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/// The University: An Evolving Organisation

Universities have been with us for centuries if not millennia (dating at 
least from the Greek Aκαδημία). The academy is one of the oldest organi-
sational types (Mintzberg 2023) still in existence. Its European traditions 
link ancient Greece, the medieval studia generalia, the universities of the Age 
of Enlightenment, and the Humboldtian universities to today’s dilemmas 
and uncertainties (Collini 2012; Fleming 2021; Ginsberg 2011). Some of 
the actual incarnations of the organisations founded in radically different 
circumstances are still with us, having undergone many shifts and changes 
while holding on to the central ideas of the academy. The University of 
Bologna was founded in 1088 and is getting ready to celebrate a millen-
nium of its existence; Jagiellonian University, the first such institution on 
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Polish soil, was founded in 1364. Universities have been constantly evolv-
ing throughout their history, experimenting with new forms of organisa-
tional structure: they have functioned as student associations, as private 
companies, and as ecclesiastical, state, and local government institutions. 
Their management and governance structures have changed just as drasti-
cally and have included collectives of peers, centralised hierarchies, loose 
federations of faculties, and deeply democratic collegialities.

The university does not produce things or services in the same way 
as a business does. Nor is it a public institution in the strict sense of the 
term, that is, an institution serving as an administrative dispositif of state 
power (see, e.g., Mintzberg 2023 on the different types of organisations). 
Its functioning requires its members to have an ethos and a calling (Giza 
2019), as in religious organisations, which is a category to which it does not 
belong either, because it does not serve the purposes of religious worship. 
Like artists, scholars often do not know what the exact results of their 
work are supposed to be, either in teaching or in research: both are crea-
tive and exploratory activities. In scholarly work, proficiency requires not 
only mastering the established principles, but also rising above them, as 
the brothers Stuart and Hubert Dreyfus described in their model of skill 
acquisition (1980). However, much more than in the case of craftspeople, 
for scholars the principles themselves are particularly relevant and require 
constant re-examination: it is through them that the parameters of legiti-
mate knowledge are defined (Kuhn [1964] 1970).

In Poland, a series of reforms of the higher education system have been 
presided over by a succession of ministers hailing from different political 
parties and often professing strongly opposed convictions, as is the case for 
the most relevant politicians involved: Barbara Kudrycka, Jarosław Gowin, 
and Przemysław Czarnek. These changes have put universities under severe 
pressure to conform to outside demands, including, most significantly, by 
adapting their services and structures to the expectations of the so-called 
global education market (Giza 2021). As Anna Giza argues, there is a need 
to reflect critically on how these ambitions intersect with the long-standing 
aims of academia. Furthermore, it is worthwhile – as Bent Flyvbjerg (2001) 
advises in such a situation – to ask the socio-political question: why? Why 
and in whose interest will this change take place? Who will gain from it and 
who will lose? The most common justification for far-reaching reforms 
appears in very different statements and discussions and is more or less on 
this order: “Polish science is of low quality, as can be seen from the low 
position of Polish universities in international rankings, and therefore we 
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must take decisive steps to finally catch up with the West” (cf. Giza et al. 
2019). In the present text, we wish to discuss this fundamental proposition, 
examining it in a larger sociological, moral, and managerial context.

/// To Manage or Not to Manage?

The main direction of managerial changes that have been imposed on uni-
versities almost globally (though in strongly varying degrees) follow the 
tenets of New Public Management (Broucker & De Wit 2015; Giza 2021), 
and use the toolkit of audits (Power 1997) and metrics/rankings (Muller 
2019). Such an approach requires quantifiable measurements of the factors 
deemed relevant. In the context of evaluating Polish academia, the most 
important are university rankings published by Times Higher Education, Quac-
quarelli Symonds (QS), Reuter’s World, or the Academic Ranking of World Universi-
ties (ARWU) compiled by Shanghai Ranking Consultancy. It is important 
to note that these lists were not created as an aid for improving education; 
instead, consulting and media companies developed them for branding and 
managing brands in the global student market. Building brands, equipping 
them with financial value, and subordinating them to financial transac-
tions is the very essence of modern management. At this stage of capital-
ism’s development (or decline), the main measure of success is the financial 
value of the brands under a specific management’s control, not the health 
of the company, the innovation of its operations, the quality of its prod-
ucts, or the efficiency (or even profitability) of its production (Mazzucato 
2018). The global success of companies such as Tesla or Meta (formerly 
Facebook), which had not recorded profits before achieving a dominant 
position on the market, serves as a flagship example. The switch of focus 
towards branding is certainly a modernising strategy, albeit the question of 
whether it is the right one for universities (Giza 2019) does not evoke an 
immediately positive answer.

