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OPINION

6.45am
 A

larm
 sounds. Press snooze 

button.
6.46am

 Begin m
iddle-aged m

orning 
inventory. H

usband – one – fast asleep; 
cats on bed – tw

o; cats attacking hum
an 

toes – tw
o; knees – stiff; back – aching; 

sight – m
yopic; vanity – too great for 

varifocals; hours of invigilation ahead 
– three.
6.50am

 A
larm

 sounds. H
it snooze 

button.
6.55am

 A
larm

 sounds. N
urture dark 

thoughts about snooze button inventor.
7.00am

 A
larm

 sounds. Punch it in irritat-
ing, snoozy, insistent, stupid little face. 
C

ats hurtle off bed. H
usband gives m

e  
A

 Look. G
oes back to sleep.

8.55am
 M

arch into Sports H
all w

ith as 
m

uch authority as back and knees w
ill 

allow
. R

ow
s of em

pty desks and chairs. 
8.56am

 R
em

ind self that am
 not taking 

exam
. A

nxiety allayed.
8.59am

 Set question paper and answ
er 

booklet on each desk. 
9.11am

 W
ait for students to be let in. 

N
ovelist C

olleague, also invigilating, sits 
next to m

e. R
eads m

e tw
o pages of his 

new
 novel w

hich is, he reports, brilliant.
9.19am

 N
ovelist C

olleague asks if I think 
it’s rem

iniscent of Proust. Snorts unnec-
essarily loudly w

hen I say that I have 
never finished anything by Proust.
9.22am

 W
om

an from
 R

egistry tells m
e 

am
 C

hief Invigilator. A
m

 seized w
ith fit 

of sm
ugness. G

ive N
ovelist C

olleague 
fleeting yet m

eaningful look to say 
“U

neasy lies the head that w
ears the 

C
hief Invigilator crow

n”. 
9.23am

 N
ovelist C

olleague surrepti-
tiously picks nose.
9.24am

 Students begin to file in.
9.30am

 Exam
 starts.

9.40am
 W

ander up and dow
n aisles like 

keyless prison w
arder.

9.43am
 W

ander dow
n and up aisles.

9.50am
 W

onder as w
andering.

10.13am
 Incontinence has apparently 

gripped students. Escort one after 
another out of hall. O

n third trip, left 
shoe starts to m

ake com
ical “eekEEK

” 
sound w

hen I put w
eight on heel.

11.06am
 Student w

ith hand up in  
A

isle C
! Jum

p up, startling N
ovelist 

C
olleague from

 resting eyes. A
m

 up and 
eekEEK

ing w
ay to student in authorita-

tive m
anner, clutching treasury tag, biro 

and answ
er booklet. Student takes 

answ
er booklet. It is lilac; original ones 

are blue. “D
oes the colour m

atter?” 
hisses student. “N

o” (said in com
fort-

ing-yet-com
m

anding C
hief voice). 

Student looks unsure; clearly oblivious 
to solem

nities and pow
er of role.

Eternal invigilation

11.07am
 EekEEK

 back to desk. R
em

ain 
vigilant. T

houghts course through 
C

hiefly brain. W
hat if booklet colour 

does m
atter? W

hat if pow
er has gone to 

head? Student w
ould fail degree; w

ould 
fall into inexorable spiral of destitution 
and gloom

; parents, divided in opinion 
over offspring’s ruinous regret, w

ould 
divorce. M

other, in heated confusion of 
fam

ily argum
ent, w

ould reverse car too 
quickly out of garage, running over 
O

dette, beloved fam
ily spaniel. I w

ould 
be culpable. D

one for dogslaughter, I 
w

ould suffer ignom
iny at hands of press; 

w
ould lose job, hom

e, cats, husband.
12.13pm

 G
ear self up for penultim

ate 
announcem

ent. W
onder how

 to deliver 
it. Sym

pathetic tone? T
im

bre calculated 
casually, yet assertively, to suggest: “T

his 
is serious”? In upbeat, jaunty m

anner?
12.14pm

 Pressure of occasion has m
ade 

palm
s sw

eaty. 
12.15pm

 “Y
ou have 15 m

inutes left.”
12.16pm

 A
m

 im
pressed by w

hat w
as 

packed into those bland w
ords: author-

ity, yes, but authority subtly tem
pered 

by echoes of em
pathy and solace. 

