Commission report expensive cop-out

By TOBY SANGER

THE LARGE INCREASE IN
public funding to Canadian uni-
versities in the 1960s was accom-
panied by a new approach to
post-secondary education. Uni-
versities were no longer to be the
nurturing ground for society's
elite.

The new objective of a univer-
sity system was to provide a high
quality of research and education
which was accountable to the
needs of the community at large
and which guaranteed access 10
all those with the required
ability.

The authors of the Report of
the Nova Scotia Royal Commis-
sion on Post-Secondary Educa-
tion claim Nova Scotia’s
universities have failed to reach
these objectives. The report says
the lack of coordinated planning
and the lack of a commonly
acknowledged sense of purpose
in the university system has
pushed the universities to the
“the brink of a quality disaster.”

The report recommends the
establishment of a Nova Scotia
Council of Higher Education
“with executive authority and
discretionary powers over fund-
ing in order to ensure that univer-
sity planning, programming and
resource allocation are performed
in the context of a provincial uni-
versity system.” The council
would oversee the introduction of
a core curriculum in universities
and the ‘rationalization” of
duplicated programmes in differ-
ent institutions.

In addition, the report recom-
mends increased tuition fees, the
creation of a Nova Scotia Council
of Continuing Education, and
the setting up of similar central
planning and resource allocation

quantity rather than quality.

Sadly, the competition for pub-
lic funds has led to this situation
by encouraging lower standards
in order to achieve higher pass
rates and therefore higher levels
of funding.

In some of the more traditional
disciplines, cutbacks in funding
have turned the faculty into
twentieth-century versions of the
Knights of St. John’s Cross, who
spend their time vainly trying to
transcribe the Holy Grail onto
floppy disks.

Establishing a clear purpose to
a university system, let alone a
university or even a department,
is inimical to the spirit of a uni-
versity where a diversity of views
and approaches should be cele-
brated rather than suppressed.

The commission’s narrow
approach to university education
was not more evident than in its
embarassing lack of comment on
the important and stimulating
role of interdisciplinary institutes
and departments at Nova Scotian
universities.

The enormous infusion of
public funds into the university
system in the early 1960s changed
the nature of university education
forever. Changes in the adminis-
trative structure took place so
slowly and marginally that
twenty years later, most universi-
ties are still governed as if they
were private institutes.

Saying the university system
is a large public expenditure pro-
gram in which the relatively poor
groups tend to subsidize the rela-
tively rich,” the council called for
increased public accountability
for these public funds.

Setting up a government-
appointed central council to
account to the public for these

repugnant.

Centralized control of universities

committees at each of the
universities.

The facile and poorly-
considered recommendation of
imposing ‘“‘selective retrench-
ment’’ on universities by a central
planning council would be the
surest route to further erosion of
the quality of the province’s uni-
versity system. Not only is cen-
tralized control of a university
curriculum repugnant to the tra-
ditional character of a decentral-
ized university system in Canada
and in Nova Scotia in particular,
but experience in other countries
has shown centralized control of
university curricula results in
institutionalized mediocrity.

As proposed, the council
would be completely unworka-
ble. A council of seven people
capable of expressing “different
pomnts of view on any subject”
and on the hundreds of different
programmes in the province’s
universities would be hard to
find, even if they were Dal
graduates.

Decline in quality of academic
Erograms, where it has occurred,

as resulted not from a lack of
clear purpose in these depart-
ments but from an emphasis on

.would be significant.

expenditures would be an expen-
sive and dangerous cop-out.

A much more fruitful
approach would be to negotiate a
more extensive agreement on
credit transfer between Nova Sco-
tia colleges and universities and
the creation of inter-university
faculty committees with real
power over finances and program
development. On these commit-
tees would be academic and stu-
dent representatives from the
different universities, sitting with
representatives from government,

business groups, secondary
school teachers and interest
groups representing disadvan-

taged groups in the community.

Representatives from outside
the university would be on a rota-
tional and voluntary basis so that
those groups most concerned
with certain disciplines would
have the opportunity to contrib-
ute to the fields of sutdy they are
most involved with.

The benefits of such a system
It could
pave the way for greater co-
ordination of programme devel-
opment between different
universities than is presently pos-
sible under the MPHEC.

By improving communication
and input between faculties and

the communities they serve, there

would be increased accessibility
to programs by less-advantaged
groups in society and the devel-
opment of programs more rele-
vant to the needs of the
community.

Increased communication

between secondary school, busi-
ness and government representa-
tives with academic fac ulty
would improve the quality and
relevance of the education offered
at both secondary and post-
secondary levels.