The managerial value of a university brand is boosted by ranking po-
sitions, accreditation certificates, and recognition among potential cus-
tomers, but not necessarily by their loyalty. Media presence, flashy cam-
pus buildings (preferably designed by world-renowned architects) and, of 
course, extensive advertising help to boost these values, which are also 
dependent on the indicators used to construct university rankings. This is 
where a number of problems arise. As early as the 1970s the British econo-
mist Charles Goodhart (1975) noted that any economic indicators (and 
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not solely economic indicators) are useful only if the actors – in this case, 
organisations – under scrutiny do not specifically target those values. In 
other words, if universities consciously try to bump up specific indicators 
while ignoring outcomes that are not measured, the usefulness of indica-
tors as stand-ins for general quality diminishes considerably. Aspects of the 
academy that are not included (or are undervalued) in the rankings are in-
evitably neglected. Thus, for example, the working conditions of academics 
are not a particularly significant concern for contemporary global universi-
ties. It is increasingly common to hear stories about precariously employed 
British or American lecturers at prestigious universities who live in cars 
because they cannot afford to rent even a room, while the deans of those 
universities boast that they are constantly reducing the share of salaries in 
the operating costs of the institution. Some of the universities that consist-
ently excel in various rankings employ the highest percentage of staff on 
precarious contracts. In the case of a prestigious institution such as Oxford 
University, this figure is as high as 70% of staff, one of the highest rates in 
the UK (Williams 2023).

The “tyranny of metrics” (Muller 2019) brings with it an even more 
rudimentary problem. The logic of management by metrics is based on 
the ability to find a  common denominator by which to compare all the 
evaluated institutions. Such an approach inevitably leads to the formation 
of winning strategies, and this in turn drastically reduces diversity. How-
ever, in both sc and advanced education, diversity is crucial not only for 
a specific institution, but also for society as a whole. In addition to promot-
ing uniform patterns of success, international rankings also assume ho-
mogeneous, global students who can choose whether to study in Kielce or 
Shanghai. Rankings tracking the careers of graduates ignore local context 
and economic conditions, and undervalue the contribution of smaller uni-
versities from poorer regions – and in such comparisons, most of Poland 
forms a relatively poorer region.

Finally, while alternative rankings have been developed, their media 
presence in the official discourse is minimal. It is possible, after all, to rank 
universities according to a very wide range of assessment criteria, meas-
uring, for example, adherence to values specific to the scholarly commu-
nity, such as those formulated in the Magna Charta Universitatum (1988), 
which contain a commitment to protect the autonomy of universities and 
research, and a commitment to a broad social mission, or in the UNESCO 
document (1997) defining positive principles for universities, which cites 
scholarly autonomy as one of the key quality criteria. In an independent 
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research report, Terence Karran and Lucy Mallinson (2017) developed 
a ranking of universities based on a set of criteria drawn from these two 
documents, and in particular on the autonomy of science, understood as 
a requirement for the professionalism of the academy. In these rankings, 
Polish scholarship was among the European leaders (before the most re-
cent wave of reforms). However, the Anglo-Saxon universities generally 
turned out to be a source of concern (Karran et al. 2022), and yet it is pre-
cisely this model that is being imitated and “benchmarked” in Kudrycka, 
Gowin, and Czarnek’s current reforms.

