it offers the most meaningful framework for modern life. 
We have already noted the paradox that when all else fails it may be community which offers 
some hope of support. The world over, the left behind and rust-belt industrial zones which 
once were economically productive and hugely profitable now represent an unwanted and 
damaging continuity and stability and only in ‘community’ and in social solidarity is resistance 
and an alternative to be found. Increasingly the urban problems of de-industrialisation may 
force attention onto the plight of, and possible solutions provided by peasant and pre-industrial 
cultures which have of course continued to co-exist within and as part of modernity. 

The longing for meaning, for a sense of continuity of past and future, has been focused on 
the remarkable persistence of the village and peasant community. Berger has argued that 
it has relevance for all of us. He suggests that it is not only the future of peasants which is 
now involved in this continuity.  The forces that in most parts of the world are eliminating or 
destroying the peasantry, represent the contradiction of most of the hopes once contained in 
the principle of historical progress. Productivity is not reducing scarcity and the dissemination 
of knowledge is not leading unequivocally to greater democracy. The advent of leisure – in the 
industrialised societies – has not brought personal fulfilment, but greater mass manipulation. 
Berger is clearly of the view that the economic and military unification of the world has not 
brought peace, but genocide (Berger 1985). In another graphic context we can grasp something 
of the dilemmas faced by Australian indigenous peoples who struggle to preserve culture, 
language and knowledge in the face of a destructive modernity and where notions of place, 
land, country and culture are severely contested (Pearson 2009).

In a fast globalising world, the boundaries of one community are constantly erected against 
other communities. It is fear of the ‘loss of community’, which includes the increasing absence 
of personal loyalties, the weakening of family ties, regional ties, community and neighbourhood 
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ties and the loss of trust and sense of belonging, that fuels the growth of communities of 
identity around nation or religion or ethnicity, much of which sets people apart rather than 
bringing them together! (Bauman 2001; Edensor 2002). We need then to consider the more 
general level of the cultural horizons which are open to us if we wish to have an ecology of 
learning which is inclusive of place and geography and which demonstrates the relevance of 
space and time. This is prime territory for learning since it is in the modern and contemporary 
community that experience is shaped and formed;  fragmented though it may be, and 
contested as it is, it is the subject and object of learning and has both physical, material and 
emotional content. ‘Community’ is now to be constructed in our contemporary context of 
modernity, of global communication and surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2019) and the struggle 
for knowledge and learning which equips us with critical thinking designed to produce a better 
human future.

An ecological approach to community would argue that there is a continuing geographical 
basis to most people’s lives (Urry 2002; 2005) and therefore learning and education should 
reflect this fact and be based upon it. Geographical communities and identities generate 
natural learning groups through which learning takes place. Relations between people and 
groups of persons are seen as potent sources of learning and meaning. The elements of 
national space are linked together with recognisable symbols to constitute practical as well as 
symbolic imaginary geographies which confirm the nation as the pre-eminent spatial entity. 
This may be problematical of course where a people defines itself as a nation but has no nation 
state as a defining territory or nothing we can recognise as a state formation. A people or a 
nation can exist without a corresponding state as Connolly (2020) has shown in his study of 
Eastern Europe and as exemplified in the case of Aboriginal Australia (Pearson 2009; Pascoe 
2018). These examples can help us understand our sense of community in relation to our 
sense of the nation which always involves a space and a geography. Our imaginations are 
important elements in defining ideas, concepts and even academic disciplines within the social 
sciences (Moore and Sanders 2014). This means that individuals and groups within a bounded 
geographical community can develop that community’s awareness of itself ‘ecologically’. In 
turn, it means there is recognition of elements working within an interactive and mutually 
inter-dependent system; a system rooted in place, location, geography, culture and in shared 
experience and imagination which makes up a community which evolves and develops. Where 
the boundaries of a learning community lie is, however, a significant issue! Is this done at the 
level of a nation? What in fact are the bonds and boundaries of community and belonging that 
produce shared experience and lay the foundations for an ecology of learning as defined here? 

Despite the fact that there remains considerable ambiguity about the meaning of the word 
‘community’, it is surely apparent that a coherent line of thinking follows from conceptualising 
community in a specific way? Michael Newman (1979) in a classic study of community learning, 
demonstrated that we need to think in terms of specific communities, with their class, gender, 
neighbourhood, ethnic/racial, urban and complex social characteristics. Communities are thus 
a complex whole, made up of a set of minorities and sub-communities, each with its own 
interests. Once we are able to think of specific communities, we are in a position to decide what 
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is realistic and necessary for individual self-expression, group cohesion and collective action. 

Imagining and understanding our cosmos
There is another vitally important aspect of how and what we learn in our journey towards 
understanding our environment and the significance of the place in which we live and die 
- namely the planet Earth! The increasing dangers from climate change and environmental 
degradation are threats to the entire planet and no amount of personal wealth can exempt 
a person from its effects. A number of commentators have described this catastrophe of a 
‘burning world’ and a ‘drowning world’ that is now upon us and not just one in the making 
(Klein 2019). This particular, disastrous future has arrived, sometimes literally on our doorsteps. 
Yet grasping the scale of this issue and of our place as a planet in the wider cosmos and 
scheme of things also requires an imaginative leap of faith and consciousness. 

As a species, humankind has knowledge of its own short-lived life. Each individual is more-
or-less aware of his/her eventual mortality, though naturally we put off the thought whenever 
we can!  Whatever we may believe about an afterlife, it seems clear that we all have only an 
ephemeral life here on the planet. We have to face the finite nature of material life and the 
limited allotment of time given to each individual-each one of us. But to face only death is 
nihilistic even though we know this is the eventual reality for each one of us. A good deal 
of our culture is focussed, one could argue, on avoiding the impending realities of personal 
and collective extinction and therefore we want to embrace ‘life’ - even in its finite nature or 
even because it is ephemeral and finite! Yet the unavoidable question arises - what kind of 
knowledge and what kind of learning is needed for us to understand and apply our increasing 
consciousness of the planet and its immediate vulnerability? What kind of consciousness exists 
of the scientific cosmos and the actual time-limited yet seemingly eternal universe of planetary 
objects in their millions of billions? How do we understand the aeons of evolutionary time (14 
billion years) that preceded our existence today, on this particular planet, at this particular 
brief moment in what cannot be, but seems to be, endless time? This is the point at which 
materialistic science, the rational core of our knowledge since the Enlightenment, and social 
thought in the form of critical social science need to come together. Science equipped with its 
tools of experiment, observation and mathematical analysis can, according to its proponents 
(Dartnell 2018; Greene 2020) reveal our origins and future - finite and cosmically distant though 
it is in both space and time. This is though, according to the science, a universe destined for 
decay. It will end one day, no matter how far away or near that day is! Yet its existence now is 
precisely what is precious to us and demands of us that we understand it as part of our modern 
learning, as part of our rational and scientific thinking, not as myth or religion or as fiction. 
Whereas once the nation was a key spatial category for our identities and our imaginations and 
though we may value greatly the ‘community’ as another, it is now the planet and its place in its 
universe which rationally should be the central focus for our thinking about the future.

How we fit into the hugeness and vastness of time and space established by science in our 
knowledge and consciousness is also a matter of self-reflection and creative imagination. The 
science does not yield us a simple narrative that explains all and everything - far from it. There



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

174

are immense and complex contradictions such as: “We emerge from laws that, as far as we 
can tell, are timeless, and yet we exist for the briefest moment of time … we are shaped by 
laws that seem not to require an underlying rationale, and yet we passionately seek meaning 
and purpose.” (Greene 2020 ibid: xii) We have to give the science meaning and significance 
and this is the crucial task of our culture and of our thinkers. It is the task facing our teachers 
and learners. What we make of our subjective experience in our communities of interest 
and identity in relation to the evolving scientific knowledge of our planet in its cosmos and 
in respect of its existential danger, will depend on the kinds of creative learning and critical 
thinking we evolve for ourselves. This forces upon us then a new imaginative purpose, which is 
to safeguard the future of the planet and the species as a central component of our learning.

Conclusion
The approach to critical thinking and learning outlined in this chapter has outlined some of 
the increasingly urgent concerns of teachers, scholars and learners about the future of our 
societies and the continued existence of our planet. Some of these issues have been termed 
‘wicked’ but in reality they are more than wicked: they are matters of life and death; they are 
existential. The fact we are constantly forced to address them across all boundaries of social 
difference, age and culture suggests that we are experiencing a collective failure of learning. 
George Monbiot has called this “… a crashing lapse in education, that is designed for a world 
in which we no longer live” (Monbiot 2020). By this he means that the economic models upon 
which understanding of our economies and social lives are based have a fundamental mistake 
at their centre. They assume a self-regarding and self-serving version of the human being exists 
at the core of the universe and the natural world; the planet’s ecological variability and fragility 
is simply invisible to them. 

An ecology of learning may well be evolving that would place ecology and planetary systems 
at the heart of the curriculum - therefore at the centre of learning and teaching. Study of 
the habitats which shape all our lives including that of the cosmos could be the platform for 
exploring ecosystems and be central to a new curriculum. 

The issue here is the making in part at least of a new curriculum which puts at the heart of 
learning the actual problems and challenges of the living world. Allied to the notion and reality 
of a critical thinking curriculum (Davies and Nyland 2018) and learner-centred methodology 
(Shor 1980; 1987) we can perhaps see a progressive basis for a better education - one in which 
both content and form of learning is re-shaped to fit a world which knows it must change in 
order to survive. 

However, we ‘see’ current or historical events, there can surely be no doubt that modern 
times present new problems which require new solutions. The past, present and future of 
communities, conceived in positive terms as the creative product of imagination, implies the 
adoption and extension of ways of learning that are compatible with the evolving community 
of experience. This is a significant issue, given the corrosive power of modernism to undermine 
stability and continuity, and the threats to the planet’s very existence as a home for the human 
race. Geographical community and identity-based community are still a powerful organising 
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and framing concepts. They both retain resonance and the power to mobilise our sentiments 
and imaginations. We appear to want to retain them as a locus for our longings and imagined 
pasts and futures. And if this is truly the case then we need to re-think and re-shape our 
attitudes and understandings of what learning is and does for us, specifically in relation to our 
understanding of ‘community’ and the significance of our ecology over time and through space. 
We have suggested that a new ecological education is being signalled whose message for us 
is increasingly clear- that we need to re-assess our identities and belongings in the light of the 
new world that is emerging with great rapidity. The challenge is to understand and transform 
our communities and our learning as part of the solution to our problems. The new and 
imagined future will need new ways of knowing and being and a reformed universal and critical 
curriculum to match it.
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Why is it that in the 21st century the place where a person is born still 

determines their life chance? The purpose of the Global University for Lifelong 

Learning (GULL) is to facilitate self-directed lifelong learning and as one 

response, Richard’s recent book Lifelong action learning: A journey of discovery 

and celebration at work and in the community (2018) outlines how a systematic 

approach can be provided to those who are traditionally excluded - the low 

paid, the marginalised and the millions of people who are living in poverty.   

In this interview for Transform, Richard Teare, co-founder and President of the 

Global University for Lifelong Learning talks about GULL’s non-profit network 

movement that aims to facilitate self-help and its role in a research project that 

aims to develop an inclusive framework for self-directed lifelong learning led 

by a group of South African public universities.

Q: Why did you establish GULL? 
A: During the years when I worked in universities I rarely reflected on the fact that they were 
privileged places and that many of our students came from families where one or more parents 
had been to university. Naturally then, they encourage their children to follow this route for 
better career prospects after graduation. I began thinking more deeply about the concept of 
inclusion during the late 1990s when I first saw for myself the myriad difficulties faced by a 
high proportion of the world’s population in developing countries and in particular, the limited 
educational provision available to them. The experience gained as a professor at four UK 
universities gave me the confidence to set-up the Global University for Lifelong Learning – a 
very different kind of institution that draws on local and traditional knowledge to encourage 
community participants to find solutions to their own problems. 

Q: Why does GULL focus on self-help? 
A: As the poorest say that they can only dream about further and higher education because 
they lack qualifications, money and often educational infrastructure, a different approach was 
needed. This began to take shape during a visit to the UK in 2004 by the newly appointed 
Governor-General of Papua New Guinea (PNG), Sir Paulias Matane. He had grown up in a 
remote subsistence community in East New Britain Province, PNG. As both his parents died 
when he was a young boy, he was raised by his elderly grandparents and at the age of 16, he 
was able to attend school for the first time. He later became a teacher, headmaster, schools 
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inspector and then national superintendent of teacher education. After that, he served his 
country as a permanent secretary, an ambassador and a high commissioner (among other 
roles). Given his disadvantaged background, Paulias had realised early in life that he’d need 
to be focused, disciplined and self-directed, he became an inspirational lifelong learner and 
on 26 May 2004, he was elected as the Eighth Governor-General of PNG. His story is relevant 
to GULL’s work because we try to mirror his journey from poverty by encouraging GULL 
participants to discover and use their human potential to the fullest – first to help themselves 
and their families and second, to help others. This is encapsulated in GULL’s motto: ‘Enabling 
YOU to make a difference in OUR world’. 

Q: How does GULL facilitate self-help? 
A: To provide hope and opportunity we needed to create a credible system that would 
incentivise the excluded to begin a journey that would help them to discover their unique gifts 
and talents, develop them and make practical, tangible changes in their own lives and in the 
communities in which they live. Over several years of discussions with Sir Paulias, we concluded 
that this approach could not be ‘accredited’ in the conventional way and so he and Sir Michael 
Somare, PNG’s founding Prime Minister and the serving Prime Minister at the time, signed a 
‘statement of recognition’ offered in perpetuity for GULL’s professional awards – all of which 
require verification that pathway-specific outcomes have been attained prior to certification. 
Next, we sought to establish a decentralised network as a deliberate strategy to facilitate 
national and local ownership at the lowest possible cost. We wanted to build the network on 
traditional know-how and knowledge so that anyone could participate. GULL’s approach is 
based on what we call action learning pathways. This reflects the idea that learning should be 
an active lifelong journey centred on the unique needs and aspirations of its participants.

