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Abstract

The status of ‘research university’ impacts academicians’ conception on teaching and learning. Teaching is regarded as less important in comparison with research. University policies are seen as treating these two areas separately and this does not help to create a healthy environment for academicians. This is against the commonly held perception by academicians that teaching and research should complement each other. University policies on tenure, promotion and professional standing favour those who publish scholarly work rather than those focusing on teaching and service activities. This paper aims to examine this issue in the Malaysian higher education setting, with special reference to Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia.
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1. Introduction

Research universities are relatively recent innovation which first started in Germany. This innovation was then adopted by the American universities and later followed by other countries (Atkinson & Blanpied, 2008). Looking from the organisational perspective, the mission towards achieving ‘research university’ status is clear, i.e. to transform universities towards research orientation, thus promoting the findings of new knowledge that will then contribute to the creation of the country’s wealth. Unfortunately, in doing so, university policies are seen as treating research and teaching as two separate entities. The term ‘research university’ shows that the role of creating new knowledge is highlighted more than the transmission of knowledge. This does not help to create a healthy environment for academicians and it is against the commonly held perception by academicians that teaching and research should complement each other. Thus, the drive towards the ‘research university’ status has profound implications on academicians’ perspective on research and teaching. Atkinson & Blanpied (2008:31) noted an interesting example to illustrate this dichotomy as perceived by scholars:

Galileo Galilei published his first results in astronomy and mechanics while teaching at the University of Padua, then moved to Florence under the patronage of the Grand Duke of Tuscany. (In applying for the latter position, Galileo emphasised that he would have more time to pursue his research if not burdened with the need to take on students!). As Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge University, Isaac Newton conducted most of his research in astronomy, mechanics, optics, and alchemy. However, he conducted this research as an “amateur” since he was paid to teach.

The above example shows the profound implications on academicians’ perceived superior status of research component at the expense of teaching. Their perceived lower status of teaching role is evident in their amount of time spent on teaching activities as compared to that of research. To make the matter worst, some resort to delegating teaching task to unqualified research assistants as the academician is too busy with research projects. Hence, it is important to address this research-teaching nexus issue in order to provide a concrete framework of understanding. The understanding serves as basis for university administration to align organisational policies towards the research university orientation, and for the academicians to structure their research and teaching activities according to the research university requirements. This paper aims to discuss: (a) the notion of research university, (b) the drive towards Research University status among Malaysian universities, and (c) the case study of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia’s experience as a research university.

2. What is Research University?

For centuries, universities were known to play the role as teaching institutions where students came to attend lectures by prominent scholars. Later, in the 19th century, German universities began to bring in scholars for research activities with the objective of producing new knowledge. After the Civil War, American universities started to have their ‘research universities’ following the German model. This has proven successful when at the turn of the century, a number of reputable American universities managed to achieve world-class status (Atkinson & Blanpied, 2008). Duderstadt (2004) reported that the idea of ‘research university’ came about in the American higher education system in order to fulfill the government’s needs for new scientific knowledge and the production of well-trained human resource in the areas of health, economy and military. These research universities developed partnership with the federal government in terms of funding and advancing of new knowledge. This trend towards the establishment of research universities and partnership between the government and universities were later followed by other countries, due to globalisation and the rise of market driven economy. 

Rhodes (2004:4) suggests that universities in today’s world play their functions that ‘combine higher education and advanced research and scholarship so as to serve the public good’. He further explains that the balance between the three functions of education, research and services might vary greatly between institutions and countries, depending on the needs and pressures faced by the respective institutions and countries. How do universities with ‘research university’ status balance these three functions, as compared to other higher learning institutions? In this regard, the characteristics of high quality research universities as outlined by Bienenstock (2006:2) might serve as a guide for this balancing act. The characteristics are (1) high quality faculty committed to research and teaching, (2) high quality graduate students who want to learn to perform research or function with advanced expertise, (3) an intellectual climate that encourages scholarship, (4) facilities in which teaching and research can be performed effectively, (5) funding for operations and instructions, (6) research funding, (7) research infrastructure, and finally (8) high quality leadership. 