C
ongratulate self on Job W

ell D
one. 

12.30pm
 Exam

 ends; students file out. 
A

m
 no longer C

hief Invigilator. A
m

 no 
longer T

he Law
. 

12.36pm
 Invigilators busily sort scripts 

into piles. Look at m
y pile. From

 Invigi-
lation H

ell, have stepped, w
ith nary an 

eekEEK
, into M

arking H
ell.

2.08pm
 H

usband asks how
 day w

ent. 
R

ecall dogslaughter. “C
ould’ve been 

w
orse.”

2.12pm
 Sit in study to begin m

arking 
scripts. N

otice how
 grubby w

indow
 is. 

R
efuse to be distracted from

 first script.
2.14pm

 C
leaning w

indow
s w

ith m
inia-

ture yellow
 and black vacuum

 cleaner.
2.39pm

 Start m
arking again. N

otice 
m

ark on pane. Focus on answ
er booklet.

2.41pm
 A

nother m
ark! Stubbornly 

continue correcting first essay on W
oolf 

and Perkins G
ilm

an.
2.42pm

 M
arks on w

indow
 start to evolve 

into dim
inutive existential portents. A

re 
they inside, or out? R

ub inside of 
w

indow
 gently w

ith little cloth from
 

glasses case. M
ark is on outside. H

ave 
created new

 sm
udge. 

2.45pm
 M

arks have m
ade m

arking into 
long, dark tea break of soul.
2.46pm

 Y
earn to transcend such 

m
undanities but, alas, have no w

ife. 
A

nd, for as long as m
arking season lasts, 

I also, apparently, w
ill have no life.

Em
m

a R
ees is professor of literature and 

gender studies at the U
niversity of C

hester.

As the m
inutes tick by in exam

-hall hell, Em
m

a Rees 
ponders the potential price in dog lives of her rise to power

Early issues of Studies in Higher Education show how greatly 
notions of scholars’ priorities have changed, says Bruce M

acfarlane

T
he w

ord “traditional” is possibly the 
m

ost overused term
 in higher education. 

In fact, in com
m

on w
ith nearly all institu-

tions that have endured for any substantial 
length of tim

e, the university has been adroit 
at reinventing itself. T

he latest reim
agining is 

that “traditional” universities are research-led 
institutions. T

his m
yth has com

paratively 
recent roots.

A
n insight into just how

 m
uch priorities 

have changed am
ong academ

ics during the 
recent past is provided by T

he B
ritish  

A
cadem

ics, A
. H

. H
alsey and M

. A
. Trow

’s 
sem

inal study of a still-sm
all and elite U

K
 

higher education sector, published in 1971  
and draw

ing on data gathered in the m
id-

1960s. T
he authors found that British  

academ
ics w

ere overw
helm

ingly oriented 
tow

ards teaching rather than research.  
A

 m
ere 10 per cent w

ere even “interested”  
in research, w

hile just 4 per cent of them
 

regarded research as their prim
ary responsibil-

ity. T
he study concludes that “elitist teachers”, 

predom
inantly interested in teaching rather 

than research and opposed to the expansion  
of the system

, constituted the dom
inant 

“academ
ic type”. N

or w
as it just U

K
 academ

-
ics w

ho saw
 their role as prim

arily about 
teaching. W

riting about U
S academ

ics as late 
as 1979, Logan W

ilson asserted that even 
though “assigned teaching loads…

norm
ally 

allow
 am

ple tim
e for research, the m

ajority 
consider teaching to be m

ore im
portant than 

research”.
A

s the Society for R
esearch into H

igher 
Education celebrates its 50th anniversary this 

w
eek, I have been looking back at early issues 

of Studies in H
igher E

ducation, the journal of 
the SR

H
E, first published in 1976. U

nsurpris-
ingly, m

any articles focused on undergraduate 
teaching, picking over very practical issues 
such as the use of lectures, exam

