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Productivity displacement
Scholarship is about valuing things that can’t be counted
and shouldn’t be rushed, muses Adam Benjamin Smith

I

’m close to finishing my doctorate and
the job market in my field is grim.
Everyone I know is concerned about
whether they will be able to do what
they’ve always wanted to do: think
deeply about their subject for the rest of
their lives.
Fortunately (or unfortunately), I have
a sort of salutary hubris about this
matter, which frees me to worry about a
different problem. What if, when I land
a position, I find that the job has radically changed?
Those of us who occasionally glance
up from our dissertations and applications are aware of the encroachments of
administrators, the reduction of students
to infants and consumers, the conflation
of teaching with content delivery, the
confusion of crass materialism with
social relevance and the general diminishment of the university as an idea and
institution. And we hope that when our
turn comes (if it does), our vision will
not have been so narrowed that we lose
the memory of what we wanted an

I’d like to avoid becoming more
‘efficient’. Of course I want to do
good work, but that’s different from
turning ‘productivity’ into my job
academic position to be.
I have two fears in particular. First,
I’m afraid of accountability. I don’t
mean that I am afraid of being held
responsible; in fact it’s because I crave
responsibility – which is the same thing
as freedom – that I always wanted to
become an academic. What scares me is
being measured, because that’s what
“accountability” has come to mean. It’s
true that what gets measured gets done,
but the corollary is that what can’t be
measured will not.
A teacher does lots of measurable
things, of course. But teaching itself
can’t be accounted for because it’s not a
set of tasks and it doesn’t have paperwork “outcomes”. To teach is not to
transmit information. To teach is to
shape someone’s character: to awaken
the desire to learn. The teacher isn’t a
standardised conduit whose efficiency
can be tested: she’s a model, and she is
finally unique. I believe this because I’ve
had models of my own, whose approach
was: “I found something interesting:
come examine it with me.”
Second, I’m afraid of productivity. I’d
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like to avoid becoming more “efficient”
and I’m not too sure about “getting
things done”. Of course I want to do
good work and to share it with people
who think it matters to get things right.
I want to do my job productively. But
that’s different from turning “productivity” into my job.
We’re talking about the crucial
distinction between ends and means.
One reason we confuse them is that,
when it comes to higher education, it is
more difficult to reach consensus on the
latter. But, look: the end of higher
education must have something to do
with the freedom to think. And what if
the thought I freely think is that we
should all be less busy? Should I get
busy thinking about that? It’s absurd to
desire productivity for its own sake.
Isn’t a university supposed to be a place
where such absurdities lose a little bit of
their power over us?
If we can keep ourselves afloat on the
surface of these pressures, we can keep
higher education alive. How much we
can do about the larger social and
economic forces that help produce the
pressures is another question. I think we
must organise to resist them. But maybe
the best thing we can do in the long run
is to voice and redouble our passion for
the craft.
On paper, and in the minds of many
bureaucrats, the role of “academic” may
well have become something ugly and
vapid by the time my generation starts
to take it on. But in the real world of
our classrooms, we will still be able to
point out to the next generation that
there are things to live for that can’t be
counted and shouldn’t be rushed. We
can show our students that there are
reasons for doing their work that have
little to do with grade point averages
and résumés, and that there is a pleasure
in living that is different from the pleasure of winning the game.
At least, I hope we’ll be able to do
that. Maybe we won’t. Nothing is guaranteed against loss.
Adam Benjamin Smith is a PhD
candidate in politics at Brandeis
University.

Academics find surveillance measures irksome
and an invasion of privacy. It should come as
no surprise that this is what students think
about compulsory attendance rules too.
It is too simplistic to place all the blame on
institutions for these double standards. We
jealously guard our own academic freedom
without understanding enough about why
student academic freedom is so important.
Few object to the way that students are
required to espouse institutionally endorsed
values such as “global citizenship”. Academics
are relatively unaffected by these politically
correct agendas, while students are assessed on
the basis of their emotional compliance with
them. But students also need academic freedom if they are going to get a chance to make
up their minds about the causes that matter to
them, rather than to us. Why do we seem
increasingly content to assess them on the
basis of having the right attitude, rather than
the right quality of scholarship?