Closer relations between busi-
ness and government groups with
facultes would both increase the

flow of funds from these groups
to universities and facilitate the
secondment of academic staff o
these organizations and vice versa
providing universities with a
much-needed transfusion of new
blood. These closer relations
would also increase employment
opportunities outside the univer-
sity for staff and students.

Recommendations affecting students

1. A body, preferably established

by:and representing all the

proxvincial universities,
should set tests of ability for
all prospective
students. There should be a
Use of English (or, for fran-
cophone insittions, a Use of
French) éxamination to test
reading; writing and reason-
ing, anda Use of Mathemat-
1cs  examination (o test
ability “to_understand
mathematical reasoning and
perform mathematical
operations.

16. A university education
should be synenymous with
a liberal education, In conse-
quence, all students wishing
an undergraduite .or first

degree, regardless of their
field of specialization,
should take a Ccm?“” curri-:
culum,

18. qurammes at undergradu-
ate or first-degree leyel:that
do not include the core cur-
riculum should not résult in
a baccalaureate or higher

degree but in" diplomas or

advanced certificates.

35. Tuiuon tees should increase -
so that students, as the prim-_ =

ary beneficiaries of their uni-

versity education, assume
50% of the costs of their
instruction.

36. Visa students should pay the .

full instructional costs asso-
ciated with their programme
except for students from the
countries defined by OECD
as the twenty-five least deve-
loped nations.

37. The universities
introduce differential  fees
that reflect major differences
in programme costs. ‘A differ-
ential fee structure based on
the foliowmg classifications

— Aru# and Commerce

— Science and Engineering

— Medical/Clinical

— Professional Pro-

ramimes,

— Graduate Program _es
- The Government of Nova

educational pro-
grammes who demonstrated
a need for financial
assistance.

40. The Educational Opportun-
ity Fund should replace the
Nova Scotia Bursary Pro-
gramme as a supplement to

UNiVersity .

should

the financial assistance pro-
vided by the Canada Student
Loasns Programme.

41. Swudent loan assistance
obtained under the Educa-
tional: Qpportunity Fund
should be repavable conting-
ent upon, and according to a
_schedule directly related to,
the recipient’s ability te pay

after hanngtomplel(‘d hls or

her education.

42. The amounts_ ol dc[lul(mg
loans should be repaid from
provincial goverpment
revenues as a subsidy to the
Educational Opportunity
Fund.

47. The universities of the‘pro-
vince should ‘be considered,
and should consider them-
selves, as forming a provin-
cial system, and the plans
and priorities of each gmjver-
sity should take cognizance

. of, ‘and be in accord with, the
__plans and priorities of the
system as a whole.

49. A provincial intermediary
body,called the Nova Scotia
Council on Higher Educa-
tion, should be established
and endowed with executive
authority and discretionary
powers over funding in-order
to ensure that .udniversity
planning, pregramming
and resource allacation are
‘ "'performcd in the context of a

* provineial university system.
50. Once_the Council is estab-

‘Hished, provincial govern-
ment  decisions to accept,
sadopt or approve would be
required in the following
areas only:

rejected by
,; only after con-
mihe Council.

75, Should

evel of resource a\'ai]abl:e léi’ ;

graduation standards
- selection and appointment
of university staff
The Council should, how-
ever, have the right to hold
the institutions accountable
for their performance in the
above areas.

53, The future composition and
responsibilities of MPHEC
or its successor should be
established by negotiations
between the three Maritime
provinces. It is advisable that
a regional agency be main-
tainied’ for the purposes of
data. collections and coordi-
nation :of. specific pro-

: grammeq" of .r:t‘qi(mal
“‘importance.

54. TheCouneil on nghf'r Edu-
cation’ sh_ould be created. by
statutes, eonferring upen it
the powers of an administra-
tive tribunal with theright to
enquire into any and all
things relating to higer edu-
cation in Nova Scotia.

56. The council, not4 section in
the Department of - Educa-
tion, should“be given the
resporisibility for advising
the Minister of Education in
university matters,

the Council on
Higher Education prove
inadequate to coordinate the
academic programmes and
expenditures of the universi-
ties, the provincial govern-
ment should consider the
consolidation of the separate
institutions in a Uniyersity
of Nova Scotia,

91. A core curriculiim should be
introduced in the secondary
schools (6" ensure that stu-

. dents obtain the general edu-
cational background

* necessary to encourage them
10 seek a wide range of job

¢ ‘skills’ Mathematics should

““be compulsory in junior
high school to Grade IX
level, and senior high school
students should experience a
core curriculum including
mathematics, English, a
science, a social science and a
language, all taught to a
rigorous standard- They

exposure .
11 -rsx 165 shou!d cons:der

eration should be
given to providing loans
with the same repayment
terms as full-time student
loans to part-time students
registered in a three to five-
year study schedule.