It is now more than 11 years since the official launch of GULL on Friday 5 October, 2007, in the 
State Function Room, National Parliament House, Port Moresby, PNG. One of our guests that 
day from the World Bank made a memorable comment on the significance of our initiative. 
In his speech he said: ‘We people from the third world – I’m a Kenyan – often feel like we are 
sinking into a swamp – we lift our hands in the air and hope that someone will come along and 
pull us out. GULL is different – it is like a low hanging branch – you reach up and pull yourself 
out’. I quite often share this explanation because it is simple and clear and by implication, the 
world needs much greater provision for self-help. If the networks were in place to support 
this, people everywhere could contribute what they can afford (avoiding entitlement and 
dependency) and begin a journey towards becoming more confident about what they are 
able to do and more skilled in equipping themselves and responding to life’s challenges. If 
it were easy, it would be happening already - but a shift is needed. Personally, I think that 
there is still too much emphasis on training and not enough on equipping people to find their 
own solutions. This transition requires a system, structure and process – the very things that 
GULL has been refining over the years by working with social entrepreneurs, NGOs and other 
agencies in many communities around the world. 
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Q: Do you have an example that illustrates the value of self-help? 
A: Yes, there are many – some of which are documented on the GULL website - a good 
example of the power of self-directed action learning is illustrated by a project facilitated 
by the international NGO World Vision with GULL in Burundi. Nationally, Burundi struggles 
with high child mortality due to Malaria and malnutrition. In an effort to tackle malnutrition, a 
World Vision facilitator working in a rural area with eight community volunteers had the idea 
of starting a soya milk production facility. The opportunity to participate and become a GULL 
student was met with much enthusiasm by community volunteers and several months on, she 
was working with 105 community volunteers. During a review visit to the soya milk production 
facility 10 months or so after scaling-up the project, community members told us that as an 
outcome of their GULL project, they had eradicated child malnutrition in their commune – a 
claim that was independently verified by World Vision. They had secured this outcome by 
organising the distribution of soya milk to vulnerable children over a wide geographical area 
spanning 29 hills and valleys. They decided initially to distribute soya milk free of charge to 
the parents of sick children and when the problem of malnutrition had been addressed, the 
milk would then be sold to parents to prevent re-occurrence and to ensure that their project 
would be self-funding and sustainable. If families did not have the funds to buy the soya milk, 
the community’s benevolent fund covered the cost and a community team began working 
with the family until they were able to generate enough income to pay for the soya milk from 
their own resources. The soya milk production facility is now producing a cash surplus for the 
community and they have used their profits to increase the production capacity. After securing 
these valuable and tangible outcomes, the soya milk production team had earned their GULL 
professional certificates and many hundreds of people came to witness the certification 
ceremony in a football stadium – the only venue large enough for so many curious and excited 
observers! 

Q: Does GULL work with academic institutions? 
A: Yes and I am hoping that the network of universities using GULL for community engagement 
and service learning will increase in the next year or so. Earlier, I outlined GULL’s mission to 
those without access to conventional forms of further and higher education and as I reflect on 
the highs and lows of our efforts to respond to this challenge, I wondered whether it would 
be possible to work with universities on a new agenda for inclusion. This is with a view to 
shaping a 21st century paradigm for lifelong learning that embraces both traditional notions of 
academic excellence and community-led holistic development. How would it be if universities 
were able to facilitate practical and valuable development in and amongst marginalised 
communities – alongside the excellent work that they are renowned for on the campus? As 
the GULL system is designed for the former purpose and does not compete with academic 
programmes, it can be customized to meet specific needs without affecting its recognised 
status. Further, as a non-profit initiative, it can be operationalised at low cost by universities 
interested in working with GULL. 
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Q: Has GULL’s self-help approach been used in Australia? 
A: Yes. In 2010, Griffith University’s coordinator of community partnerships began to make 
use of GULL’s approach to engage with and enable Samoan community leaders to experience 
action learning for themselves. As a means of sustaining change, project teams embedded a 
system for action learning using the GULL model of community engagement based on equality 
and inclusivity. Our primary objective was to widen access to educational opportunities for 
Samoan families, whose children were reported to be under-achieving at school and under-
represented in higher education. This successful pilot led to the introduction of a university-
sponsored program (initially for Samoan families) that sought to widen the community’s 
participation in higher education. In one of the periodic reviews, a community leader said: ‘I’m 
sure that action learning is the way forward for the community – it liberates people, in the sense 
that at the outset, participants might have relatively low self-esteem and as they journey with 
this, they can move forwards and strengthen their self-image and self-worth. I also think that 
action learning offers the prospect of liberation from poverty because it facilitates a change in 
mindset. It is my belief that unless and until people are liberated from what holds them back, 
they will not develop and progress and I have discovered that the GULL action learning process 
does this’.

Dr Richard Teare can be contacted via the GULL website: 
www.gullonline.org 
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Introduction

It is noteworthy how far we have come in defining and shaping a concept 

of engagement. Universities in Australia are helping to build the future, in 

partnership with others across the globe also, as part of a new economic and 

social order. The scope of issues and themes they are dealing with is literally 

breath-taking. From the intellectual issues of a post-truth world to cities and 

communities of the future Australia and from action strategies for economic 

development to the meaning of civic life – there are insightful and hopefully 

controversial and stimulating debates and ideas put before those involved in 

university engagement … and the general public. Ideas tested in healthy and 

open debate and put into the public domain are the lifeblood of democratic 

engagement. Engagement Australia has been immersed in this culture of 

debate and challenge.

So far so good. We have an array of vital issues before us, each one of which is significant in 
itself. The contributions selected for discussion will help us to think through difficult challenges 
and reach decisions in our ‘heimat’ – our own place and locality and culture where it will be 
meaningful - or not! This is exactly the point in having debates. We should the test the limits 
of understanding and get new illuminations from arguing the case, defending our beliefs and 
meeting the strongest arguments of our opponents. It is vital that we do not all agree, whilst 
providing the open platform for knowledge creation and exchange that ‘engagement’ demands. 
This is EA’s unique role. So much for the process of dialogue and discourse, vital as that is.

However, in looking at the array of matters we are debating, it is clear that we are immersed 
in processes and experiences in the here-and-now which we only partially understand and 
recognise. Yet there is a transformation taking place right now and we are part of it. Such 
transformations can take place below the horizon of awareness. It is possible to be unaware of 
the meaning and significance of what is right before our eyes. Yet there is one theme we surely 
can no longer ignore. It is the one that asserts that the planet itself is in dire circumstances and 
its future existence as our home and heimat is now threatened. If we continue to destroy our 
natural environment and to pollute our seas, rivers, landscapes and forests we shall destroy 
our very means of existence. If we continue to lower our horizon of knowledge and awareness 
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we shall reap the harvest of self-destruction. There is a great transformation to come, and our 
journal discussions, researches and publications within the Engagement Australia ‘family’ are an 
indicator of its presence and of an emerging reality, which is now a pressing force which will not 
be denied (Nyland and Davies 2018).

This transformation is already underway and is evolving under the pressure of and in response 
to perhaps key themes dealt with below, each of which is an aspect of a single and unifying 
concept – that of sustainability of the Earth’s climate and environment. Though the processes 
of engagement are vital, if we ignore or diminish the meaning of the content of the crisis we 
face, we shall be lost and eventually our life and environment will be destroyed by the effects 
of our own actions. The fact is the Earth’s resources are being rapidly depleted and abused as a 
rapacious capitalism, accountable to no authoritative global institution in any democratic way 
we can presently conceive, exploits its capacity to extract and distribute immensely damaging 
productive forces. 

We have made a burning world
“Humanity is waging war on nature. This is suicidal. Nature always strikes back - and it is 
already doing so with growing force and fury. Biodiversity is collapsing. One million species are 
at risk of extinction. Ecosystems are disappearing before our eyes…Human activities are at the 
root of our descent towards chaos. But that means human action can help to solve it.’’ (Antonio 
Guterres, United Nations Secretary General, 2020).

How have we done this terrible thing? The crisis of climate change, so long the object of 
denial by many commentators, has been developing with remorseless speed. Deforestation, 
intensive farming, and soil erosion and loss is creating conditions for irreversible environmental 
breakdown. Food shortages have resulted, accompanied by droughts, floods and hurricanes 
- all of which have the potential to create new mass migration flows which themselves 
create destabilising social and political conflicts. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) in August 2019 noted that 500 million people now live in areas experiencing 
desertification and that people do not stay where they are but migrate to live and survive. A 
quarter of all greenhouse gases are produced by land use and a quarter of ice-free land the 
world over has been degraded by human activity. Carbon dioxide can no longer be absorbed 
by the destroyed forests and nature’s equilibrium has been disturbed - perhaps beyond repair 
as land that could have been used to grow trees has been devoted to unsustainable food 
production.

The climate itself globally shows a life-threatening trend since the 20 warmest years since 
records began in 1850 have occurred in the past 22 years (New Statesman 2019). Extreme 
temperature events and floods have increased exponentially with animal vertebrate populations 
falling by 60 per cent since 1970 and insect populations - vital for a functioning ecosystem - 
declining at an even faster rate. 

The causes of the climate crisis include fossil-fuel burning, rainforest clearing, pollution-emitting 
cars and planes, disastrous land management, and pollution of the seas with waste and toxic 
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plastic residues. The destructive consequences include forest fires, melting ice-caps, extreme 
weather events such as droughts and flash floods, and creation of air pollution in many cities 
around the world with deadly consequences for those forced to breathe it. Global warming has 
been a major consequence, a fact contested by some ecologically destructive corporate and 
political interests (Klein 2019). 

All of this portends the collapse of what we call our civilization (Attenborough 2018; Wallace-
Wells 2019) and we can now envisage, based on the scientific evidence before us, the extinction 
of much of the natural world. How long we have left to avert a major catastrophe is not known. 
Some estimates suggest we have perhaps less than 20 years to restrict global warming to 1.5 
degrees centigrade above pre-industrial levels. The IPCC suggested we have less than a dozen 
years to do this and failure will result in catastrophic food shortages, droughts, floods extreme 
heat events, mass poverty and the mass migration of peoples as they seek a way out. All of 
these eventualities can be seen right now on your local and national news channels, either in 
embryo or as fully fledged crises, depending where you choose to look.

The situation in Australia is particularly apposite. In December 2019 fires surrounding Sydney 
brought choking smog to the region and the Premier of New South Wales said the entire 
coastline of the state was on fire (Guardian 2019). More than 830,000 acres had burned. Long 
term low rainfall, drought and above-average temperatures meant major disruptions to social life 
including the closure of schools and beaches due to poor air quality.

On the global scale, how long can we ignore the continued and wanton destruction of the 
Brazilian-Amazon Basin rain forest? A far-right government is bent on exploiting its resources 
and deforestation is proceeding relentlessly such that Brazil’s own National Institute for Space 
Research recorded an increase in deforestation by 278 per cent year-on-year, equalling some 
870 square miles. Carbon emissions cannot be countered without the force of the world’s last 
great forests being kept in play and indeed increased. Meanwhile, the American President 
withdrew the USA from the 2015 Paris Agreement on Climate Change notwithstanding the 
opposition of a clear majority of US voters. The USA is the world’s largest carbon polluter after 
China but its moral and strategic presence is also crucial and in this its absence is equally as 
critical to our global future.

In all of this litany of complaint and distress, it is clear that the worst burden of our failure to 
act will fall on the world’s poor. They are least able to mitigate the failure of decarbonisation, 
the pollution by plastic of the world’s oceans, the desertification of previously arable land, 
the impact of natural disasters (which are ‘man-made’ to be truthful) the rising sea levels, the 
melting of the polar ice-caps, the disappearance of the world’s glaciers and the devastating 
effects of war and conflict. And the poor cannot simply be kept beyond the pale, outside the 
gates and underneath the horizon of awareness (Crawford 2015). The World Bank has estimated 
that as many as 143 million people could be displaced by the climate crisis by 2050 (Guardian 
2019). They will insist on joining us if their lives are unbearable in their homelands so that 
migration and diasporic movements will be the future for us all. As Stuart Hall taught us, we shall 
have to understand not only ‘roots’- where we came from - but ‘routes’ - where and how we got 
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here and sustain ourselves as part of the modern discourse on mixing and coping within a multi-
racial and multi-ethnic world where instability constantly imposes itself on us (Hall 2107 a). 

The environmental crisis is a social and economic crisis
Our argument is that the ecological crisis of our planet is also concurrently the crisis of our 
democratic life, values and future. The social democratic forms of the post-Second World War 
world have been by-and-large successful in the westernised economies. Universal public service, 
for example, is accepted by all shades of political opinion and the sense that there are victories 
out there to be won through progressive struggles has not substantially diminished in recent 
times, in spite of the growth of populist movements whose tenor seems to be harking back to 
previous eras of authoritarianism and even fascism. Few advanced economies debate whether 
to extend education, though most now contest who gets elite instruction as the preferred route 
to social and economic advancement for individuals. The debate is surely more often over the 
means of achieving a high quality of life and high living standards rather than over the overall 
social goals of any given society or nation state. At least that has been part of orthodox social 
thinking in recent decades when the ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 1992) or the struggle over 
competing visions of the purpose of social life have been declared redundant.

Yet looking back, as we are wont to do when a current crisis is upon us, we see that global 
capitalism from the early 1800s produced not only an unheard of expansion of production of 
goods and services but also massive social dislocations. Urbanisation spread the great killer 
diseases of cholera and typhus amongst many others. Disruption and dislocation have been the 
common experience of many succeeding generations. The centuries old links between global 
capital and carbon (oil, gas, mineral extraction) show few signs of diminishing as the world’s 
fastest-growing economies commit themselves to continued investment in oil, coal and gas. 
Saudi Aramco, which is the most valuable, most profitable and most polluting company of all 
time, and which has recently launched itself on the public market, is perhaps the prototypical 
example of carbon addiction by state sponsored and globalised yet national capitalism. This 
company, protected by its autocratic state and its profitability, seems immune to the climate 
and pollution debate. It faces no political pressure from its owners or neighbours in the region 
to address the carbon issue and its own role in an accelerating world crisis, heading for disaster. 
A recent analysis of this situation stated that: “A year that has seen the most determined green 
investor activism, fossil fuel divestments and climbing climate targets will end with the largest 
single fossil-fuel binge in investment history” (Observer 2019). 

It is surely no accident that the most renowned climate change deniers are also the most 
voracious exponents of unfettered and market-driven, profit-focussed, unsustainable and 
irresponsible forms of capitalism. We have seen, for example, the growth of climate scepticism 
and climate change denial. Two factors are interesting in this respect. First, there exists a network 
of think tanks whose donors profit from the plundering and exploitation of natural resources and 
second, there is a growing body of research linking a particularly reactionary form of masculinity 
to climate change denialism (O’Brien 2019). Our modern industrialised society is itself threatened 
by the environmental breakdown we can now so clearly see is above the horizon, so that the 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

188

geographic provenance of climate change has social effects across the globe. The older forms of 
domination including those over nature and of women in exploitative and abusive relationships 
cannot be sustained. Denialism, argues O’Brien, amounts to a strange form of identity politics 
among those who feel threatened by the sweeping changes that environmental breakdown 
makes necessary. O’Brien has suggested that our mechanisation of the natural world sanctioned 
the domination of both nature and women, leading to a hierarchy that subordinated both. These 
questions of social identity and social structure and consciousness have begun to play a more 
significant role as awareness of the growing climate and ecological threats increases. 

The European economies and many others beyond have changed in ways that make collective 
policies on which the traditional ‘liberal’ centre-left was based less effective. The unionised 
industries of the industrial revolution have gone in large part and manufacturing has been ceded 
to the former ‘third world’ in favour of services being produced in the ‘western economies’. 
Public ownership has largely given way to private sector initiative, though often backed by 
public interests in the political sphere.

It can be argued that the post-communist and post-fascist world, in Europe at least and 
probably far beyond, has liberated a new political dimension where the choices are not the 
extremes or the old centre ground. New political realities around identity, race, ethnicity, gender 
and around the nearly ubiquitous but often suppressed theme of migration and diaspora have 
emerged (Hall 2017 b).

The broadening of the political spectrum has proceeded hand-in-hand with a fragmentation of 
identities on which the former middle ground of the centre-left was built. Studies of social class 
in the 21st century (Savage 2015) show the fragmentation of the traditional working and middle 
classes and the rise of new hybrid categories such as ‘new affluent workers’. Spiralling levels of 
social inequality are re-making social classes but not in the image of the past. Social classes arise 
from inequalities in distinctive kinds of capital, including economic, social and cultural capitals, 
and universities themselves play a growing role in the generation of powerful elites.