In elaborating his number (1) point, Bienenstock (2006) highlighted the relationship between teaching and research by emphasising the importance of teaching courses for faculty members at research universities. He argues that the process of developing courses and interactions with quality students will deepen an academician’s understanding of their fields and leads to better research. Downer (2004:72) shares similar view that ‘effective learning is best achieved if it is directed by the interest and curiosity of the students and if it is founded on current, frontier research issues’. Downer (2004) noted the recommendation from The Report of the Boyer Commission that call for research universities to practise research-based learning as the standard form for undergraduate education. It follows that ideally, universities with strong research should also be excellent in teaching. However, this is not realised because either the universities do not practice research-based learning, or due to the fact that academics who are excellent in research opted for minimal undergraduate teaching responsibilities so they can focus on their research activities. Downer (2004) suggests that this ‘all-too-common occurrence reflects the erroneous perception that teaching and research are independent activities which compete for faculty time and resource’ when ideally in the modern universities ‘teaching, learning and research are part of a continuum of enlightment and, should not be considered as separate, unrelated activities’. 

The concern over the imbalance between research and teaching are shared by many researchers. For example, Fanghanel (2007) discusses the issue of research-teaching nexus as one of the ‘filters’ that influences the perception on academics teaching role in universities. This is consistent with the views of other researchers (for example: Hemmings and Kay, 2008; Lomas and Nicholls, 2005; and Nor Wahiza, 2005). Academicians’ perceived lower status of teaching role is evident in their amount of time spent on teaching activities as compared to that of research. To make the matter worst, some resort to delegating teaching task to an unqualified research assistant as the academician is too busy with research projects. Gautier & Wauthy (2007) argues that this is related to the incentives that academics get from fulfilling their various roles at the universities. This is also shared by Hemmings & Kay (2008) in reference to their study on lecturers’ self-efficacy, research skills, and publication output in an Australian university. They found that university policies on tenure, promotion and professional standing favour those who publish scholarly work rather than those focusing on teaching and services activities. Similar findings were also noted by Duderstadt (2004:75):

The faculty members of research universities are well aware that their careers - their compensation, promotion and tenure - are determined more by their research productivity, as measured by publications, grantsmanship and peer respect, than by other university activities such as undergraduate teaching and public service. This reward climate helps to tip the scales away from teaching and public service, especially when quantitative measures of research productivity or grantsmanship replace more balanced judgements of the quality of research and professional work. 

Despite the challenges in balancing between the three main functions of teaching, research and services, the idea of research university seems appealing in times of rising cost for scholarly and research activities. The need to generate their own funds forces universities to establish partnerships with the government as well as the private sectors. In this respect, establishing research universities seem to be an attractive option among many universities worldwide. However, caution should be taken in determining which model suits the country best, bearing in mind the individual universities unique history, cultural background as well as environmental factors (Weber & Duderstadt, 2004). In what follows, we discuss the establishment of research universities in Malaysia, with special reference to the case at Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. 

3. Research University in Malaysia

Malaysian universities have a fairly recent history as compared to the universities in developed countries such as the USA or United Kingdom. Hence, the changes and advances in higher education in these developed countries influence the direction of the Malaysian higher education system. Lee (2004) argues that it first came in the form of corporatisation of public universities with the aim to enable universities to compete in the market place. In line with this development, the Ministry of Higher Education was set up in 2004, playing the role as provider, regulator and protector of the Malaysian higher education. Thus it is the responsibility of the Ministry to strengthen the universities in the country. One of the steps taken is the categorisation of the Malaysian public universities into three categories, namely the research universities, comprehensive universities and focused universities (Malaysian Higher Education Ministry, 2007). In terms of advancing higher education in the competitive market place, categorising the universities into hierarchies is regarded as a positive step (Weber & Duderstadt, 2004). This will determine the distribution of funds, areas of specialised research, intake of post-graduate student and qualified academic scholars. 

In 2006, four public universities were categorised as research universities, namely Universiti of Malaya (UM), Universiti Sains Malaysia (USM), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), and Universiti Putra Malaysia (UPM). Unlike other universities, these research universities take part in active exploration of new ideas, experimentation of innovative method and ventures into intellectual initiatives to further explore and expand the knowledge frontier. These research universities are geared to be a catalyst for the nation economic growth, and consequently enhancing the quality of the citizens. In Malaysia, the selection of a research university are based on eight criteria, namely, (a) the quantity and quality of researchers, (b) the quantity and quality of research, (c) the quantity of postgraduate, (d) the quality of postgraduate, (e) innovation, (f) professional service and reward system, (g) networking and collaboration, and (h) support service. Generally, the research universities share similar characteristics in that the fields of studies are focused towards research, competitive enrolment, quality of the lecturers and a 50:50 ratio between postgraduate and undergraduate students. The goals of these research universities are to enhance the activities of research, development and commercialization; to enhance the intake of postgraduate and postdoctoral students; to increase the numbers of academic staff with Ph.D. qualification; to create and strengthen centres of excellence; and to increase intake of foreign students as well as to increase the ranking of the universities at international level. In short, research intensive university status designated to the four Malaysian universities serves as a launching pad for the effort to outline strategies to upgrade and strengthen the positioning of local universities at international level.