inations and 
various form

s of educational innovation. T
he 

language of this tim
e w

as all about “university 
teachers”. T

he virtual disappearance of this 
phrase in the m

odern lexicon tells us a lot 
about the w

ay in w
hich the subsequent separ-

ation of governm
ent funding for research and 

teaching has led to a radical shifting of 
academ

ic priorities.
A

nalysis of the academ
ic profession in the 

1970s, in the afterm
ath of the cam

pus radical-
ism

 of the previous decade, w
as som

etim
es 

characterised in term
s of a division betw

een 
the forces of conservatism

 and liberalism
 or in 

attitudes tow
ards the expansion of higher 

education. Today, sadly, the very idea that the 
sociopolitical view

s of academ
ics should be 

sought, let alone listened to, m
ight seem

 at 
best quaint or at w

orst, irrelevant. T
his is 

partly about the w
ay in w

hich the public  
role and status of the academ

ic has shrunk. 
T

he divisions today w
ithin the academ

ic 
profession are m

ore usually expressed in term
s 

of contractual or stratified status: research or 
teaching contracts, tenured or untenured, full- 
or part-tim

e, and the career critical division 
betw

een those w
ho have been subm

itted or 
om

itted for national research audit exercises. 
T

he expansion of higher education has not 
only led to increased inequality betw

een 
students in a highly stratified sector – it has 
had m

uch the sam
e effect for academ

ics.  
T

he realities of casualisation and the pressures 

of perform
ativity have shaped a m

ore inw
ard-

looking “academ
ic profession”.

T
his inw

ard turn m
arks not just the declin-

ing role of academ
ics as public intellectuals 

but also the atom
isation of academ

ic practice 
and identity. W

ork has been parcelled into 
discrete and specialised niches. O

nly around 
half of academ

ics in the U
K

 or A
ustralia are 

now
 on “all round” contracts involving teach-

ing, research and service. T
he other half are a 

disparate collection of para-professionals w
ho 

m
ight research or teach or, perhaps, m

anage. 
T

he line betw
een an “academ

ic” and an 
“adm

inistrator” is also becom
ing fuzzier as a 

result of this fragm
entary process.

Som
e of the early articles published in 

Studies in H
igher E

ducation essentially consti-
tuted personal reflections, part of a lost w

orld 
of scholarly dialogue about academ

ic identity. 
In “R

eflections on w
orking in a university”, 

A
dam

 C
urle, the first professor of peace studies 

at the U
niversity of Bradford, m

ade no 

m
ention of phrases or agendas that m

ight 
predom

inate if such a piece w
ere to be penned 

today, such as “w
orkload” or “research 

grant”. Instead, he provided a critical reflection 
on his ow

n developm
ent from

 “m
iddle class 

English academ
ic, subtly conscious of status, 

class, and colour, believing – albeit criticizing 
– the values of w

estern civilization” to a later 
realisation that his “attitude tow

ard students 
had the sam

e om
iniscient superiority that had 

tainted m
y attitude tow

ards people in the 
countries w

here I had w
orked on developm

ent 
problem

s”. Such a candid self-analysis is all 
too rare today as m

odern para-professionals, 
including full professors, scurry around m

eet-
ing the dem

ands of a perform
ative culture. 

Today C
urle’s idiosyncratic m

eanderings 
w

ould probably face instant rejection from
 

Studies in H
igher E

ducation given its lack of a 
“m

ethodology” section, em
pirical evidence or 

other sufficiently respectable social scientific 
clothing. Such conventions now

 predom
inate 

and have positively contributed to achieving 
the hope expressed by Tony Becher, in his 
opening editorial in the first issue of Studies in 
H

igher E
ducation in 1976, for higher educa-

tion to “constitute as valid a field of intellec-
tual enquiry as can any specialized discipline”. 
Y

et m
uch of the scholarly dialogue from

 the 
1970s and early 1980s rem

inds us of w
hat has 

been lost. T
hese authors addressed a key ques-

tion too rarely considered today: w
hat does it 

m
ean to be an academ

ic?

B
ruce M

acfarlane is professor of higher 
education at the U

niversity of Southam
pton. 

T
he Society for R

esearch into H
igher 

Education is celebrating its 50th anniversary 
this w

eek w
ith a colloquium

 and reception at 
the H

ouse of Lords on 26 June.

Look back in wonder: 
the invention of 
academ

ic ‘tradition’

In the mid-1960s, a mere 10 per cent of 
British academics were even ‘interested’ 
in research, while just 4 per cent saw it 
as their primary responsibility 

MARTIN O’NEILL