Today the divergence of interests , the decline of the older heavy industries and the growth of 
successful ‘new’ computer and media focussed locations are widening the divisions between 
the blue-collar workers in the declining industrial towns and the booming service-sector cities 
which employ the creative and cosmopolitan elites. Creative and burgeoning places such as 
London, Berlin, Melbourne and Copenhagen can be contrasted with places such as Rotterdam, 
Malmo and Lille. Bradford can be contrasted with Media City in Salford/Manchester; Pittsburgh 
or Detroit with Seattle. Whereas once the industrial and the ‘commercial ‘centres were united in 
their support for social democratic policies, they now appear divided by the politics of identity 
and difference. The cultural centres are internationalist and socially libertarian whereas the older 
industrial sites and cities display nationalist and socially conservative tendencies. In the United 
Kingdom it has been said that the deepest divisions are around immigration and the European 
Union. Social democratic parties have of course attempted to co-opt the political voice or at 
least the votes of the migrant and ethnic communities yet the failure of traditional parties to 
satisfy large swathes of populations who feel oppressed or threatened by these developments 
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is legion. The exponential rise of the far and ultra-right wing parties in Europe is testimony to 
this and the open liberal countries we anticipated following the collapse of authoritarian and 
undemocratic states signalled in the ending of communist regimes in Europe have evolved 
into torment over migration and identity. The European experience is not of course a universal 
one but it remains a powerful beacon for a wider world undergoing similar profound shifts in 
economic and social development and in the consciousness that arises to make sense of what is 
happening.

What has been evoked here is not just a fear of the unknown. Nobody knows what will happen 
to the world’s economy in a decade from now but there is a visceral fear of lack of control felt 
by the many about the near future. Parents do not know that their children will be able to find 
meaningful and rewarding lifelong work; they do not know that their children will be able to 
afford to buy or rent a house; they do not know that the planet will be sustainable for their 
grand-children. What they want, however, is clear, and it involves a combination of security, 
opportunity and the drive for self-determination. The onset of mass migration right across 
Europe (and the world) as a form of diasporic re-settlement has thrown the older cultural and 
social constructions into disarray. Communities are not what they once were. Politics have 
thrown up unanticipated divisions and all of this has brought to light the question of who 
belongs and by what right to the nation. This question itself presupposes another: can the nation 
decide to close its borders and exercise control over who joins or is prevented from so doing?  

These factors are an important part of the context in which we must develop our knowledge 
and awareness of the climate crisis and ecological disaster which threatens us. This is the most 
compelling and urgent issue of our time. We have written before of the need for critical thinking 
because there is a crisis of believability and trust in modern societies (Nyland and Davies 2018; 
Davies and Nyland 2019). The misunderstanding of the modern crisis is a major issue in its own 
right, though its real importance lies in the transformative power of critical knowledge, rooted 
in science and openness, and applied within a democratic milieu. Only through harnessing and 
broadcasting our views and findings within a democratic dialogue can we move forward to 
addressing the key issues with public support, freely given and within a context of challenge 
which can lead to change. This process also has a vital content. We need to understand the 
science of our planet but equally we need to understand the social science of our communities 
and societies. Engagement cannot be done without engaged thinking and so a new approach 
to how knowledge is formulated and used in our educational institutions is called for. Its proper 
object is surely the crisis facing humankind. Above all, knowledge and action in this matter, 
which is about our actual survival as a species-being on this, our only planet, must reflect our 
shared commitment to a fairer and more just society - key values in the engagement songbook 
surely.

Averting the disaster
There are many things to be done to avert the impending disaster and many of these must 
necessarily be done by those in government and industry. Those at the coal-face will have to close 
the coal faces. However, there are things we can do to change awareness and consciousness, 
bearing in mind that our context of engagement brings its own specific challenges. 
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First, we must visualise change, and for this we must recognise that a change of values and 
behaviour must evolve. Even where values are held to be ‘unchangeable’ and universal they 
must be challenged. Equity and fairness as well as autonomy and self-determination must 
be the keynote for a sustainable world - a world which is now globalised and interdependent 
economically.

Second, we must acknowledge the sustainable goals for the ‘wicked issues’. Poverty reduction, 
hunger amelioration, equal health chances, decent work, responsible consumption, climate 
change action, sustainable cities and social justice are all listed as part of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations. This is a world issue of which we are a 
part, right here and now and right here in your hometown. This is a ‘heimat’ issue for each 
community and neighbourhood across the globe. No-one can afford to ignore the challenge 
because it is quite simply coming your way.

Third, we need a new social contract which is not rooted in the fundamental idea of a self-
regulating market, and which may only have needed trade deals between the great global 
economies to be effective. The old idea that somehow markets could be dis-embedded from 
the old institutions of a society and operate independently must be challenged. That the 
growth of the world economy has left behind vast areas and many, many millions of people is 
the great challenge of economic sustainability. Education is the third largest generator of GDP 
in Australia and has a vital economic role to play, and we do well to ask of it - how will you help 
the new social contract to succeed?

Fourth, the new social contract requires a social debate in which we can address the structural 
issues of economic change and regeneration, the issues of climate change and carbon 
emissions, the impact of global migrations in response to environmental degradation, global 
warming , sea-level changes and the need to equalise power. Voluntarism, the role of ‘third 
sector’ economic actors, cooperativism and a ‘responsible capitalism’, accountable for its 
depredations and environmental destructions is envisaged. The social debate will require new 
ways of seeing and new ways of conceptualising the problems we face. We shall need to have 
critical thinking embedded in our curricula and a new approach to learning for adaptability and 
survival in a changing and threatening world.

Fifth, we need to acknowledge that place will continue to play a vital role in our future even 
though we shall be interconnected globally. Care for the land and for cultural landscapes should 
be central to our concerns and be as much the focus for investment and social innovation as 
the metropolitan centres. Governance and leadership is at issue here and it needs to change!

Sixth, the great transformation underway beneath our feet is also and simultaneously a 
technological and digital revolution. Knowledge has exploded into availability and the 
knowledge industry seems to be part of everyone’s future. We have yet to fully understand the 
implications and consequences of this and the jury is out on whether we are to be ‘liberated’ or 
‘imprisoned’ in our digitalised futures. What is clear though is that we are unlikely to succeed in 
engagement without having a new conception of how knowledge is organised and owned and 
controlled. For this we need new approaches to the curriculum which are open and critical; we 
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need to be active subjects in this and not merely the objectives and consumers of a technology 
and content made somewhere else.

Can we seize back the debate?
Our presentation of the above issues focuses essentially on two key issues - that of 
environmentalism and that of neo-liberalism. The latter refers to the growth of a new ‘laissez-
faire’ economic world order which has sought to remove trade barriers wherever they might be 
found. It was a globalising movement envisaging a one world culture which was unstoppable, 
universally found everywhere and inevitable. Tony Blair, a British Prime Minister who showed 
awareness of world affairs, reportedly said, on being asked to debate globalisation, you might 
as well debate whether winter follows autumn. The threatened fragility of the local and of 
the unique value of belonging somewhere specific has always been asserted in response to 
the juggernaut of globalism, though its success can be doubted in many cases. Globalisation 
signalled the end of history, many believed. At least that seemed the case until 2008 when the 
global financial crash appeared to derail globalising financial capitalism and ‘the end of the end 
of history’ re-asserted itself. Change might be possible again it was thought (Kingsnorth 2017) 
but it did not always produce the anticipated results.

It might be thought that the failures of neo-liberalism and the oncoming environmental crisis 
would have armed those who wanted rational solutions to climate change and a socially just and 
fairer future, especially for the poor and dispossessed of the world? Reality asserted a different 
outcome, however, and collective and often toxic national populism (Eatwell and Goodwin 2018) 
asserted itself through ciphers such as Donald Trump against internationalism and ‘globalism’. 
Many nationalist voters in the West felt that their community was under existential threat. Strong 
leaders were looked for and resort taken to the perceived threats from large-scale, uncontrolled 
migration and from Islamist terrorist attacks which occurred in many places in this period. Ethnic 
identities were resorted to in the hope that certainty and stability might be restored. Things 
beyond mere money such as a sense of belonging or adherence to fundamentalist religion held 
sway. These were not the outcomes desired by those who wished to reform a society where 
justice, peace and equity were (and are) in short supply (Hall ibid: 2017 a).

If we are now living in the ‘anthropocene age’ (Gaia Vince 2014) where the mass extinction of 
species as a result of human activity is an impending possibility, we need to move beyond the 
idea of self-regulating markets and neo-liberal economics. The accelerating climate crisis is 
destroying our means of future existence; it is an existential crisis rather than a crisis of business 
investment choices in which we find ourselves. The Anthropocene age is the time when we 
may be in an irreversible and destructive degradation of our planetary resources, including 
our human environments. The ever-worsening truths can no longer be simply ignored. The 
science now needs a cultural and social interrogation of the new realities, and new alternatives 
are the only solution (Findlay and Findlay 2019). This is surely an agenda beyond all others for 
Engagement Australia? The universities are the best repositories of knowledge and critique 
and it is time for them to use their resources for the benefit of planetary survival. What could 
be more important for those of us employed to think and teach and research? Can we seize 
back the debate by recovering the learning spirit and critical thinking many associate with our 
universities? (Davies and Nyland ibid: 2019).



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

192

The importance of sustainable development
Climate catastrophe, a loss of trust in institutions, the growth of public and private anxiety and 
the failure of an economy devoted to a narrow focus on growth, regardless of its true cost, 
are the challenges facing us at the end of the second decade of this century (Guterres 2019). 
All of the themes dealt with in this article are embedded within the concerns of Engagement 
Australia and all of them are in effect ‘hypotheses’ to be tested, debated and changed as we try 
to define and solve problems together. What cannot be denied, we believe, is the proposition 
that the great transformation to come is underway and that the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals are a rubric within which our work can be coherent and focussed, and thus 
help us achieve a truly transformative idea of university engagement.

A stable and equitable future can best be built on the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
adopted by world leaders in 2015. These goals address the challenges of climate crisis, poverty, 
environmental degradation and the deadline to achieve them is only 10 years away!

The outline of the SDGs is graphically pictured below:



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

193

According to the secretary general of the United Nations, Antonio Guterres, in spite of some 
lessening of world poverty and better access to decent work and energy the world is seriously 
off-track in meeting the goals. “Hunger is rising, half the world’s people lack basic education 
and healthcare, women face discrimination and disadvantage everywhere” (Guterres 2019).

Sustainable development will require both private businesses and public authorities to find new 
ways forward for investment in renewable clean energy and food sources. Guterres is one of 
those who puts faith in the capacity of business to address many of the needs for a low-carbon 
economy. Sustainability may not be incommensurate with competitiveness and the ever-
growing global economy devoted to growth. It is surely an act of faith, however, rather than 
one rooted in evidence that it is ethically possible and makes good business sense to invest in 
sustainable equitable development.

At this increasingly late stage in the climate debate and facing a world that burns, there is 
undeniably a question of urgency and the need for reform and change. The fossil-fuel age 
is coming to an end and we must end the war with the natural world that has fuelled our 
economies for generations. We all live in a place. We all seek a heimat where our cultural 
identity is tied into our ecological identity. These things we value must be fought for and 
defended if we are to have a future. Nothing could or should be more engaging.
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Introduction

Aboriginal people have been described as traumatised, dispossessed and 

corrupted by racism and contemporary welfare state dependency, and this 

cannot just be ascribed to the history of colonial development (Pearson 2009). 

There is a worldwide issue of the economic and cultural rights of indigenous 

people being extinguished. A clash of material and cultural interests, where 

one set seems intent on driving the other to extinction, seems unavoidable. 

Richard Trudgen in his memorable book ‘Why Warriors Lie Down and Die’ (2000) states 
that the root cause of the ‘diseases of development’ for indigenous people is loss of control. 
Strategies can be developed to counter this, but it requires education and re-education 
focussed on many factors. The argument developed in this paper is that the modern world 
needs new knowledge that can build solidarity based in self-determination and self-esteem, 
which is rooted in the indigenous communities. It is knowledge and learning for all of us that 
will bring back control to indigenous people.

There is a knowledge issue which cuts both ways - to traditional and local ‘cultural knowledge’ 
and to the rational and ‘scientific’ westernised knowledge which ‘universally’ transforms, 
although in unequal ways, our economies and societies. Can traditional Aboriginal knowledge 
and culture, what we might call indigenous knowledge systems (IKS) respond to the forces 
of modernism and dynamic global capitalism which threaten to overwhelm it? A people who 
have persisted for some 60,000 years in the face of the harshest of challenging ‘country’ must 
have a great deal to teach us, including who we are. It is this indigenous knowledge, intimately 
connected to Aboriginal ‘identity’ which Australian society and Engagement Australia needs to 
re-assess.

Identity questions as the conjuncture
The current population of Australia is substantially mixed with black, white, Asian, European, 
Anglo-Celtic, Slavic and many other ethnic, racial and cultural groups having sought and been 
given the opportunity to forge a new and different life and identity from that of their origins. 
What cannot be denied is that, whether indigenous or migrant, each individual has various 
identities which are layered and imbricated. Group identity can form around characteristics 
such as ethnicity, age, geography, religion, place of birth and linguistic affiliation, and individual 
identities around regional, professional, recreational and political affiliations. Some identities 
are shared with some members of a group and some are not. Different cultural markers such as 
dress, style, hair, music and language can signal an identity or belonging and can indicate the 
boundaries between different groups of people. Who we are or who we are seen to be matters 
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enormously just as who we can be, the possibility of becoming someone else or something 
else, is often the reason we are forced to engage with change. What is noteworthy is the fact 
that if we reduce the complexity of identity to a single feature, we reduce its capacity to help 
us understand and to overcome the challenges of identity and the need to overcome the 
monocultural nativism which has impacted on many nations across the world (Hughes 1992; 
Pearson 2009; Hall 2017; Eatwell and Goodwin 2018).

Yet as Noel Pearson states: “Australia is a country shared by two peoples” (ibid: 327). The 
non-indigenous and the indigenous are the two Australian peoples and they do not live in a 
united sovereign state in equality with each other. It is clear that within these two categories 
the indigenous peoples contain different ‘nations’ (that is, clusters of distinctive linguistic and 
cultural groups) and that the non-indigenous groups embrace many kinds of cultural and ethnic 
identities, reflecting their diverse origins outside Australia. The problem for indigenous people 
living in the advanced welfare state that is contemporary Australia is that there is no need to 
maintain the traditional economy and lifestyle. There has been a breakdown of the economic 
basis of Aboriginal society and their cultural forms. Traditional cultural forms and practices have 
become a matter of choice and are no longer an economic necessity, as passive welfare has 
undermined and corroded the traditional lifestyle.

We must therefore ask some difficult questions of ourselves: how did we get where we are 
and how do we understand this? How can we fully grasp the complexity of the ethnic, national 
and cultural diversity in which we now live? Which ideas are in use when we think about how 
our identities make us what we are? These are not just questions of geography and history but 
of identity and awareness (Jenkins 2004). The maintenance of cultural identity by Australia’s 
indigenous peoples through European colonisation, environmental challenges and post-colonial 
racism is a story of resilience against the odds. Josephine Flood calls it “one of the great human 
stories of all time” (Flood 2019: xi). Does this story not need to be told and re-told in the 
context of the very real demands of modernity and the future-facing needs of Australia itself? 
Is this not a key part of our sense of engagement which links our past with our common future?

