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The University: International Expectations,  a compilation of essays presented at the Oxford Round Table in 2001,
 offers the prospect of an exploration of the role of universities in society – from an international perspective.  In fact, the books greatest virtue is the differing perspective that is brought to bear on a set of higher education issues around the world – or at least as noted in the preface, “the English speaking countries of Australia, Canada, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and the United States….”

Initially disappointing, because the collection of essays did not illuminate ‘the role of the university’, a second look revealed  -  in some instances – an insightful exploration of some key issues that are of major importance to academe and higher education institutions. Beginning with Kern Alexander’s  thoughtful attempt to define ‘the university’,  the essays range from the challenges associated with the not so modern (as it turns out) dilemma of autonomy from, versus accountability to, the state, through an informative review of higher education policy in the ‘land down under’ dubbed

Reinventing Universities in Australia (Aitken), to essays on human rights, performance funding, the perils and pitfalls of information technology, and the apparently inexorable increase in higher education costs and the potential implications for small private colleges in the United States.  Add a dash of the challenges posed by ‘for profit colleges’ and an essay on  overcoming apartheid in South African universities, and you have an interesting, informative and , sometimes, quite thought provoking look at a set of higher education issues that pose continuing challenges to what might be regarded as the ‘traditional views’ of higher education.
Notwithstanding the occasional ‘typo’ that jumps out at the reader, the essays are well crafted and they do, for the most part, challenge the reader by providing either ‘new’ information or offering quite a different perspective about a specific issue. James Mingle’s Impediment on the Information Highway: Foreign Jurisdiction over Defamation on the Internet is a case in point.  Mingle, university counsel and secretary of Cornell University, reviews international differences in the legal liability of universities as it relates to internet access and the clash between freedom of speech and defamation of character. His review of particular cases illustrates, not only the more negative side

of a new communication vehicle, but major unforeseen issues that are directly related to the reality of operating in a ‘global’ environment.  F. King Alexander, former Director of the Higher Education Administration Program at the University of Illinois and now President of Murray State University in Kentucky, offers yet another example as he argues that the universities’ success in linking society’s economic well-being to higher education has led to the increasing realization by government that something SO important cannot possibly be left “to its own devices.”
 Hence increasing government intervention through performance funding measures and published ‘indicators’. Ian Clark’s review of the Evolution of the Council of Ontario Universities provides an interesting look at the virtues and values of self-regulation and the tensions inherent in trying to differentiate ‘advocacy’ from ‘lobbying’ while still furthering the higher education agenda and addressing government’s interventionist tendencies.

This is the kind of book that deserves a ‘quiet’ read, with ample opportunity to reflect on the arguments and the messages. While some of the essays are a bit ‘dated’ – that is circumstances have rendered the arguments somewhat less compelling – one test of a good book is its ability to both inform and stimulate.  By those measures, “The University: International Expectations” is worth a look.
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