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The factors currently  in fluencing  
h ig her ed u ca tio n , and lib ra ry  
and  in fo rm a tio n  sec to r (L IS ) 

ed u catio n  in p a rticu la r, w ill have a 
s ig n ific a n t  im p act upon A L IA  as it 
p lans for its evo lv in g  ro le in profes
sional ed u catio n . The recent c lo su re  
o f severa l lib rary  courses cam e as a 
su rp rise  to m any. The c lo su re s  are , 
however, an ind ication of the vu lner
ab ility  of courses, and a w arn ing  that, 
by their nature, decis ions of this type 
are m ade w ith  little w arn ing  and are 
v irtu a lly  im possib le to reverse.

H ig h  e r  e d u ca tio n  ‘re f o r m ’
The first point that needs to be made 
is the extent of the process of trans
fo rm ation  that has created  the gen
eral operating environm ent for higher 
education  over the last two decades. 
Anyone w ith  an interest in pub lic po l
icy  w ill be aw are of this process, but 
unless you are intim ately invo lved , it 
is d ifficu lt to understand how  funda
m ental and ongoing the transfo rm a
tion has been.

The re  isn 't space  to address the 
v a r io u s  aspects of th is re form , but 
s im p ly  to note the im pact that it has 
had on LIS  ed u ca tio n . The general 
outcom e has been an em phasis on ef
fic ien cy  in various guises, resulting in 
a 'b ig is best' approach, w h ich  has led 
to an erosion of autonom y for library 
sch o o ls . N early  a ll LIS schoo ls have 
been forced into a llian ces w ith other 
d isc ip lines , and it is un like ly  that any 
school now teaches courses over which 
they have full contro l. C u rricu lu m  is 
th ere fo re  in v a r ia b ly  a co m p ro m ise  
reached in order to secure the short/ 
m ed ium -term  future of courses . W e 
have seen different courses gravitate 
towards different d isc ip linary  a lliance
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—  business, computing, media —  with 
resulting changes in cu rricu lum .

T h is  m ay not be a ll bad n ew s. 
There are advantages in in te rd isc ip li
nary exposure . It has resu lted , h o w 
ever, in confusion am ongst p ractition
ers and the pro fession  as they have 
watched the evolution of courses from 
the outside, not a lw ays understanding 
the pressure to surv ive and how  it has 
brought about course and cu rricu lu m  
changes. It also m akes life d ifficu lt for 
A L IA  as it works to recognise courses 
w h ich  are increasing ly  un-alike , w ith 
less co n s is te n cy  am ong st g raduate  
sk ills  and know ledge.

D e m a n d  fo r  co u rse s

D em and for p laces is d iff icu lt  to as
sess, as the A L IA  figures co m e w ith  
the warning that they are 'approxim ate 
only, as statistics supplied  are not a l
ways com p lete '. H opefu lly , however, 
they are re lia b le  enough to ind icate  
trends. The m ost re cen tly  a v a ila b le  
figures cover 1 9 9 6 -2 0 0 3 . It is notice
ab le that they fluctuate co n sid e rab ly  
betw een years. Th is  is lik e ly  to be a 
response to general higher education 
po licy  than it is a reflection of under
ly ing dem and . H ow ever, in so far as 
trends are d isc e rn ib le , w e  can  note 
that:

• G raduate p laces (that is, in G rad 
uate D ip lo m a  and M asters level 
courses) have trended upw ards.

• U n d e rg ra d u ate  (B a c h e lo r  le ve l) 
p laces have trended d o w n w ard s. 
In 1996 , 51 per cent o f students 
w e re  s tu d y in g  u n d e rg ra d u a te  
courses; by 2 0 0 3 , this figure w as 
38 per cent.

• The total num ber o f students has 
flu ctuated , but 20 0 3  w as h igher 
than any year s ince  1 997 .

From this w e  can m ake two tenta
tive co nclu sions:

1. To ta l u n d e r ly in g  d e m a n d  fo r 
courses continues to be strong by 
previous m easures.

2 . W e might be experiencing  the ear
ly stages of a transition to postgrad
uate-only entry to the profession . 
If the d e c lin e  in dem and  and/or 
p laces ava ilab le  at undergraduate 
level continues, then these courses 
may even tua lly  becom e unviab le .

G ra d u a te -o n ly  e d u ca tio n ?

This leads to a consideration of the fu
ture of graduate ed ucatio n . Recently

w e  have seen a num ber of universities 
m oving to introduce 18-m onth M as
ters degrees by co u rse  w o rk . These  
have now  largely rep laced the form er 
tw o-year M asters q u a lif ica tio n s . W e 
have also had one university introduce 
an 18-month M asters degree w ith  no 
e x it  p o in t at a G ra d u a te  D ip lo m a  
—  previously  the standard entry-level 
qu a lifica tio n .

It may be that this is the start of a 
trend towards both students and em 
p loyers e xp e ctin g  a M asters degree 
as the standard entry level. There are 
sound pedagogic reasons for this be
ing the ca se . The re  have long been 
questions as to how  w e ll a 12-month 
c o u rse  p re p a re s  g rad uates fo r the 
w o rk p la c e . T h is  issue  is b eco m in g  
m ore c rit ica l as the expansion  of re
quired sk ills  and know ledge dem ands 
constant additions to the cu rricu lu m . 
The dow nside is that it w ill require a 
greater f in a n c ia l co m m itm en t from  
students, w h ich  w ill be a d isincentive 
to some.

There are also  changes to the un
dergraduate side of the equation that 
are  lik e ly  to have an im pact. These 
inc lude the recent trend to low er en
try req u irem ents fo r schoo l leavers 
seeking p laces in m any courses. This 
is being driven by a m ix of changing 
dem ographics and changes in school 
leavers' preference for other form s of 
w o rkp lace  preparation . It is like ly  this 
trend w ill con tinue . The 'sk ills  cris is ' 
in m any industries m ay lead to a re
juvenation of interest in some skilled  
and sem i-sk illed  occupations and the 
governm ent w ill look for w ays to at
tract school leavers to these jobs.

It is d ifficu lt to say what the im pact 
might be on a career such as librarian- 
ship. O n the one hand, some potential 
entrants m ay be attracted to other ca 
reers; on the other hand, if university 
entrance scores co n tin u e  to d ec lin e , 
then som e students w h o  m ight o th
erw ise  have been exc lud ed  may find 
there are positions ava ilab le .

In the next issue o f inCite, I w ill 
co n s id e r o ther s ig n ifica n t issues a f
fecting  LIS ed u ca tio n , in c lu d in g  the 
ageing education w orkfo rce , and the 
p la ce  of ed u cato rs  in research  and 
c o n t in u in g  p ro fe ss io n a l d e v e lo p 
ment. ■

18 £ / i  T ’/ f t * July 2005

http://www.elearningmagazine.com

