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Editorial

Higher education and work

CHRIS WINBERG, PENELOPE ENGEL-HILLS, JAMES GARRAWAY,
CECILIA JACOBS AND TERRY VOLBRECHT

Higher education programmes, even if they are not specifically career-oriented, play an important
role in equipping students with the knowledge and skills to enable their participation in future
places of work. While there has been considerable critical discussion on the role of work in
higher education, this has not been systematically researched, or theorised, to any great extent
(Symes & McIntyre, 2000). Higher education has preferred to direct its gaze inward. Educational
research in higher education has focused on the acculturation of students into academic
disciplines, and their associated practices and languages (Dias, Freedman, Medway & Paré,
1999). While such self-scrutiny is important, it is equally important for educational and work-
based researchers to consider how educational programmes and approaches might address the
needs of students' participation in, and contribution to their future work environments. To
achieve a productive alignment between higher education and workplaces, academic staff should
develop an understanding of how to integrate experiences across different areas of learning,
both within and outside academic contexts (Miettinen, 1999).

Clearly higher education does not want to become a slave to industry, and has developed
traditions and practices to support learning, in contrast to work-based practices, which are
more supportive of doing (Le Maistre & Paré, 2004). Academics and employers need to accept
that there are necessary differences between the two fields, and that there are practices,
pedagogies and structures that might enable or constrain attempts to integrate learning at these
two sites.

Higher education has had a range of curricular responses to "employability" concerns.
The move to outcomes-based higher education in South Africa, with its emphasis on
demonstrable skills, can be seen as a response to concerns about graduate employability.
Higher Education policy, such as the draft policy on service learning, aims to prepare students
better for the changing world – proposing a new model of higher education, one that not only
takes cognisance of disciplinary knowledge, but which also understands and contributes to the
wider society.

The curricular changes sketched above are intended to enhance candidates' suitability
for employment, but realisation is dawning that neither skills nor experience are sufficient to
ensure employability; actually getting a job, as Yorke and Knight (2004) point out, is dependent
on factors such as the state of the economy and patterns of discrimination in the labour market.

Relationships between higher education and the world of work thus extend beyond
concerns with graduate employability. Partnerships and networks of all kinds have entered
higher education, in learnerships, spin-off companies, technology stations, and other industry/
higher education collaboration; and in research, innovation, and technology transfer. These
activities have the potential to initiate wide-ranging beneficial economic effects.

The articles included in this special edition of Perspectives in Education represent some
of the forms and sites of potentially productive relationships between higher education and
work: professional, occupational and vocational education, university/industry research
networks, learnerships, and service learning. The authors' work presented here critically examines
assumptions about the desirability of integrating work and learning. Their research findings
show how policies are being implemented, explore the benefits and difficulties of innovative
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practices involving higher education and workplace partnerships, and study the impact that
partnerships have had on curriculum development, and on teaching, learning and assessment
practices.

Kruss addresses the challenge of creating mutual benefits for academics and industry in
the context of high-tech research. Partnerships and networks are increasingly prominent in
higher education structures; Kruss investigates the kinds of partnerships that are being
established, and the benefits derived from them. She makes a plea or a "network" approach to
establishing appropriate partnerships between higher education and workplaces and industry.
Although Kruss' context is one of high tech bio-info-nano research, her argument for "mutual
benefits" is applicable to undergraduate training and the extent to which it accommodates
industry or professional needs.

McKenna and Sutherland support a greater emphasis on critical and creative problem-
solving in the university of technology curriculum, and the difficulties of achieving this when
lecturers are held captive by narrow skills discourses. The articles by McKenna and Sutherland,
Kraak and Young address the specific roles that the new universities of technology could
potentially play in workforce development, and how such intentions might be translated into
strategic action. Young reminds us that the vocational curriculum must "look both ways"; it
must address the knowledge encoded in academic disciplines, and it must address the needs of
industries and professions. In this regard, Kraak argues that "academic drift" (generally
negatively perceived by vocational educators) might in fact be a positive strategy for improving
the quality of career-focused higher education. McKenna and Sutherland similarly point out the
need to bring critical awareness into technical and vocational education.

A number of articles deal with training for a particular profession or industry: medical
(Breier), bio-medical, (Wyrley-Birch), agricultural (Ali Baygi & Zarafshani), and educational
(van der Linden & Mendonça). These articles raise common concerns around professionalism,
labour markets, curriculum innovation, generic and specific competencies, as well as differences
in discursive practices in higher education and the world of work.

The entry of working adults into higher education is a growing phenomenon in South
African higher education – and this trend is set to increase in the light of policies concerning
learnerships and technology stations. A cluster of articles deals with the accommodation of
work-based students in higher education. Walters and Koetsier, drawing on the experience of
the University of the Western Cape (which has profiled itself as a centre for "lifelong learning")
show how new students require new structures and new concepts to support their learning.
Hewlett, in her study of management trainees, and Jones, Cooper and McMillan, in their article
on adult educators, explore different ways of knowing in workplaces and in higher education;
they record students making shifts from contextualised to decontextualised (and then
"recontextualised") knowledge. These shifts in knowledge formation are, as Hewlett puts it,
"unsettling"; the point is to make productive the necessary tension between higher education
and the workplace.

We have given Michael Young the "last word". His article supports consideration of the
training needs of vocational and technical educators, for without such pedagogy provision,
FET colleges (and by extension higher education institutions that offer career-focused
programmes) are unlikely to produce "work-ready" graduates.

The articles in this special edition address some of the research gaps in this field by
providing empirical studies that offer insights beyond the rhetoric of polarising debates on the
relationship between higher education and the world of work. They begin to reveal something
of the complex and multi-layered nature that such relationships will have. We hope these articles
inspire readers to consider how their programmes relate to the workplaces that their students
might enter, for there is much work still to be done.
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