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In a knowledge-based economy characterised by uncertainty, complexity, risk and speed, academic life is encountering a certain strangeness. We find ourselves for the first time preparing students for a future we can’t really envisage. In this endeavour we are beset by a number of tensions and contradictions. New emphases such as those on interdisciplinarity and the development of graduate attributes exemplify this. We are obliged to rethink the kinds of attributes that our graduates will require in the 21st century, and renew the pedagogies, curricula and learning environments that might best foster such attributes. On the one hand the binary oppositions between ‘ivory towers’ and ‘real world’ environments appear increasingly outdated and the ‘research-mindedness’, enquiry and problem-orientation emphasised within the academy appear similarly valued in business and industry. On the other, we are witnessing an increasing corporatisation of academic life and values, with academics increasingly serving as managed professionals, and with what Head (2011) has termed ‘a ‘renegotiation’ of the social contract between the faculty and the institution, with declining mutual loyalty and increased administrative oversight of academic affairs.’ The advent and practice of business process models in higher education management has weakened traditional collegial and disciplinary cultures, leading to an erosion of trust and the increasing professional stratification of academics. Academic developers are also caught in this uncertainty as these same models, intensified by a climate of funding stringency, encourage outsourcing through ‘shared services’. This talk, given on the day of the Scottish national election, will examine these tensions and dilemmas facing academics and their possible responses in a time of uncertainty. 
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