Questions arise such as what will the future Australian identity be? How do people in a mixed 
and varied society with many different communities and ethnicities secure their common 
identity? There is no single or simple answer to these questions. Identity is immensely complex. 
The original Australians were possibly the most multilingual peoples in the world (Flood ibid: 
172) and the sheer variety and abundance of traditions defies any easy description of people 
spread across an immense continental distance and landscapes of astonishing variety. Yet this 
society showed remarkably similar social and economic organisation everywhere across the 
land. After some 200 years and more contact with the incoming world, it faces a daunting 
challenge along with the remainder of a rapidly diversifying and modernistic Australia, which 
tells itself it is a multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society with its own distinctive history and 
identity. 

The implications, though not the details, are clear. There will be a new and radically changed 
sense of identity and belonging for Australians. Only a new ‘conjuncture’ (Hall 2017) which 
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recognises the plurality of our lives and identities (Sen 2007) can radically re-order the actual 
and symbolic relations and hierarchies of these existing and emerging peoples. We do not want 
just a plurality of monocultures, existing side-by-side as it were as parallel lives, but we need a 
conjuncture where different cultures come together and interact. A monoculture has a single 
dominant affiliation and - whether that be religion or race or ethnic belonging - it cannot in 
itself and by itself reconcile diverse and layered identities which exist beyond it. Above all, for 
our questions about future identity, what role will the history and current state of the Aboriginal 
people play in the intended common future?

It is clear that without some reconciliation of the social and economic ‘interests’ of Aboriginal 
people with those of the broader Australian population there can be no resolution of the 
injustices planted historically and nurtured through the generations. Aboriginal people need 
jobs, careers, income and opportunities in their own communities as well as recognition of their 
culture. And we should not overlook a modest fact pointed out by Neal Pearson (2009 ibid: 
338) - some of the most interesting and valuable outcomes of our history and culture happen 
at the interface between cultures.

Frameworks for understanding 
Our concern with indigenous knowledge immediately encounters matters of ethnic, cultural and 
racial diversity. The Australian kaleidoscope of peoples is positively tangible but the encounter 
with how a peoples’ knowledge and culture is treated by a majority with a predominantly 
different culture is problematical. One of the keys to unlocking the power of universities is 
through the application of critique or frameworks for critical thinking. We have assumed, perhaps 
wrongly, that our western scientific knowledge corresponds to the world out there, yet the 
‘burning world’ (Klein 2019; Davies and Nyland 2020) we have seen in Australia recently has 
forced us to re-assess the adequacy of our thinking and, importantly, our ideas about practical 
knowledge and the destruction of our environment. In this we have much to learn from the 
Aboriginal culture and peoples. 

One way to make sense of very complex and diverse subjects such as identity and consciousness 
and culture is to construct and apply what we can call ‘frameworks’. These can be simply ways 
of ordering and recording experiences and sentiments (Neitzel and Welzer 2012; Doherty 2009; 
Outhwaite 2016). Frameworks help us understand the taken-for-granted assumptions which lie 
behind our thinking and actions. These frameworks are of course a version of the ‘paradigms’ and 
paradigm shifts that track the growth of and inform the analysis new social knowledges (Seidman 
1998: 253). Roger Hart in his ground-breaking work on environmental development offers us a 
choice of growth-centred and people-centred models (Hart 1997: 7) with which to analyse key 
assumptions we make about community and environmental development. Drawing on these 
sources and insights, we anticipate the frameworks provided below can yield some sense of how 
the social backdrop through globalisation and industrial growth impacts on local and people-
centred communities possessing their own knowledge systems.
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Noel Pearson (ibid: 325) evokes this second level or framework through the term ‘peoplehood’ 
and he asserts that it is an intermediate level of social organisation that is positioned between 
close–knit units such as family and kinship groups, and the universalism which underpins the 
identity people find with, for example, ethnic or religious groups. We can also contrast the 
peoplehood dimension of local communities with the universalism of a global community 
which might claim, for example, universal human rights or be a global universal community of 
internet users. These frameworks of understanding also shape our view of our own history. To 
gain the clearest view we suggest there is a need to re-negotiate our history and biographies in 
the light of the possibilities offered in both the people-centred and the scientific frameworks. 
For universities this may mean a critical revision of conceptions of learning is needed and the 
creation of a more creative and diverse higher education curriculum (Davies and Nyland 2018).

TABLE 2.

FRAMEWORKS

Industrial/scientific growth People-centred/indigenous knowledge 
systems (IKS)

• Knowledge is formal and 
recorded with limited access to it

• The earth’s resources are finite and there are 
limits to how people can enhance them

• Knowledge belongs to those with 
qualifications • Those who control resources also control power

• Almost all products can be 
bought and sold in the market

• The needs of the poor and communities are 
recognised

• Sustainability is about ever-
increasing growth of economic 
capacities

• Inclusive and socially just communities are 
essential to an inclusive global system

• Economic and social interests 
drive progress and development

• Security and identity are vital for families and 
communities

• The earth’s physical resources are 
inexhaustible • Culture is performed

• Western science and industry will 
provide ever new possibilities for 
growth

• Oral traditions are valued

• Waste and destruction can be 
absorbed indefinitely

• Knowledge of the environment is key to 
producing a livelihood

• Consumerist norms rule our 
desires - poverty is only adequate 
growth

• Control of resources is done locally

• The liberal market economy can 
drive growth and living standards • Economic interests and identities are reconciled



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

199

The original Australians and the contemporary world
First contact: worlds apart

The first recorded contacts between Europeans and mainland Aborigines in the closing years of 
the 17th century exposed a “chasm of misunderstandings” (Flood ibid: 7). Aboriginal men did not 
carry burdens and would not work for the explorers whilst women carried household items and 
small children when moving camp. Selling their labour had no part in Aboriginal life. Cultural life 
was conservative for the vast majority of Aboriginal people. Arnhem Land stands out as a major 
exception where cultural adoption and extensive trading by the Yolngu people with the outside 
world took place.

Cultural conservatism and change 
Traditional Australian art and culture is largely unchanged from the ice-age and its patterns of 
life were exceptionally successful in sustaining life over at least a 60,000-year period. Pascoe 
(2018: 41) goes even further than this and supports a contention of 80,000 years and more as 
the exceptional period of settlement of Aboriginal Australians. This would suggest that Australia 
was populated some 10,000 years before the ‘Out of Africa’ theory states that modern humans 
began to leave Africa to populate the globe. What cannot be contested is the immense periods 
of time indigenous people occupied the continent and the relative isolation from other groups 
of peoples and their cultures. Mainland Australia saw no major innovations such as pottery 
production or use of metals, and whilst non-indigenous people tend to see this as stagnation or 
backwardness, Aboriginal people disagree and are proud of their conservatism and the longevity 
and unchanging character of their spiritual beliefs and cultural, social and economic practices. 
They have the oldest enduring religion and the most ancient living culture; it is essentially 
unchanged says Flood (ibid: 31) since its beginnings in the Dreaming. In 1788 at the First Fleet 
point of contact with the British, this was a low-density population estimated at perhaps 0.5 
million people in a land mass the size of the continental United States. The frontier conflicts and 
new diseases reduced the Aboriginal population to an estimated 60,000 by 1921. Australia was 
the last inhabited continent to be colonised and its people were regarded as being nomads with 
a stone-age material culture and primitive ‘nakedness’. The uncultivated and seemingly infinite 
supply of land was seen to be ownerless and could be legally colonised without a treaty with the 
inhabitants. 

This then is the historical context for our current debate - profoundly different conceptions 
of what life means and deep, existential differences between peoples and their cultures. 
Britain’s own sense of its historic destiny and role would shape white Australian sensibilities for 
generations to come. These were focussed on mono-ethnic and racialised conceptions of what 
‘civilised’ people were and on the eradication of the ‘barbarism‘ of colonised people (Hall 2017). 
A sense of innate superiority was the lens through which the early British encountered what they 
wished to believe was a nearly empty land. Most did not consider the evidence of an existing 
economy and society because they knew that it was about to be replaced by one they knew 
through their ideology of race and destiny to be superior in every respect.

TABLE 2.

FRAMEWORKS
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This is not to argue that this process was uncontested by First Peoples themselves (Pascoe 
ibid: 8-9) or that evil simply dwelt in the hearts of all those who successfully colonised and 
controlled the land and resources. Frontier encounters rarely took place across clear boundaries 
and the scope for misunderstanding on both sides was great, but as Philip Jones (2018: 4) 
argues: “Europeans were rarely on the Aboriginal frontier for philanthropic purposes.” That a 
bloody attempt at ethnic cleansing and extermination occurred at times and places cannot be 
denied, and its repercussions carry on with us to this day. Yet paradoxically, according to Flood 
(ibid: 49) there was a desire for peaceful co-existence and reconciliation in race relations in 
Australia going back to the very beginning of colonisation.

If the physical colonisation of the land and resources was contested, so too is the historical 
story of just how Aboriginal peoples existed in the landscape and how they organised their 
economic and social life. For example, the absence of widespread cultivation of crops and 
domestication of farm animals in traditional First Peoples’ cultures was viewed as evidence 
of the lack of engagement in complex agriculture (Gammage 2012). This viewpoint and the 
misunderstandings around it are today seriously and vigorously contested. The whole subject 
deserves specific treatment since it lies at the heart of colonial exploitation of the land and the 
later justifications of unequal treatment of First Peoples. The expropriation of land rights and 
ownership, and the diminution of indigenous resources and culture which accompanied this 
process, is central to the story of modern Australia. The notion that Aboriginal people were 
simply hunter gathers gained traction. Yet there is evidence that wild seeds and grains were 
extensively propagated, cultivated, harvested, stored and traded by Aboriginal people and 
that prior to colonisation an extensive and sophisticated agriculture was present with food 
surpluses being produced - normally a characteristic of sedentary agriculture (Pascoe 2018: 32). 
However, the onset of western agricultural methods and practices eradicated local traditions 
and dispossession of the knowledge of local grain production and the food sources associated 
with them went side-by-side with the wider dispossession led by a people with a burning desire 
to acquire land and possessing modern weaponry, advanced technology and metallurgy, and 
organisational skills.

We appear to be confronted by contrasting, not-to-say contradictory views on life at the dawn 
of the new reality of invasion and colonisation. It may well be the case that that pre-colonial 
Australia was neither a paradise nor utopia. According to Flood frequent starvation, hunger and 
exposure was characteristic of First People’s lives. Furthermore, violence and cruelty by native 
men against women and children was considered shocking by the first colonists. The Australia 
the British began to discover two hundred years ago had a culture which in their judgementally 
harsh terms was only on a downward trajectory. Yet, it has been noted that Australia was a 
remarkably homogenous society for a continent with such a variety of environments. Basic 
social and economic organisation was everywhere the same, states Josephine Flood (ibid 2019: 
202). 2000 generations saw little change in the hunter-gatherer way of life. Ultimately though 
there was conflict over land and its use and a cultural chasm between peoples. Georgian Britain 
and Aboriginal Australia were worlds apart. The indigenous people would not be allowed to 
stand in the way of ‘progress’; interests and identities were in conflict right from the beginning.
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Questions of land: the making and meaning of the landscape
Gammage (2012) in his immensely detailed study argues that native Australians used fire to 
create the landscape that the 1788 incomers saw and took to be a natural phenomenon. He 
states: “Comparing forests in 1788, 1900 and 2000 would show a tree kaleidoscope, never 
the same.” He goes on to say: “Across Australia newcomers saw grass where trees are now, 
and open forest free of undergrowth now dense scrub.” (ibid: 6) Over tens of thousands of 
years generations of indigenous people all over Australia and Tasmania created grassland, 
woodlands, rain and eucalypt forests. He suggests, for example: “To convert eucalypts to 
grass, people had to let fuel build up so fires could run, but burn often enough to kill seedlings 
and maintain this over many generations until the old trees died. Burning most eucalypts 
every 2-4 years would in time make grassland, while burning a little less often would let some 
saplings survive and create open woodland.” This was a complex and sophisticated system of 
managing the environment. The extent and variety of the landscape with its open grasslands, 
differing woodlands and variety of plant life was the result of the application of different fire 
regimes requiring great complexity because many plants need particular and distinct types of 
fire applied at the right time in the year and with the right frequency and intensity. And this 
was more than using fire to help plants thrive. Gammage suggests that early settlers were 
struck by the aesthetic qualities of some landscapes which clearly reminded them of desirable 
and perhaps idealised landscapes at home. They found: “Trees planted as if for ornament, 
alternating wood and grass, a gentleman’s park, an inhabited and improved country, a civilised 
land … Much of Australia was like this in 1788. After ‘bush’, the most common word newcomers 
used about Australia was ‘park’.” (Gammage ibid: 14).

Extensive tracts of park land were common and widely distributed at the start of the colonial 
period and few if any of the colonisers thought such a landscape could have been produced 
by the native people. To have given credence to such a belief would have been to recognise 
qualities in the indigenous populations that were not commensurate with the Europeans’ desire 
to acquire land and resources. Gammage states that it seemed preposterous to the Europeans 
that Aborigines might have created a landscape suited to ‘gentry’ rather than to shiftless 
wanderers who seemed to have no definite claim to ownership of the land (as viewed through 
a Eurocentric lens belonging to land hunters and land grabbers). The newcomers had no use for 
a people and culture which wanted the world to be left as it was. As they saw it, the indigenous 
people: “… bestowed no labour upon the land and that – and that only - it is which gives a right 
of property to it” (Sydney Herald 1838 in Gammage ibid: 309).

The perception by the incomers that nothing could be learned from a people who were 
perceived to be peripatetic hunters and gatherers with a low level of material culture served the 
material interests behind the desire to possess land that could be seen as unused and empty 
of agricultural produce. This was in spite of the evidence, which according to Pascoe (ibid: 42) 
had the incomers wished to see it, would have shown the Aborigines producing grain and yam 
harvests and engaging in sedentary agriculture - one of the key indicators for the production of 
surpluses and the growth of civilised life. Of course, the Aboriginals’ ‘sedentary’ practices were
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a form of sedentism not ‘seen’ or recognised by the settlers. Crops could be planted and seeds 
sown and left until harvest time with no fear of interference by surrounding clans since spiritual 
sanctions would be applied to transgressors. People did not need to stay with the crops to 
protect them and this allowed greater freedom to travel and participate in cultural rituals and 
activities.

This is not such an uncommon feature of indigenous agricultural life in other parts of the world. 
Around the year AD 1000 indigenous north American Indians in the area between what is now 
Lake Ontario to Pennsylvania and the Atlantic coast planted maize in the Spring and returned 
to harvest it in the Autumn. They moved on circuits harvesting plants and hunting wild animals 
and have been called “mobile farmers” (Hansen 2020: 60). The European settlers could not see 
mobile farmers in Australia and could not adapt their own perceptions to those of the already 
settled people. Neither could they adopt the advanced knowledge and ‘technology’ embedded 
in Aboriginal practice; the cultural distance was too great. A contrasting example may help 
illuminate the point. In the early 14th century the Norse/Scandinavian settlers in Greenland 
who had been there for approximately 400 years began to abandon their settlements, as they 
had done earlier in continental north America. Climate changes at this time seem to indicate 
a less favourable and cooling environment for the Norse people, whereas incoming Thule 
people from Northern Greenland and indigenous Inuit groups from Alaska were better adapted 
to this and were actually moving into this land. The native communities possessed multiple 
technologies, skills and knowledge that the Norse never adopted which meant they could thrive 
in inhospitable conditions. The Thule used specialised harpoon techniques for hunting whales 
and seals; the Inuit knew how to hunt seals through ice holes in winter, a crucial skill that eluded 
the Norse and provided food throughout the winter season. Drag floats were used by inflating 
sewn-up seal skins allowing the Innuit to hunt large sea mammals such as whales and to track 
them until the animal died and could be retrieved (Hansen ibid: 48).