The top management of local universities give positive responses towards the establishment of research universities in this country. Partnership with the government can be seen by the incentives given by the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) through the allocation of research grants such as Explorative Research Grant Scheme (ERGS), Fundamental Research Grant Scheme (FRGS), Long-term Research Grant Scheme (LRGS), and Prototype Research Grant Scheme (PRGS). With all these efforts and positives responses, the Malaysian government is hopeful that by year 2020, at least three public universities will be listed as the best 100 universities in the world and one university as the best 50 universities in the world. 

4. The Case of UKM

As one of the premier universities in Malaysia, UKM is granted the responsibility to take up the challenge of fulfilling the status of a research university. Similar to other research universities in the country, UKM is responsible for research, service and teaching where the research part is emphasized more than the other two parts, i.e., 50% compared to only 30% teaching and 20% service (The Report: Malaysia 2010, 2011). Rohaty (2008:230) observed that ‘UKM has been vigorously developing monitoring measures to sustain the research intensive university status’. In line with research university’s eight criteria mentioned above, the eight monitoring measures developed by UKM are (a) an average publication of two journals per year per lecturer, (b) an average research grant of RM50,000 per year per lecturer, (c) 10 posts of post doctoral appointed per year, (d) 60% of its academicians are Ph.D. holders, i.e., 5,000 Ph.D. holders by 2015 to contribute to the government’s MyBrain15 programme which aimed at producing 60,000 Ph.Ds by 2020, (d) ratio of its undergraduate to its postgraduate students is 40:60 percent by 2015, (e) increment in the percentage of its international postgraduate students, i.e., 15,000 registered postgraduates by 2015, (f) changes in management to enhance the research university, and (g) enhancement in university-industry partnership.   

A SWOT analysis done by Rohaty (2008) revealed the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats as far as UKM as a research university is concerned. She distributed SWOT tool to a mix of seven junior lecturers and professors who are involved in planning and conducting research in UKM. Additional data were gained through telephone interviews with several academic staff. The results of SWOT analysis by Rohaty (2008) showed that UKM is strong in its policies on research, i.e., research and internationalization are prioritized. In the field of science, UKM was ranked by Times Higher Education Supplement (THES) in 2005 at number 19 among the world top 2100 universities. UKM’s strength also lies in the expertise of its academics, i.e., many are involved in frontier research such as Antarctic studies, biotechnology, science and technology, energy, and micro-electronic, and they have been recognized by many awards locally and abroad such as in Geneva and Korea. In order to strengthen research niches, several centres of excellence were set up in the 13 faculties where nine of them are located under the Faculty of Science and Technology alone, and 14 research institutes are another evidence of UKM research strengths. In addition, the Centre for Research and Innovation (CRIM) has been especially set up in UKM to coordinate and plan research activities and their progress in UKM. On the other hand, Rohaty (2008) noted the weaknesses in three areas: (a) supportive research infrastructure; (b) a cohesive multidisciplinary research teams across faculties, universities, countries and continents, and (c) the struggles of academicians to play their role in a research university which encourages navigating from a traditional role of a balanced of teaching, researching, publishing, consultancy, and community services to a more solid focus on research. Finally, while Rohaty (2008) acknowledged the huge opportunities for UKM scholars and researchers in research networking and international research outreach she also pointed out the internally and externally derived threats for UKM as a research university, respectively: (a) the race for university ranking can accentuate vigorous competition and threatens the stability of the workplace, and (b) threats derived from the government quality assurance goals and responsibility to students in that academicians are conflicting in their roles, hence the career profiles of academicians may be changing to the direction of the expert researcher and less of the subject specialists.     

Being a research university gives UKM a reason to place more and more emphasis on research and the grants that support it. However, Myers (1993:24) argued the incompatibility of teaching and research as: ‘the problem is not overemphasis on research but under emphasis on formal classroom teaching’.  In a typical research university, while rewarding exceptional teaching, ‘the greatest recognition is typically given for accomplishments in funded and published research (Myers, 1993:24). Myers believed that the over-emphasis in research is ‘due to perceived difficulties in measuring the performance of formal classroom teaching and in evaluating unpublished research’. Myers opinion is surely one way of looking at this matter, but in the case of UKM, the question is: If measures on performance of classroom teaching and measures on evaluating unpublished research works are available would UKM be willing to decrease its demand on accomplishments in funded and published research? The answer is probably not simply because excellence in classroom teaching and unpublished research works is not good enough for a research university like UKM.