We blame everything on students’
consumerist mentality, rather than
simply admitting that we don’t like
having our authority challenged

U

niversities may claim to believe in traditional ideals of academic freedom and
social justice, but the real test of that is
how fairly we treat our students.
We may signal our commitment to an inclusive academic community by referring to
students as “partners” or “co-learners”, yet
the evidence suggests that a series of double
standards are in operation.
When students start at university, for example, they are bombarded with threats about
the perils of plagiarism. They face severe
punishment for failing to acknowledge their
sources. But the very same lecturers who
enforce such draconian policies routinely
ignore referencing conventions when preparing
their own PowerPoint slides and handouts.
The use of Turnitin anti-plagiarism software
is ubiquitous, yet it is employed almost exclusively to catch out students. When academics
submit journal articles or write books, how
often are they subject to the same type of
surveillance? This is rare in my experience,
despite plenty of evidence that academics
plagiarise too, and even copy and paste
“teaching philosophy” statements into their
own teaching portfolios. Why should the
phrase “academic integrity” be virtually
synonymous with rules governing students’
rather than everyone’s scholarship?
Another example of our double standards is
the way many lecturers elicit responses from

Our double standards:
freedom for academics,
limits for students
Bruce Macfarlane on the intergenerational hypocrisy of
scholars who monitor students in ways that they never were
students in class by calling on individuals to
answer questions or give an opinion. The use
of clickers, hailed as an “innovative” practice
across the sector, has much the same effect.
This enforced participation contrasts starkly
with the way academics treat each other at
conferences, where we generally grant our
peers the right to reticence.
Some academic double standards have been
with us a very long time, but others have
emerged more recently. There are now strict
rules on attendance at many university classes
and growing use of “class participation”
grades as a means of rewarding so-called
student engagement. These are reliant almost

entirely on crude indicators, such as turning
up or asking questions, rather than harder-toobserve measures of genuine learning.
Such compulsory attendance rules represent
an intergenerational hypocrisy, since they have
been developed and implemented by baby
boomers who were never subject to such
restrictions on their own academic freedom.
How many academics who were students in
the 1970s or 1980s would have graduated if
their progress had depended on attending at
least 70 per cent of the teaching sessions? Yet
students at University College London, and at
many other institutions, are now subject to
such arbitrary and authoritarian rules.

The reasons underlying these academic
double standards go beyond mere hypocrisy.
The truth is that many lecturers are now
encouraged to see students as customers.
This diminishes our regard for them and
provides a pejorative label we can hang
around their necks, even though there is
little evidence to support the myth that
today’s students are more instrumentally
minded than previous generations. When a
student asks for a grade to be explained or
reviewed, it is easy to dismiss such requests as
evidence that they now think like customers.
Yet this allows us to blame everything on a
consumerist mentality, rather than simply
admitting that we don’t like having our
authority challenged. If students now act in a
less deferential way and are brave enough to
ask questions, this is all to the good.
Academics need constantly to remind themselves what it was like to be a student. It’s all
too easy to forget. At the same time, it is not
just academics who are under growing pressure.
The demands on students are also much greater
now in terms of attendance, participation and
levels of assessment. This change makes it
harder to draw comparisons on the basis of
our own, sometimes distant, student days.
If we are really serious about treating
students as members of an inclusive academic
community rather than as customers, we need
to be far more careful about practising what
we preach.
Bruce Macfarlane is professor of higher
education at the University of Southampton.
His book Freedom to Learn: The Threat to
Student Academic Freedom and Why it Needs
to be Reclaimed was published last month by
Routledge/SRHE.
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