If cultures are fundamentally opposed and foreign to each other as they were at the foundation 
of modern Australia, we can see the difficulty of learning from the other side even when there 
are demonstrably useful and life-enhancing skills and knowledge to be gained. The problem 
was not a technical one of acquiring useful knowledge, but rather one of Europeans perceiving 
the ’other’, the native, the black Australian as ‘beyond the pale’ and outside the boundary of 
civilised community. A cultural perception infused naturally enough with the values of the era 
which valourised conquest and power, and relied on force and weaponry to enforce compliance 
on the one hand, and on the power of amelioration of Christian belief in the sanctity of human 
life for God on the other. 

Over some two centuries the indigenous ‘parks’ in Australia have disappeared and generations 
of over-grazing have transformed traditional agricultural and hunting areas. After 1788, 
controlled fire stopped and in modern times bushfires, naturally occurring, devastate large 
areas and have catastrophic impacts on species which flourished in the millennia of Aboriginal 
burning. Modern agriculture and settlement have their own impact and contribute to the 
immense changes to plants, animals and land ecology. Some of this impact can be seen in the 
mammal extinctions in Australia since colonisation. Some 23 species have become extinct and 
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since about 1940 almost a third of world mammal extinctions have been in Australia (Gammage 
ibid: 17). Australia has become a world leader in animal and plant extinctions says Gammage 
(ibid: 320) and this reflects how venerable and ‘vital’ the literally unnatural, human-made and 
cultivated use of fire in 1788 was for the construction of a landscape and ecology suitable for 
human and natural life. 

There is powerful evidence that up to 1788, Australia was a ‘curated’ and created land whose 
people ensured its resources were used to sustain a viable and valued way of life and culture. 
That all of this was not commensurate with a resolute and expansionist colonialism and 
imperialism that was to dominate world development and shape all nations, was the vital 
problem. The land and its management was of course a key economic concern for First Peoples 
but in the way in which it was managed it also embodied some key principles which have been 
brilliantly summarised: “Think long term; leave the world as it is; think globally, act locally; ally 
with fire; control population. (Aboriginal people) were active, not passive, striving for balance 
and continuity to make all life abundant, convenient and predictable. They put the mark of 
humanity on every place … This is possession in its most fundamental sense” (Gammage ibid: 
323).

Aboriginal knowledge: how we think about the issues
The question arises then of how the world’s most simple technology, though applied in 
sophisticated ways to land use, allied to a narrow range of foods eaten and the world’s longest 
isolation from other societies and cultures, shaped and impacted the minds and consciousness 
of the Aboriginal peoples? What kind of intellectual and thinking powers could be exercised 
and developed in such an environment and how did they find expression? What was the 
dynamic of Aboriginal society which could take it beyond subsisting, conserving and surviving 
into developing and re-shaping the environment, in which many if not most human societies 
were engaged? (Jones 2018). 

We have already seen that the indigenous people were not akin to the European notion of 
‘peasantry’ where whole sets of social gradations and hierarchies were tied to the land and its 
types of ownership and obligations. The land in Australia was not owned by those who lived on 
it and passed through it. In the same way and in some senses the Aborigines saw themselves 
as ‘gentry’ with access to the land as and when they needed it and having time for ‘leisure’ or 
recreation in their cultural and spiritual life and practices. We could argue that up to the point 
of conjunction and contact with the incomers they produced knowledge and religion which 
was fully commensurate with their age-old ways of living and being. There is no doubt they 
favoured a lifestyle which was anathema to most of the colonisers who brought with them not 
only technically superior weapons and tools, but a fundamentally different way of thinking. 
The assumptions of the British settlers who brought with them the widespread belief in a racial 
hierarchy plus the belief they were taking an unclaimed and non-owned wilderness from an 
uncivilised native population led to what can only be called a catastrophe for the indigenous 
way of life. The native people were equated with savagery and categorised within racialised 
thinking as inferior by the Europeans, whereas in the indigenous tradition of the ‘Dreaming’ 
each person and every thing had a place and a right to exist.
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The oral tradition is a noteworthy feature of Aboriginal society and enabled the history, legends 
and myths to be transmitted across the generations. The famous ‘songlines’ or dreaming tracks 
indicated the way Ancestral Beings sang as they formed the land. The songlines have been 
said to be the means of acquiring mental maps of the country and some are verbal and mental 
epics, knowledge of which can confer great prestige and power and are things of great age 
and beauty (Chatwin 1987). Aboriginal stories and songs can have both secular and spiritual 
meanings and progression from one to another (Flood ibid: 169). This verbal tradition conveys 
moral, spiritual and secular beliefs and codes of behaviour, and can be part of the performed 
rituals of the community, including musical events. All of these enactments help a society 
confirm its rituals and affirm its sense of collective being and consciousness. This consciousness 
is not simply fixed and historical in past time as it were, but it remains as a current and deeply 
relevant contemporary way of thinking and being, even when disrupted and fragmented by the 
internal diasporas such as that described by Roger Hart in his ‘Old Man Fog’ stories of Barrow 
Point in Northern Queensland (Haviland and Hart 1998). In spite of being geographically and 
socially separated from his local community (“mob”) since childhood and its language for 
decades, he remembered the language, culture and stories so that his social universe could be 
reconstructed. In its telling of the mischievous stories of Wurrbal - old man Fog - the narrative 
reveals the “… massive and pervasive intervention in Aboriginal life - one could almost say its 
deliberate dismantling - by European society in the first half and particularly the first twenty-
five years of this (21st) century and … a special dilemma of identity…” (Haviland and Hart ibid: 
xviii). 

The need to make sense of Aboriginal identities, which had been scattered and dislocated, may 
have been suppressed for generations but it was not eradicated. Though impacted by many 
factors, some structural and some contingent, including missionaries, the churches, race and 
racialisation, traditional law, territory, land, ownership and modernity, the stories about old man 
Fog can be said to be the intellectual property of the Barrow Point people today. The stories 
define who a person was and is today, even though the links in kinship and family chains have 
in many cases been broken over the generations. They are stories about the last days of the 
bush people but are coterminously about who and what people are here and now. They are 
not just about individuals but stand for a whole chain of equivalences and other people in the 
social universe of the community including its location in a particular geographical place. A 
person belonged to places, to languages, to stories and to other people in his/her clan. Talk 
in the distinctive but related local languages about all of this was the idiom in which social 
recognition took place and which expressed social cohesion and belonging, even when this 
might be conflictual between and within clan groups and ‘mobs’. (Haviland and Hart ibid: 48).

Language and loss
Indigenous knowledge and culture was of course expressed through and was coterminous with 
spoken languages, many of which have been lost and extinguished. This can be described as 
a type of unhealing trauma where loss of language signifies the simultaneous loss of people 
and of identity. Australia’s native people encountered their loss over a long period when 
public policy favoured dispossession, attempted assimilation and in some cases homicidal 
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extermination. The private sense of loss felt by the native Australians should have been 
understandable to many of the incoming migrants in the 19th century at least, as significant 
numbers of migrants, some forced and some willing, came from the Celtic parts of Britain and 
Ireland, parts of which had been colonised, ethnically cleansed and linguistically extinguished 
themselves (Prebble 1963; Brody 1973; Friel 1980; Keneally 1998). The aching sense of loss of 
place, land, family and identity is a well-known feature of many of the displaced groups who 
came to Australia. But recognition of the grief and pain of others in the colonial enterprise was 
not generally the case by any means. The loss of language can be described as a form of ‘grief’ 
which can be experienced as ongoing and perpetual as it moves down through the succeeding 
generations hand-in-hand with social injustice and racism against black Australians. If we ask 
the question: what is knowledge for an indigenous person, the answer may be that it is the 
things they know and which are part of their practice of living, which includes its expression in 
the local language(s). It is the practice of culture through the living language that creates and 
distributes the personal and social value that is formed when people tell stories, dance, sing, 
write their histories and extend their imaginations. This creates the possibility of an exchange 
of different knowledge systems where spaces are made for different experiences and cultural 
practices. This conception of knowledge in effect can constitute a claim on language, culture 
and land, and can be of central importance in modern Australia as indigenous people seek a 
fairer and socially just future.

There is then an articulated but historically disrupted complex and multi-faceted ‘knowledge’ 
which traditional Aboriginal people possess. It consists of a diverse and complex set of 
‘pathways’ of learning and experience which cannot be acquired through book learning or 
via simple instruction. It has to be lived within its appropriate context. It involves economic, 
spiritual, ecological and cultural knowledge(s). It endows, we can argue, the person who 
acquires it as an ‘epistemological subject’. This means Aboriginal people may possess 
intrinsically a shared sense of cultural worth which could not possibly have been recognised by 
those involved in colonising the land 200 years ago but in today’s world should be recognised. 
Perhaps this could be encoded in the principle of ‘co-creation’ where learners can see 
themselves in the curriculum of the school, the college and the university. There are profound 
implications for how we construct the curriculum in such an approach and in how we conceive 
and think about knowledge and who possesses such knowledge (Nyland and Davies 2017).

Knowledge, nature, culture and identity 
It is perhaps in its relation to the natural world and to an ecological consciousness of 
nature that something we can recognisably call Aboriginal knowledge of country that the 
breakthrough to more general awareness can be forged. In today’s world, the alienation from 
nature and the climate crisis affecting the whole world means that the ecological crisis is at the 
same moment also a crisis of culture and knowledge.

Our capacity to remake human nature and society in the modern epoch through technological 
development and progress has perhaps blinded us to the idea that some peoples refuse the 
offer, as it were. The blandishments of modernity are refused, even if that refusal is played
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out in terms of passive acceptance and obeisance to higher and more powerful authority in 
order to survive and protect as best it can what it values most. This is an issue not just about 
how people may or may not be incorporated into a burgeoning labour market or whether they 
successfully internalise the consumerist norms of liberal-democratic life within the westernised 
forms of advanced and globalised capitalism, important though these are ( Mason 2016). It is an 
issue about the broader themes of culture and identity. Put very simply, who we are and who 
we shall become is only partly a matter of economics. The Aboriginal peoples may indeed have 
refused to develop their individual and economic self-interests in favour of what Jenkins (2004: 
177) has called: “… the imperative authenticity of individual and collective identity”.

This particular crisis of culture may then not devolve onto a debate as to whether Aboriginal 
people can or can’t accept industrial work-discipline or whether they internalise the need to 
succeed in the ever more competitive labour market, or whether their child-rearing practices 
conform to the western health models. The crisis may in fact address whether the dominant 
society has in fact the imagination to envisage a more diverse, less acquisitive and more 
morally sustainable society where difference does not require one culture to remake human 
nature and social behaviour in its own image.

Max Weber (1976: 181) wrote of the ‘iron cage’ of modern life and the demand for rational 
conduct and bureaucratic organisation of social life in which the concern for material goods 
diminishes the human spirit. However, this iron cage is also manufactured by the society we 
inhabit; it is not God-given and inexorable and it can be challenged and changed. Susanna 
Rustin (2020) has suggested, for example, human fulfilment can be found in art and creativity 
and that perhaps these activities can help replace our dependency on destructive and 
consumerist habits embedded in our understanding of rationality and modernity (Habermas 
1972).

What is needed is a broader concept of human and social flourishing where things other than 
carbon consuming energy is required. Aboriginal cultures and values within what can be called 
an ‘indigenous knowledge systems model’ (IKS), which is being suggested in this paper, may in 
fact provide examples and models for such thinking (IPA 2020). Culture is a key here since it is 
‘enacted’ and performed and lived by those who subscribe to it. It is not imposed or enforced, 
and it finds expression in spoken tradition, singing, music, art and performance. For all of these 
aspects of culture, the First Peoples offer a rich heritage for all Australians since this is a type of 
social knowledge which is of immense value to all.

What kind of social knowledge is needed now?
There is initially the question of how to understand history given that Aboriginal history is 
oral history and that written history is generally given more credence as a demonstration of 
knowledge of what has happened. Some Aboriginal stories of historical events are clearly 
parables, not meant to be taken literally. John F. Kennedy’s apocryphal visit to Central Australia, 
for example, has been told by Gurindji people as the start of the land rights movement in 1966, 
yet Kennedy never visited Central Australia (Flood ibid: 137). The story signifies the importance 
of international support for indigenous people’s land rights. The telling of the ‘true’ story, 
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especially by those who experienced it, becomes itself part of the restitution and re-assertion 
of rights and claims (Trudgen 2000). It is also no accident that the uniqueness of indigenous 
people and their knowledge is inextricably connected to their claim on land. 

Change requires a material difference to be made so that false promises and prospectuses can 
be avoided in favour of measurable and determinate outcomes, which show progress for First 
Peoples in all aspects of Australian public life, including private and public employment. There 
should be recognition that collective action to tackle marginalisation, institutionalised and 
personalised discrimination and the lack of awareness requires the independent mobilisation 
of indigenous peoples’ organisations. Such organisations should embrace the possibility 
of emerging Australian identities which are inclusive and specifically designed not to be 
exclusionary.

We need also to be aware that the history of the interface between indigenous peoples and 
‘mainstream’ Australians was an interface between black people and an economically and 
culturally predominant white society. In the post-World War II period this relationship has been 
impacted by major changes in social policy and by the upsurge in liberalised and globalised 
economic growth. Major shifts in immigration policy and objectives have occurred, not without 
contention and strife. Our generic understanding of immigration (Collier 2014; Shah 2020) must 
shape our response in this period so that our social analysis is part of the struggle for racial 
equality and social justice across the wide Australian canvass. We cannot paint a narrow picture 
and hope to capture the broad perspective, let alone those things that are below the horizon.

Contexts for knowing: environment and human development 
Questions of education and knowledge always raise issues of self-empowerment, and this 
requires knowledge of the communities at issue and the recognition that their own sense of 
knowledge is a key resource. There is also, as Pascoe (ibid: 96) rightly asserts, a desperate 
need for a revision of Aboriginal history which has been denied agency and effectiveness. This 
was especially the case historically and persists up to this day, for example in the way in which 
Aboriginal life was characterised as being a ‘hunter and gatherer’ culture. As such it could be 
viewed as having had little capacity for sustainable agriculture which itself was said to indicate 
a failure to generate surpluses and failure to create what Europeans took to be a recognisable 
civilisation. Yet knowledge and how it is conceptualised is deeply problematic and Aboriginal 
knowledge did not recognise (how could it?) the strategic goals of those who came to change 
everything. The inadequacies of local, indigenous knowledge and its relative ‘powerlessness’ 
in the face of western ‘scientific’ knowledge, and the systems of knowledge as well as mass 
communications brought by modernism and globalisation should be recognised for what 
it was and not for what it wasn’t. This is an extremely difficult problem both historically 
and in contemporary discourse! The social and economic purposes of colonialism spoke, 
however unfairly, to the emerging future of imperialism and later globalisation. Destructive 
reconstruction became the order of the day and an unstoppable force for change, and it set 
the terms for its own self-understanding through its adherence to the values of patriarchalism, 
racism and imperialism. This was not an issue limited to Australia and its indigenous people. 
Their encounter with the forces of modernity in 1788 was one instance of a truly global 
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expansion involving many imperialist nations and the subjugation of native peoples the world 
over. Few were able to successfully resist or repel these forces. The alternatives were only to 
emerge in succeeding centuries. 