The bigger emphasis on the research part in UKM demands changes in the reward structure such as in the promotions to associate and full professors whereby performance in research publications and graduate supervision are given greater weightage (Rohaty, 2008). Although three factors are identified, i.e., time constraints, individual faculty’s members strengths, and reward system (Dodge, 2003), to be the cause of tension between teaching and research, reward system has been the most debated among academicians in UKM. This new reward structure is taken seriously by the academicians of UKM as their career path is dependent on the structure chosen and adopted by UKM. Gradually, the academicians shifted their role from previously balancing research endeavors and teaching responsibility and service activities to a more research emphasis works such as publishing research-based scholarly works in ISI and Scopus journals, in line with the new reward structure. This shift indicates strongly that UKM academicians perceived teaching and research as separate and unrelated activities rather than viewing the two as complementary elements of the learning process that inform and enrich one another, i.e., research as a catalyst for learning and vice versa, for example, unless one engaged in research one could not look critically at what one is teaching (Dodge, 2003). The new reward structure caused the synergy between teaching and research somehow hidden from the view of the academicians, and many academicians do research to the exclusion of teaching. The two career tracks, i.e., teaching track and research track, recently introduced by UKM has strengthened such perception among the academicians. However, the introduction of strategic/action research grants as an incentive for incorporating research and teaching at UKM has not only reduced such perception but initiate a way for academicians with heavy loads of teaching to incorporate research works in their teaching and vice versa without having to allocate a different time to do so. For a further incentive, the connection between research and teaching should be incorporated into the reward structure, and grant requests should be reviewed to place more emphasis on the involvement of not only graduate students in research, but undergraduates as well. 

While the reward system of UKM is generated to capture the criteria of a research university, the danger it faces is the research products may be good in quantity but not in quality. The system recognizes number of papers published and number of postgraduate supervised rather than the quality of research and publications. Since the quantity is the aim, academicians may take up researches that are mostly uneconomical, outdated and repetitive type (Venkatesha, 2003). Unfortunately to date, no concrete method has been developed to measure the quality of research products such as the papers published and the postgraduates produced. Although the two major indicators for scientific worth, i.e., publication and citation rankings, are currently used but how much do they reflect the quality of research and it’s products? According to Frey & Rost (2010), such measures are far from objective depending on whether research quantity or quality is considered. The authors believed that such measures are quantity biased, and suggested a multiple criteria evaluation whereby independent experts are engaged to provide measurements of research quality that is applicable to their specific research community which will measure new insights and the value of those insights, i.e., ‘whether the research is useful, satisfies stated or implied needs, is free of deficiencies, and meets more general social requirements’ (Frey & Rost, 2010:2) instead of the number of publication one has authored and the number of citations one has accumulated that are measured by publication and citation rankings. Although bibliometric measures or publication and citation rankings are argued by Frey & Rost (2010) as quantity biased and capture only some aspects of scientific quality, but for UKM to leave it out of it’s measuring system is not a smart thing to do simply because bibliometric measures are currently used worldwide and the scientific worth of UKM as a research university is dependent on such measures. Hence, UKM could generate a measurement system that adopt both bibliometric measures, i.e., publication and citation rankings (quantity biased), and peer review measures, i.e., engaging independent experts (quality biased) since the study by Frey & Rost (2010) found that both have strong correlation to scientific worth of scholarly research works. 

5. Concluding Remarks

The drive towards research university status poses some challenges to both university administration and academicians. The challenge for the university administration is more in terms of providing institutional changes that support the orientation towards reaching and fulfilling the requirements of the research university status. In terms of the academic perspectives, the notion of ‘research university’ suggests that academicians’ career advancement is determined by their research productivity. This notion raises concern about the position of teaching component in this framework of understanding. The second issue which might be seemed as going against this framework is the idea that there is a strong connectivity between research and teaching components. It is therefore wrong to regard research and teaching as separate entities.

In Malaysia, research universities were established as an effort to generate the nation’s economic growth and to enhance the quality of its citizens. Research universities manifested this intention by more commitment towards research activities while on the side of Ministry of Higher Education (MoHe), more incentives in terms of research grants are made available. In this paper, we examined the case of UKM in greater detail and discussed the efforts taken by the university in fulfilling the requirements of a research university, such as the establishment of a centre for managing research activities and development of funds for research in the area of teaching and learning, so as to not undermine the importance of teaching as a central part of the university’s function. This effort towards balancing the functions of research and teaching might be challenging but it has to be undertaken with great care so that the true spirit of a university as an institution that generates new knowledge works in tandem with its role in dissemination of knowledge for the good of the society.
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