Amidst the many possibilities which may be liberated by understanding the origins of the 
present situation, one thing though is clear: Aboriginal people cannot have a viable and 
‘opportunity’ future which positions them as receiving only services and income from the 
government. They have what Noel Pearson called ‘the right to take responsibility’. People are 
not clients but are active agents in their own fate and future. How families and communities are 
organised and experienced is crucial to having a sense of future prospects.

This is perhaps the point at which concern with the actual and natural environment of place 
collides with that of the human environment. Both are concerned with the physical environment 
but often have little to do with one another (Hart 1997: 4). The integration of environmental 
issues with issues of human survival and development – employment, education, health and 
nutrition - has only begun recently but is a key theme in imagining a different future. 

What is needed is practical agency and the capacity to be productive. Engagement is surely 
the way forward whilst the challenge is to negotiate rights and progress without losing ground 
and damaging future prospects “… in a struggle which has incrementally advanced and whose 
destination is still far away” (Pearson ibid: 40). Paul Collier (2020) has recently argued: “To be 
productive, jobs need to be brought to the places where people belong, and their populations 
trained in the skills that enable them to do those jobs … Community begins with locality; most 
people have a strong sense of attachment to place.” This is the context for a reassessment 
of what we take to be knowledge and in the context of Aboriginal people this translates as 
practical knowledge, rooted in experience and which speaks to their social and emotional life as 
much as to their economic opportunities. In relation to the land as the key source of sustenance 
and identity, what was possible in the past may serve as a guide to future possibilities.

Re-assessing practical knowledge 
There are some key aspects of learning and action which Aboriginal knowledge offers deep and 
significant insight. Certainly, the capacity for curating and subsisting in a harsh environment 
for tens of thousands of years is testament to the Aboriginal capacity for understanding and 
experimenting on social reality. They knew what worked in practice to survive and develop 
a complex and viable culture. Grain production, fishing systems and tuber harvesting were 
ubiquitous across Australia and provided the economic and material basis for viable societies 
and cultures.

Aboriginal people also developed what can be called empirical, pragmatic, tacit and personal 
knowledge (Jarvis 1994; Polanyi 1967 and 1974) where people acted almost always on the 
probability that the action will achieve the desired results. If something didn’t work, it was 
abandoned. 

Skill was developed as part of practical knowledge, though articulating that skill was 
surrounded by social taboos, myths and social mores within the tribal or linguistic community. 
In modern times, much of the knowledge acquired over millennia of how to live in and with the 
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Australian landscape in sustainable ways has been suppressed and/or ignored. The knowledge 
was there but was not able to be ‘performed’. Performing and demonstrating knowledge has 
been diminished but not lost. Our question is: how can it be revivified in today’s crisis?! That 
the environment and land were there to be developed, exploited, managed and controlled 
or tamed was once taken for granted by the dominant culture but is now open to severe 
criticism. Living in harmony and sustainability with a fragile landscape and ecology may require 
a different knowledge base and mental set - a model framework for which is the Aboriginal 
community who have retained their knowledge and skills of their ‘country’. One example is the 
contemporary use of indigenous grains and seed harvests to produce bread and flour. In East 
Gippsland in Victoria, local mandadyan nalluk – translated from Yuin the original language of 
the local country as ‘dancing grass’ - is harvested in the traditional Aboriginal way to make 
bread and finds a ready market from bakers and restaurateurs. The original caretakers of the 
land knew the value of the perennial crops and derived sustenance from what is considered to 
be degraded or marginal land. Attempts are now being made to resurrect this knowledge and 
practice. One such person commented: “There’s nothing new about it at all, but we ignored 
it. We turned our back on anything of Aboriginal provenance, such was our sensitivity to the 
history of the country. It’s time to embrace the history of the country, and with that we will be 
able to embrace its food” (Allam and Moore 2020). 

Indigenous people and learning: are the paradigms beginning  
to shift? 
We are faced with questions which may appear naïve, but which in reality are complex and 
contested and involve a long historical time span, and which ought to serve to re-focus 
our attention and imaginations. Such questions include: who in our educational system is 
responsible for all children’s futures and their identities as Australians? What is to be done 
for the future when people in Australia are all living in a multi-ethnic society and where ‘race’ 
and identity is often still ignored by schooling and education? This means a fundamental issue 
about critical thinking is raised. If we need pragmatic knowledge related to indigenous people 
and their experience, then the criteria for constructive critique must lie in the practicality and 
usefulness of that knowledge. To evaluate this, we need a curricula which allows for critical 
debate and the opportunity given to practice that knowledge. In the context we have outlined 
above, the need for recognition of Aboriginal life and experience to be seen as really useful 
knowledge must not be separated from questions of culture and identity. This has significance 
for all Australians.

In asking ourselves what can be learned through recognising indigenous knowledge systems 
and culture we have already encountered the importance of sustainable development. But 
this should mean sustainability that offers the eradication of poverty and marginalisation 
of indigenous people whilst simultaneously rescuing the planet from its degradation, which 
impacts upon everyone. What we can learn from indigenous people is how to manage a 
challenging physical environment and how peoples’ relationship to nature is the greatest issue 
facing the world at this time.
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What can be asserted is the fundamental importance of the environment to any other 
kind of sustainability: social, cultural or other uses to which the term is put. This means 
that maintaining growth for liberal market economies is not what we necessarily want for 
sustainability; what we cannot live without is ecological integrity. Within this framework we can 
argue that indigenous knowledge systems show us how to care for nature and the environment 
for its own sake - because it is all we have in one sense. Once destroyed, it cannot be simply re-
made. Indigenous knowledge indicates to us that a people-centred vision of development could 
merge with sustainable issues of social justice and fairness, rooted in local and economically 
viable self-sustaining communities. When people control their own resources locally and have 
agency over their own lives and that of their families and children, they are more likely to 
exercise responsible custodianship and care.

In discussing a vision of improvement, there is always the danger of inserting a naïve 
‘possibilitarian-ism’ into our thinking. Economic and political power are closely linked and 
having one usually increases the holder’s ability to exercise the other. Noel Pearson (2009) has 
argued that indigenous people are searching for a place in mainstream society that no longer 
exists. Education for many Aborigines, he asserts, is not held to be socially valuable, and yet 
cultural loss is still proceeding and no community can afford to stand still in the face of its own 
disintegration. The answer he asserts is in rejecting a passive welfare economy of dependency 
and in struggling for independence and autonomy for indigenous people. This is a knowledge 
and learning issue because the struggle for rights, and social justice and what Pearson insists 
is the right to ‘responsibility’, is a matter of building consciousness and self-awareness of 
identity, culture and material interests focussed on the collective sense of belonging. This is 
the imagined future and must impact upon everyone in the wider community that makes up a 
nation.

People who work in and across universities in mainstream Australia, and even those committed 
to engagement, cannot be expected to be experts in the social anthropology of Australian 
peoples and communities, and this also applies here to the present authors. However, learning 
as a universal human quality and therefore what we understand as knowledge must play a 
role in the solution to the questions infusing identity and interests. It is time to re-assess our 
views of what knowledge is and does. There must be created a place that truly exists, where 
knowledge and culture can be sustained and created that allows different identities to be 
tested, and allows the new ones to emerge as better, more inclusive and fairer. Australia’s ‘fair 
go’ can go further. This is an engagement agenda above and beyond what we have at present 
but one that is worth striving for.

Conclusion
In asking questions about the value of Aboriginal knowledge, our task in this paper is not to 
disseminate Aboriginal culture. Those who hold this knowledge must do that. Our task is to 
ask questions about which forms of knowledge are required to take the engagement agenda 
further. If we ask why we need new knowledge, we are asking that our institutions live up to 
their ideals of social justice, equal rights and opportunities for all. Indigenous knowledge must 
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challenge racist ideologies and speak to a variety of identities which are now Australian. It must 
articulate its view of a common identity. It must live through the principle of co-creation of new 
knowledge. This new knowledge cannot, we have suggested, just have an ambivalent attitude 
to enlightenment knowledge which has powered global development, and scientific thought 
and progress. Neither can it be in ignorance of traditional knowledge and culture, for so long 
bypassed and rejected. It has to be critical social knowledge in which identities are multiple, 
where scientific enterprise powers our economies, yet where local peoplehood has its rightful 
place in both imagining and bringing about a better future.
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The global pandemic we speak of as coronavirus was declared a “force 

majeure”. It cancelled previous considerations and required the serious 

re-thinking of what we know and have accepted as ‘normal’. It came in 

the footsteps of actual environmental catastrophes such as the Australian 

droughts and bushfires. It may yet come to be seen as another harbinger of 

the impending crises of global warming, sea level rises and pollution of our 

lakes, rivers, seas and land on a truly gargantuan and world scale (Klein 2019; 

Monbiot 2018). It signals the persistence of the unresolved ‘wicked issues’ 

(Firth 2017) which continue to bedevil our societies and debase our cultures. 

We are referring to debilitating poverty, over-population, obscene and bizarre 

inequalities of housing, income, health, and death and disease rates, which 

give the lie to the simple notion that we are all in this together and we all live in 

one world! Although there is truth in the view that this virus was no respecter 

of place and status in whom it infected - and death reached out its grasp to 

both high and low, rich and poor - there can be little doubt that its most severe 

impact came to those who were poorest and with least material resources.

As capitalism itself was placed in intensive care and whole economies and social systems of 
every stripe and sort were declared closed and locked down, governments everywhere declared 
themselves to be in the hands of the scientists and health experts. Decisions and understanding 
would come from science-based knowledge and the social and political decisions needed to 
combat the evil would be made in the general interests of everyone. ‘We are all in this together’ 
was a sentiment widely desired and shared. Partisan political capital could not be readily 
made from this crisis, which was one that could bring people together in shared adversity. 
The Dunkirk spirit (of the British and its former empire) was invoked - in Britain naturally - but 
similar nation-strengthening sentiments were abroad everywhere. In many different places with 
widely varying cultures there was a genuine need to pull together to save lives and our faith in 
the power of science and technology to solve these problems was tested.

At the same time, it could hardly be denied that the dominant economic spirit of the times, 
or what we might still wish to call an ‘ideology’ – that is to say the belief or assumption that 
privatised markets and de-regulated economic activity would solve all problems of supply and 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

217

demand - was failing. A decade of widespread economic austerity following the global financial 
crisis of 2008-09 had left many countries with under-funded public and health services. 
Hospitals and care homes for the aged and ill and run for profit were not fit-for-purpose as the 
pandemic swept across the borders of nation states. Respirators, hygiene supplies, trained staff 
and medicinal therapies were all in short supply in some of the most prosperous and wealthy 
parts of Europe and America. The depth and extent of this failure demonstrated the failures 
of investment in public health systems across the globe. The price paid in human life was high 
with over a million deaths recorded worldwide within only months of the outbreak of the 
disease.

Such was the context for the investment of ‘faith’ in science and technology, which 
accompanied the response of governments to the crisis. The solutions were said everywhere to 
be driven and informed by the scientists (Costello 2020). In the British context in the first few 
weeks of the crisis not a single social scientist or analyst of international repute was brought 
forward by the government to help chart the social, psychological and political impact of the 
most significant crisis in society since World War II. 

Behind the science and beyond its scope or grasp lay the dominant and hegemonic economic 
and political perspective of neo-liberalism of the last decade, which required the shrinking of 
public budgets and the subordination of much of our social and economic life to the disciplines 
of the market. It is the market which, it was supposed, would bring forward solutions that 
had necessarily to be focussed on technological and marketable products (Mazzucato 2018). 
The market mechanism, however, signally failed at the outset of the pandemic. In response 
to growing death counts across the world, the ‘market’ was ‘locked down’ with vast swathes 
of public life closed and populations confined by law in their homes right across the world. 
Marketised competition could not yield the solutions to this problem and Big Government 
intervention was reintroduced to help manage the crisis. An appeal was made by governments 
to the old forms of social solidarity and community feeling so that the danger could be 
averted in the short term. People everywhere pulled together to confront a threat to people’s 
lives, finding a social cohesion that had been palpably diminishing over decades in favour of 
individualised and self-centred behaviour. ‘Society’ was found once again and the state was in 
need of its support when no immediate scientific or technological fix was available.

The crisis then brought into existence some new forms of social co-ordination and revivified 
some older ones. The Government in Britain, for example, funded some of the voluntary 
foodbanks and charities set up over the previous decade to feed the hungry and needy poor 
who could not afford to buy sufficient food to survive - this in one of the richest countries 
in the world. The role of poorly paid care workers in communities across the world has had 
light shone upon it and hopefully it will be given an enhanced value, as has that of nurses and 
medics in public health institutions. It may have come home to many that a nation’s health 
should not be subject to a marketised and monetised system that puts profit and return on 
shareholder investment before preparation against the likely forthcoming threats to public 
health and wellbeing.
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Understanding and learning about ourselves 
Across the world, whole populations were locked down in the attempt to minimise the impact 
of the disease on their health, and hospital services had a universalistic intention. Everybody 
except key emergency and health workers was included and would make the self-same 
sacrifice. But of course, confinement does not impact equally - there are hidden and not-so-
hidden hardships for those who have less food, less space, less income and less capacity for 
using resources to ensure a manageable and humane lockdown.

What became apparent was the sustained extremism of some of the geopolitical leaders at 
the highest level. President Trump, for example, demonstrated his preferences for minimising 
the impact and extent of the disease in America whilst simultaneously suggesting media 
conspiracies and Chinese negligence. That the disease spread from China seems undeniable, 
but blame without meaningful engagement in a solution together, for a problem which is 
intrinsically now global in its meaning and impact, was unhelpful. The transmission of viruses 
from animals to humans may indeed have a peculiarly Chinese dimension as with, for example, 
the first outbreaks of SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) in Foshan, Guangdong, China 
in November 2002 but the health of all our nations cannot be anything but a common concern. 
Yet the global response was in almost all cases to act in the national interest – regardless of the 
fact that the virus recognised no such borders.

That there is no universal consensus on how to deal with such pandemics other than mass 
vaccination is also now obvious. However, in this context, the suggestion that support for 
the World Health Organisation (WHO) could be withdrawn seems counter-productive and 
self-damaging, yet the leading democratic economy and previous guarantor of global 
security, the USA, threatened precisely that! What was new here was the perception that the 
international agencies set up to help nations deal with these issues should be diminished 
and marginalised by nationalist and populist sentiment articulated by their democratically 
elected leaders. That some national borders were closed in defiance of treaty obligations in the 
European Union comes as no surprise either. In the cases of Hungary and Poland, who have 
expressed their desire to retain somehow their cultures and societies unchanged by the social 
effects of globalisation, whilst retaining naturally the economic benefits of co-operation and 
internationalisation, we have seen the borders closed and xenophobic sentiment mobilised 
against the ‘other’. Outsiders who are seen to have a culture or religion antipathetic to that 
of the nation are not welcome. Ultimately this issue is about mono-ethnic versus multi-
ethnic societies and who has the right to be part of the ‘national identity’, but the pandemic 
illuminated a pervasive issue right across ethnic and national boundaries.

The issue of national identity plays to the supposedly binary debates which pose false and 
simple solutions to complex and difficult problems. In reality, few if any nations have a single 
and mono-ethnic culture. We may sink our differences in times of trouble, especially in war, but 
those differences are also what make us what we are. No nation is purely one thing and mono-
ethnic cultures are a diminishing minority. A pandemic cannot be harnessed to a test of loyalty; 
it impacts across the known boundaries and differences of age, religion, ethnic affiliation and 
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class. In its capacity to kill us we experience our commonality! Nevertheless, it is a harsh way 
to learn the lesson of the value tolerance and solidarity in the face of an enemy that knows no 
such distinctions. It may have come as a surprise to many in the UK population that some 40 
per cent of health workers in the UK National Health Service were people from different ethnic 
backgrounds or cultures.

What the coronavirus episode showed is the porous quality of borders in a changing world. 
Without a lockdown of the transactional and transnational economy there can be no ‘closed 
borders’. We may as well suggest postponing spring following winter as stopping the longer-
term process of globalisation. The indisputable internationalisation of our economies and 
cultures including population migrations ensures the limitations and narrow extent of singular, 
national solutions. We must surely devise a thinking process and set of solutions which look 
outwards, beyond the boundary as it were? The answers we find will tell us what kind of society 
we are.

New challenges in a changed world
Anne Case and Angus Deaton (2020) have tried to go beyond the statistics and descriptions 
of the dying and deaths contingent on the documented rising death rates in the United States. 
Their study was not concerned directly with coronavirus or infectious diseases but with 
what they call ‘deaths of despair’ – suicides, drug-overdoses and alcoholic liver disease. Most 
importantly they sought to ‘follow the trails’ and identify the economic and social roots of these 
phenomena. As Emile Durkheim (1951) - a ‘founder’ of critical sociological thinking discovered 
many decades earlier - says, the impact of self-destructive behaviour tells us profound things 
about our society and ourselves.

Constantly falling death rates were supposed to be one of the key indices of 20th century life 
under capitalism (and communism). Mortality from all causes was not supposed to increase 
in western capitalistic democracies. What is authentically revealed through our responses 
to the new pandemic and thus the increased chances of unanticipated death, is the dire 
need to re-think our attitudes and beliefs about the globalised world which we now inhabit. 
There is neither a single nor simple answer to a problem which is in reality multi-faceted 
and exceedingly complex. It means we must engage with the critical appraisal of what binds 
us together, what separates us and what can be changed in order to challenge a world of 
uncertainty and risk and an enhanced chance of an early demise. Coronavirus represents a 
challenge which is immediate and urgent. It crosses borders swiftly and with impunity, and 
is capable of killing millions of people across the planet, especially those who are vulnerable 
due to age, poverty and distress. It came suddenly, unbidden and with little apparent warning, 
even though international health authorities had been warning the world of the contingencies 
needed since the SARS deaths in 2002 and 2003, and the most complex Ebola outbreak 
between 2013 and 2016.

The economic repercussions of the pandemic will only be known in the course of time. Millions 
of workers of all kinds were laid off and the world economy went into recession with fears of an 
even greater ‘depression’ arising more serious than the catastrophe of the 1930s. Whilst in the
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advanced economies we can hope to see massive public investment and attempts to get things 
back under control, in developing countries the fear is that the foundations for successive 
waves of infection are being laid because they are ill-equipped to deal with it. The lack of clean 
running water supplies is perhaps only the most obvious feature which shows how difficult it is 
to combat the disease through hand-washing and social distancing. Some people will be faced 
with a choice of a very high risk of infection by continuing to work in contagious situations or 
of literal starvation for their families. Many countries in the developing world have no developed 
public health systems and their solution may lie with the long-term search for a vaccine. In the 
meantime, they need massive and co-ordinated support and interventions which can only be 
provided by the rich advanced countries. Ethno-nationalism with its emphases on defensive 
nationalism, erecting tariffs, building walls and closing borders, does not suggest any sort of 
solution.

Yet coronavirus is not the existential threat of planetary disaster which rising temperatures 
and sea levels, environmental degradation beyond repair and the destruction of the earth’s 
atmosphere and biosphere portend. These remain the reality for our future generations who 
are currently in our schools, colleges and universities. Coronavirus can be tackled and hopefully 
defeated, eventually, with a vaccine so that we become largely immune. All that this will take 
will be resources, human ingenuity, effort directed internationally and money - all of which we 
have in abundance, though not sufficiently or equally distributed at present to get the task 
done immediately and thus prevent loss of life on a huge scale. Climate change on a world 
scale, the wilful destruction of our rain forests, disastrous carbon levels in our atmosphere and 
the destruction of marine life in our oceans are another matter, as is eradicating the obscene 
poverty in developing nations and addressing the migrating millions seeking a better life. These 
are problems of a different magnitude and scale and may mean we are heading for the sixth 
and possibly final ‘extinction’ of species on our planet, should we fail and continue to fail to 
reverse the trends towards planetary degradation and destruction (Kolbert 2015).

What is most significant about the coronavirus pandemic is that our focus and attention 
has been shifted. We have been forced to confront a deadly disease but one that can be 
combatted. This is our opportunity to begin to ask the questions about solutions for the greater 
and ultimately more destructive problems around the notion of sustainable development and 
social co-operation. People of the current generation will be forced to look at the way risk and 
vulnerability is organised and managed. If it was true in the past that wealth and membership 
of an advanced nation gave you immunity to worldwide epidemics and ‘events’, it is now clearly 
not the case. What people expect of government and maybe even of themselves will change 
under the impact of these forces and the questions that arise from them. Will this indeed be ‘a 
new normal’ and what form will it take?

Living with the here and now and future? 
There is an argument that history reached a decisive moment in this crisis and that we shall 
go forward towards a radically different type of society now that the old one has been found 
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wanting. It may be that the era of radical hyper-accelerated, all-consuming forms of capitalism 
(Noys 2014; Picketty 2020) and peak globalisation are now over. A more fragmented and 
diverse world appears to be coming into existence which requires a more adaptable and 
diverse set of social and political arrangements than that of the hyper-globalisation of recent 
decades. Economic efficiency as an overriding goal of government has been shown by the crisis 
to be ineffective and there is a realisation that we in the West must be more independent of 
China for manufactured goods, health products and security technology. We will travel less by 
air and produce more of our own food, and governments will act to control the global market. 
Those governments that follow an authoritarian populist path (Eatwell and Goodwin 2018) 
may gather greater political support, especially as they challenge the ‘weak’ and ineffective 
social democratic states over state support for key industries, anti-immigrant policies and the 
supposed failures of the liberal-market economies. The argument here is that the pandemic 
weakened the liberal-democratic states, including the European Union, which have been 
disintegrating for many years in the face of alternative models provided by China, Russia and a 
resurgent USA dedicated, in what proved to be a single but momentous and disruptive term of 
office, under President Trump to ‘America First’ (Gray 2020).

Some things then will change, as will our attitudes towards some of the solutions to the 
coronavirus pandemic proposed by those in political power. Who takes responsibility, if we wish 
to have a more responsive and democratic society, has now become a crucial question. We 
have observed the attempt to elide scientific evidence into political and social policy without 
adequate and transparent analysis of the data. We have seen an obfuscation of thinking 
without key assumptions being made clear by those who would use scientists’ research and 
medical judgements for their policy choices. We have seen a world enthralled by technological 
solutions and fixes, which attempt to use the tech industries to control populations. China’s 
smart phone health-rating app can track who leaves their house and when, and it can control 
access to all public areas of life including shops, banks, transport and public buildings. 
Companies such as Apple, Google, Amazon and Microsoft have been used by governments for 
infrastructure modelling and data capture on their populations. In a post-pandemic world, the 
communication-tech industries stand to make yet more trillions in profits as we seek to track 
and trace our health profiles in order to make ourselves feel safe again. However, they are not 
accountable to those whom they control and manage. There is little democratic accountability 
and transparency in this brave new world.

Currently the companies that own and control our commonly-held cyberspace are 
fundamentally responsible to their owners. Everyone else is either a worker or a consumer with 
no rights of ownership. The digital platforms are sites for individual and business consumption; 
they do not exist for social and mutual benefit. Social solidarity and communal assistance, 
which has proved so valuable in addressing the coronavirus challenge, are not part of the 
business plans for this burgeoning aspect of modernity. The problem now, at least in part, 
is how to make the digital platforms part of a more democratic and open society? Evgeny 
Morozov (2020) put this point as follows: “COVID-19 reveals the extreme dependence of 
democracies on the undemocratic exercise of private power by technology platforms.”
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Perhaps the key issue thrown up by the virus crisis is: how does a state safeguard its people 
in a world where future growth must be limited, where rising populations with poor economic 
prospects destabilise whole regions and where geopolitical change including war is pervasive? 
Two possible scenarios may be worth considering. First, those countries that value collective 
wellbeing more than individual and personal autonomy may adapt to the new norm better 
than many western nations; and second, the more ‘open’ and liberal societies may be forced 
to socialise their economies and strengthen the state’s protective role by providing greater 
welfare and social support as well as underpinning economic activity. These are developments 
that literally force us to re-think our attitudes to international and multi-lateral agreements and 
organisations because they signal a radical shift in how we imagine they can work for us in the 
future. The free movement of capital and labour around the world would certainly be affected. 
For example, what price Australia’s third largest export- education - when national sovereignty 
dictates people stay at home to be educated? (Guardian Australia (a) 2020).

Looking ahead
When the virus has been stopped and eradicated, we shall need to return to these issues 
because they are arguably the real existential crisis. This means the new normal will change the 
way we live, what we consume, where we travel and how we communicate and accommodate 
ourselves to a more intrusive state. We want to be less fragile and vulnerable; we want to feel 
we can rely on family and community for support and we shall hope to contribute more to it; 
and we want to mitigate the ruthlessness and exploitation we see everywhere with a greater 
degree of social justice. Defeating the virus cannot reverse the progress that has been made if 
we stand by our beliefs and we militate for our freedoms to think critically, to publish our views, 
and to meet to have our opinions challenged. Post-viral cannot mean post-democratic. We have 
been locked down not locked up!

A whole series of trends can be identified which may have been accelerated and exaggerated 
by the pandemic. The retreat of the USA from international leadership will surely force nation 
states to take charge of their own economic recovery. Climate change and environmental 
degradation will magnify current trends of mass migration from the under-developed world 
to Europe and America, whilst rising unemployment in the West may fuel anti-migrant 
sentiment. The further growth of world population and rising tides of expectation from poor 
people who want what rich nations have – high standards of living and consumer spending - 
is to be expected. Within 50 years the population of Africa is expected to double, which will 
have implications far beyond the borders of African states. Global and local economic, social 
and educational systems will need to be fundamentally re-shaped to cope with such change. 
Cooperation on a global scale is needed if these trends are not to lead to catastrophic conflict.

If the coronavirus episode of 2020 taught us some positive lessons regarding the need for 
scientific and health cooperation on a world scale to combat infectious diseases, it also taught 
us that the wicked issues are still there. These issues are themselves both real and existing. 
Poverty, war and disease continue to kill people regardless of the struggle between different 
and competing ideologies and explanations of why these things happen. But it is important to 
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have explanations; it is vital to educate ourselves on the real causes and consequences of our 
beliefs and practices. There is an argument for the proposition that only critical learning and 
critical thinking (Davies and Nyland 2018) can take us beyond the limits of current behaviour, 
and engaged learning within universities is one of the contested yet vital sources of renewal 
and progress towards the much needed solutions. There are questions about how university 
engagement in the past has been conceptualised as a vital and worthwhile challenging 
management issue rather than one that addresses the learning and teaching challenges both 
within and outwith the universities themselves. 

What will universities do?
There are choices to be made and debates to be held on what should frame and help 
organise the response to this situation of crisis, from what is after all a varied and diffuse set 
of institutions. A similar point could be made from many differing national viewpoints across 
many different and contrasting nation states. There is, however, at least one commonly held 
perspective: higher education is of great if not paramount national importance - economically, 
socially and politically. Much of it can only exist with state and government support and there 
are few if any states or communities that deny the strategic significance of learning and 
research to their futures.

However, when addressing the concrete issues of what is to be done it is probably clear that a 
range of practical matters will come to the fore. A possible list might be as follows: 

• tuition restructured and re-ordered to reflect the ‘new reality’ of students’ lives

• more flexible attendance and use of distance learning

• online learning and tuition reconfigured to include face-to-face and remote contact

• independent learning re-assessed as a curriculum objective

• more creative and ‘fair’ distance assessments

• less institutional financial dependency on international/out-of-country students

• renegotiation of student fees to achieve fairness and social justice objectives

• more opportunities for distance students to be socially active and engaged in the 
university.

Many of these adaptive procedures will inevitably involve the further extension of online 
learning. University teachers will need to construct new and adaptive methodologies for 
learning within subject boundaries. Face-to-face tuition may become much harder to get for 
many students. Assessment within on-line learning will be an increasingly important arena 
for student engagement with critical thinking, which requires conceptual struggle for answers 
rather than mechanistic and rote-learned responses. The integrity of assessments will be more 
problematical than before as students naturally seek to manipulate the demands made on their 
time and efforts. The real issue will be how to make learning progressive and critical in the 
context of ever-more digitised systems for learning access and support.
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At another level – that of strategic intellectual work on teaching and learning - we may want 
to ask whether we can bring about a more ecologically based education and one that is 
rooted in the concerns of social justice. The interconnectedness of health and social conditions 
with planetary survival must surely correspond with the need for a critical curriculum which 
embraces learning, teaching, research and scholarship.

A number of strategic issues can be discerned including:

• whether institutions are able to act independently or as a collective on fees and funding

• how universities might adapt to a changing urban landscape and a threatened environment 
and the communities which inhabit them (Bell 2019; Davies and Nyland 2020)

• should an individual university re-dedicate to engagement or retrench?

• can universities themselves provide leadership for the sector and for students against 
insecurity and a precarious future?

• is it possible to offer a ‘new deal’ to students around future health and continuing learning 
benefits, including insurance and family membership?

• can the idea of contemporary university engagement embrace the new challenges of a 
new era including those of democratic accountability (Nyland and Davies 2020) and build 
on the achievements of those who went before in building consciousness of university 
engagement (Watson 2007).

It is clear that a range of possibilities exist and it is only possible to touch on what these 
might be. It is also clear that startlingly different and contrary conclusions can be drawn from 
the experience and lessons of crisis management. Whilst the coronavirus pandemic was still 
holding sway in 2020/21 and immediately following a summer of unparalleled destruction 
of the Australian landscape by out-of-control bush fires, the education minister announced 
a doubling of the costs of humanities degrees (Guardian Australia (b) 2020). A range of 
vocational programmes were apparently to be protected. The changes were seemingly in 
response to substantial rising demand from home grown year 12 graduating students. If the 
social and educational reasoning for such proposals is opaque, what is transparently clear is the 
need to re-think what we learn and teach and the ways in which we do this. This is not a radical 
approach but it does stress the categoric importance of re-thinking the basis on which we think 
about and deliver education as we consider the crises we have already had and we contemplate 
the crises that we almost certainly will experience in the future.

The new normal?
The coronavirus pandemic had the unanticipated consequence of shocking world sentiment 
with its virulence and speed of infection as it spread across the globe. There were undoubtedly 
worse impacts from the disease on the poor and less well-educated in almost all nations, which 
seemed all the more shocking when those suffering the most appeared to reside in some of 
the nations with the most advanced public health systems. Yet beyond the terrible impact at 
the personal level involving millions of infections and deaths, and the tragedies this yielded 



ENGAGEMENT MATTERS: CURRICULUM  CHALLENGES FOR UNIVERSITIES

225

for every family affected, there is an on-going ‘new normal’ emerging. This new normal will be 
partially driven by economic realities as many commentators noted the difficulties of a bounce 
back to business as usual following the suppression of the disease, if not its entire eradication 
through the development of successful vaccines. There will be a period in which many 
industries simply cannot reach a level of activity that was present before the pandemic struck. 
Unemployment will rise exponentially, especially in people-facing industries such as tourism, 
travel and entertainment, and it is moot just how long this situation will persist. Years, if not 
decades could be needed to return to the previous normal for employment levels. Sustained 
unemployment unquestionably imposes social and personal costs in the form of poor health, 
congenital illness and lowered life expectancy as well as reducing levels of social cohesion 
and the strengths of family life. The new economies emerging after the coronavirus crisis will 
require a more physically-distanced economy and may well demand a different range of skills 
and knowledge for successful employment. All of this could place the existing low-skilled 
workforce at yet greater disadvantage in competing for rewarding work. The state will almost 
certainly play a more active role as ‘employer of last resort’ in order to maintain economic 
activity - as it attempted to do with mixed results in the 1980s in the UK when the infamous 
Youth Training Scheme (YTS) was introduced to keep potentially idle and disruptive young 
people off the streets (Dale 1985).

Yet there remains a serious question as to whether mass unemployment is inevitable. Major 
policy choices are available at this juncture in history. Large scale lay-offs in the private sector 
of the economy can be countered by public sector job creation, especially in those regions and 
cities where few options are available through private sector investment. Such investment could 
be within a context of ‘green’ industrial investment so that environmental regeneration and 
sustainability could be the hallmark of social and economic renewal. Net zero carbon emissions 
could be the aim of economic regeneration, drawing on the lessons of the health crisis. Global 
health - always locally experienced even when acquired from elsewhere - and the continuing 
and impending climate and ecological disaster facing the planet are connected. They are both 
the expression and reflection of how we handle the great social issues of our time. The uncaring 
and often uncontrolled exploitation of our natural habitats and species yields consequences for 
the health of all, for the social wellbeing of all our communities and now for the very existence 
of a viable planetary future for our children and grandchildren. No previous generation in all of 
history’s existence has been faced with such existential questions, so we have both the power 
to destroy our planet and its precarious social lives and we have the capacity and perhaps 
consciousness to change course and save our futures by radically reforming our present lives. 

The implications for education
Faced with the existential crises of health pandemics and planetary survival more generally, we 
are forced to ask whether universities are adequate for the challenge. Can they dominate, in a 
good sense, educational thinking in the future as they did in the past and assert their relevance 
to the big questions of inequality and the need for social justice? (Bell 2018) Unfortunately, 
what drives and animates universities are the privatisation of public resources, which has 
resulted from the introduction of ‘market-driven’ student tuition fees, the increasing 
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dependence on overseas students who pay high fees, and on research grants, many of which 
are publicly funded. Much of the competitiveness which drives the increasing ‘performativity’ of 
universities is rooted in the way universities function to differentiate and select the deserving 
from the less deserving and thus legitimate those who will receive better funding from 
the others. It is the grand paradox of mass higher education that the extension of learning 
opportunities is at the same time the co-extensive sifting and selection of those thought best 
fitted for the elite professions and careers. Many will be admitted but relatively few shall be 
chosen! The massive expansion of higher education world-wide has not overcome the equally 
and massively continuance of social inequality and social injustice.

Since the 1980s, there has been no great second wave of educational reform and no new goals 
agreed for the third decade of the 21st century beyond that of accommodating to the digital 
and techno-revolutions of the communications industries. New social constituencies have 
nevertheless emerged and these include the world’s poorest people, the dispossessed and 
refugees resulting from wars, famines, climate change and environmental degradation, and 
sometimes from racial persecution and ethnic and religious intolerance.

For the emerging generations, university engagement will need to be different from the past. 
There are curricular issues to be addressed such as the need for a comprehensive and universal 
literacy. Such a concept might conceivably include for example - within the commitment to 
learning - the use of more than one language in our public life and discourse. In Australia, for 
example, the cultural loss of indigenous languages could be countered by majority populations 
learning to communicate in local languages as well as the ‘national’ language, English. In many 
communities throughout the world, people speak more than a single language or dialect 
and this can be a force for good, helping to sustain a recognised diversity and plurality of 
cultures. We have to be aware also that monolingualism has often been used as a divisive 
and destructive cultural pursuit, which has sustained ultra-nationalism, ethno-nationalism 
and social exclusion. The content of degrees in the expanded higher education system has 
continued to be dominated by vocational concerns - what industry wants or requires - with 
little regard given to the sexual and social and racial division of labour and its divisive and 
negative consequences. At the start of the third decade of the 21st century, it had regrettably 
become clear that universities in general were not leading the fundamental reform of learning, 
education and opportunity which had been signalled by the earlier growth of mass literacy 
and universal schooling and subsequent expansion of higher education. The key concerns 
of most universities lay elsewhere, in spite of some exceptional attempts to extend learning 
opportunities and access to excluded learners. The rhetoric of equity and access far exceeded 
the reality of achievement, leaving university engagement with a challenge of change in the 
new normal times.

In a world where we are not certain of what skills and knowledge are needed for the future 
working population and the need for lifelong learning more generally, we can identify some 
essential curricular content, which has the potential to change the direction. Knowledge needs 
to be acquired in the context of a general education which involves comprehensive literacy 
and critical thinking skills. The skills of analysis and conceptualisation, using ideas and critical 
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concepts, are crucial (Hall 1983) as is relevant content. What is studied matters so the object 
of study should bring into consideration the ‘wicked issues’ we have mentioned earlier. As we 
have argued, these will inevitably force themselves onto our learning agendas as social and 
ecological crises continue to force change, regardless of any desires to conserve what exists. 

The key question posed is: how are universities to be relevant to the social and political values 
and expectations of an emerging future? (Bell 2018) What the health pandemics, the ecological 
crises and the challenges of social exclusion and social injustice show us is that the existing 
curriculum and educational practices of universities are inadequate to the tasks facing us and 
the possibilities of change.

As social forces emerge and change us, universities need to re-imagine and re-invent 
themselves once again by asking of themselves: why for the broad masses of people is 
education important? Obviously for any individual there is a personal answer to this question, 
shaped by the contingencies of an individual life. However, at the level of the social group, 
the community, the ethnic group or even the nation, a different answer is required. For the 
many who have few privileges and little access to learning opportunities, universal education, 
including university education, cannot be priced as a commodity. It needs to be free and 
universally available to all those who need it and want it as a social benefit that enriches the 
whole of the society. How we manage our education is an indicator of the kind of society and 
civilisation we want. There is a social horizon of learning at stake here which must be raised 
above the limitations of a monetised commodity, bought and sold as any other product or 
service. The new normal should surely be constructed for a democratic and universal education 
which is a national popular goal. If this is not to begin now, then when?

In conclusion
This future seems set to be one of continuing social crises, which simultaneously constitutes 
an educational crisis. For universities, this amounts to the existence of a contradictory struggle 
where teachers and researchers encounter the older academic forms and curricula and yet are 
tasked with producing new knowledge and transformations. In universities in the third decade 
of the 21st century, the provided system and conventional curriculum are under challenge. 
The response will need new tools and ways of doing things. However, the broadening and 
deepening themes of university engagement in response to crises pose fundamental questions 
which are now above the horizon and are increasingly part of our consciousness of what a 
universal higher learning should and can be. In the new normal, which will be extraordinary in 
so many ways, who will be there from education?
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Learning that matters
This volume was produced by two university academics and their colleagues and supporters 
who have tried to be part of a continuing dialogue on how universities are defining and 
attempting to develop a progressive programme of ‘engagement’ with issues, problems and 
critical thinking, which meet the challenges of change and modernity. These challenges include 
an attempt to understand and engage with the key issues of our time, especially those that 
impact higher education.

One of the most important historic tasks of higher education was to terminate educational 
inequality, which was both a political and educational goal. The successful development 
of mass entry to universities may have once been thought to have achieved this. Certainly, 
the past shows us the existence of optimism that universities might be the harbingers of a 
democratic triumph. However, the progressive dismantling of the vision of a democratic and 
universal literacy delivered by ‘collegial’ universities has occurred over recent times. The vision 
has been expropriated by the notion of ‘choice’ and transformed into the idea of an educational 
supermarket where all learning can be given a commercial value and monetised. Universities 
themselves have become extraordinarily ‘big business’- such that in countries like Australia 
it has been claimed as the fourth largest generator of wealth in the form of value equivalent 
for gross domestic product. There can be no doubt that as knowledge has exploded into 
availability through social, economic and technological change, its translation into privilege has 
occurred at the same time. The inequalities on a global scale as well as within nations have not 
been eradicated; they have been reformatted through educational selection so as to legitimate 
the false claims of meritocracy.  

These factors, along with the imminent and pervasive sense of crisis and anxiety which - 
alongside a series of actual physical global catastrophes of environmental degradation and 
health pandemics in the early 21st century - have yielded a popular deficit in the public 
imagination. People can no longer control their own futures and perhaps are unable even to 
imagine a different future. It is easier to imagine the ending of the world than it is to imagine 
the ending of capitalism! The central argument in this volume has been the need for the 
universities in general to adequately define and address these issues in the curriculum. This 
is not an argument that demands an escape from the academic disciplines and thinking that 
informs departmental university cultures. It is rather an argument for the disciplines to address 
which values, what emphasis, whose exclusions serve which interests? It is also clear that there 
is no escape from the reality that knowledge and the curriculum will have a social purpose - it is 
a question of which and whose social purpose will that be?

The educational goal of this book is to encourage learning and critical thinking; to bring 
something to bear which can work on experience and which can deal with knowledge as 
critique. A curriculum cannot teach or tell itself; it has to be taught and learned and that is 
why a number of the articles in this book try to engage with pedagogy and with inspirational 
teachers who teach critical thinking, though they may call it by different names. Through this 
notion of criticality, the possibility of using knowledge for change and for empowerment can be 
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real, but it takes critical thinking to achieve this, and this is itself a statement of value for which 
no apologies are due, in our view.

If university engagement is to live up to its claims to be transforming higher learning 
experience and not just maintaining the existing order of things, then the existing dimensions of 
learning need to be expanded. It may not be enough, for example, to assume the co-existence 
of a dual context of global economy and crises and a problematic national state which may 
or may not have the capacity for compensatory welfare for those who cannot compete. This 
has arguably been the position from which many liberal democratic countries have tried to 
resolve their own particularly national dilemmas arising out of truly seismic and global shifts in 
social and economic life. The university alone cannot solve such a problem but its knowledge 
of it cannot be reduced to providing information; knowledge cannot become reduced to 
competence. Not to address this would be a great disavowal. In this volume, university 
engagement, especially in relation to what we have called a critical curriculum, should be 
about engaging with the wider world and its pressing problems. The engaged university must 
provide accounts and explanations which arm those whose needs are greatest so that debate 
leads to societal action. The implication of this is that knowledge of the world is concurrently 
intervention in that world.  A critical curriculum is on everyone’s agenda for future learning in 
the engaged university.
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2018, Journal of Co-operative Studies Vol 51, No 2 (No 153), Autumn, 2018 
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2. The University’s Social and Civic role: time for an appraisal.  
James Nyland and David Davies 
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Issue 4. September, 2019 (revised version)

3. The university as a public educator: learning and teaching for engagement  
James Nyland, David Davies and Emer Davies  
2019, A paper presented for the Australian Catholic University and De Paul University, Illinois, 
USA at a Conference on University Engagement, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, July 2019

4. A crisis of knowledge: themes for an engaged university curriculum  
David Davies and James Nyland  
Paper presented at the Humboldt University, Berlin, Germany for the ICA-ICR European 
Research Conference – ‘Cooperatives and the Transformation of Business and Society’ 
August 2019.

Knowledge and culture
5. Freedom through education: a promise postponed 

David Davies and James Nyland 
An inaugural lecture given at the University of Derby in 1999 by David Davies and revised 
with James Nyland in 2021

6. Dancing in Nazareth:  real knowledge beyond the boundary 
Reem Shamshoum, David Davies, James Nyland and Emer Davies 
(Acknowledgement to Action Learning, Action Research Association (ALARA) Inc 
Monograph Series NO. 6, 2016) 
http://www.alarassociation.org/pages/publication, Sydney University Press, Australia

7. A learning curriculum: exploring the professional doctorate of educational practice 
David Davies 
2012, A seminar paper delivered at ACU, Brisbane, Australia

Engagement and democracy
8. Academic and scholarly freedom: towards a ‘disputing’ university with critically engaged 

students 
James Nyland and David Davies  
Book chapter in S. Bergan, T. Gallagher and I. Harkavy (eds) (2020) Academic Freedom, 
Institutional Autonomy and the Future of Democracy, Council of Europe Higher Education 
Series No. 24, Paris/ Strasbourg: UNESCO. ISBN 978-92-871-9018-5, April 2020
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9. Ways of knowing: towards an ecology of learning and community 
David Davies and James Nyland 
An earlier version of the paper was presented at the UK Society for Co-operative Studies 
Research Conference, October 2020, Sheffield Hallam University

10. Towards a 21st century approach to civic engagement locally and globally  
A conversation between Professor James Nyland and Professor Richard Teare in Transform:  
the Journal of Engaged Scholarship, Number 1, 2019, pp. 36-39 
EngagementAustralia.org.au/Transform

The future: slow burn or fast forward
11. The burning world: transformation and sustainability or apocalypse? 

David Davies and James Nyland 
2020 A paper prepared for Engagement Australia symposium, Spring 2020

12. Indigenous knowledge in Australia: imagining a different society 
David Davies and James Nyland 
(2020) A paper prepared for Transform/ACU, Brisbane, Australia

13. The new normal after coronavirus: is there anyone here from education? 
James Nyland and David Davies

Conclusion
14. Learning that matters 

Note to the reader
This ‘legacy volume’ brings together articles and material, some of which have appeared 
previously in books, journals and academic papers. The different referencing styles used 
throughout inevitably reflect a diversity of usage, though within each chapter uniform 
punctuation has been attempted. The overall approach reflects the style and format of the 
publishers of Transform, the Journal of Engagement Australia. 
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LEARNING AND TEACHING

 Engagement Matters provides a challenging 
and provocative exploration of various 

dimensions of a crisis of learning in higher 
education and one that points to a wider 

contested curriculum which has yet to engage 
with some of the major issues of our time.

This volume brings together perspectives 
and traditions concerning access and 

widening participation in higher education. 
It is international in scope and ambitious in 

outlook whilst drawing on an array of materials 
from Australia, Europe and beyond . It has a 

special emphasis on curriculum concerns and 
critical thinking and tackles some key issues in 

contemporary education.

‘’The university experience has become a commodity…
and can be bought by those who have the funds…It is 
also more than this…It represents the high water mark 
for social democratic and meritocratic achievement.’’ 

‘’Can traditional Aboriginal knowledge and culture… 
respond to the forces of modernism…? A people who 
have persisted for some 60,000 years in the face of 
the harshest of challenging ‘ country’ must have a 

great deal to teach us ,including who we are.’’

David Davies is Emeritus Professor at the University 
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of Westhill University College, Birmingham. James 
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