A managerial approach focusing on ranking, branding and marketing 
is not good news for the quality of learning (Giroux 2007). Marketing in 
the global education market today is an extremely costly investment and re-
quires focused effort and specialised knowledge, techniques, tools, and net-
works. Executing a marketing strategy in a highly competitive industry such 
as global higher education is not a task that can be solved by a top-down 
reform ordering universities to “catch up” with the West, even when, as is 
the case in Poland, the authorities are willing to sacrifice a largely function-
ing local system in the process. Brand management in the higher education 
business is a highly specialised and resource-dependent management ma-
chine. The success of Western universities is built upon very high expendi-
ture, generally from public funds (though, it must be noted, the endowment 
and student fee funding structure of the top-performing American univer-
sities requires relatively little direct public expenditure). Lucrative income 
from tuition fees, particularly from international students, is also a  very 
important consideration (both as a source of funding and as a reward for 
success). But even successful execution of this strategy brings huge human 
costs, which are rarely taken into consideration when assessing strategies 
for higher education (Fleming 2021). These include the passing on of risk 
to employees, an exponential rise in very serious and growing mental health 
problems among academics and students (Fleming 2021), and private de-
vouring of the common good (Standing 2019). Students are turned into cus-
tomers and no longer regarded as participants in the academic community 
(Giroux 2007). The work of academics in universities that have been thus 
reformed is increasingly associated with alienation, and with the abandon-
ment of professional standards and university values (Docherty 2014; Hall 
& Bowles 2016). While the brands are overvalued, the work that academics 
do is typically not valued. This management strategy results in a “product” 
that is dramatically expensive: the average UK student graduates with al-
most £50,000 worth of debt (which they are unlikely to repay throughout 
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their professional lives) (Sellgren 2020). The process of repaying the debt 
(and its possible statute of limitations) is regulated by statute, so today’s stu-
dents are unsure of either the terms of the loan or its interest rate. Some of 
the student debt owed to the state has already been sold by the UK govern-
ment to private companies.

The university, once a bastion of ethos and meaning, has, in an era 
of neoliberal globalisation, become a hollow brand, a  shell without con-
tent (Ginsberg 2011). Investing in the higher education brand has, final-
ly, a  huge and fundamental cost  – the loss of identity (Docherty 2014). 
Universities-brands have become pseudo-businesses, designed to compete 
with real businesses, at which they lose from the start. A business is by 
definition a better business than a university, which has never been a busi-
ness and whose main “products” – truth, enlightenment, radical criticism, 
creativity, and imagination – are not in market demand, because they can-
not possibly be; the university has no sustainable meaning except in being 
what it is (Izak et al. 2017).

When the institution’s shared values and academic ethos are missing, 
the functioning of the university must rely on regulation and administra-
tion (Fleming 2021). In UK universities, administration now accounts for 
more than half the workforce, and often three-quarters of the workforce 
or more (Spicer 2017). This by no means entails a  relieving of academ-
ics from administrative work: on the contrary, one of the university ad-
ministration’s major occupations is the outsourcing of administrative work 
to academic and teaching staff and the supervision of its completion. As 
a result, it becomes indeed crucial to translate all the goals and outcomes 
of scholarly work, as well as teaching, into the institution’s standardised 
language of administration. The metrics make it “easy” to manage things 
that are unmanageable. This is of course a superficial ease, which covers 
utter managerial irresponsibility: a good manager should never attempt to 
manage something he or she does not understand (Mintzberg 2019).

We argue that there must be two factors at the heart of any real, non-
superficial reform of the management of Polish academia and higher educa-
tion. These factors point to two fundamental directions for seeking solutions 
to the perceived problem of the poor quality of Polish scholarship, and they 
are (1) funding and (2) democratisation. Academia must have stable funding 
because universities depend on a funding institution outside of themselves, 
and their functioning should be free from the current constant disruptions 
and managerial impulses. And democratisation is necessary in order to help 
universities become more sustainable and adaptable to the environment and 
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context. We propose that the university should be democratised not by de-
stroying its structures and institutions but in accordance with them, in build-
ing on the existing institution of university governance – that is, collegiality.

The issue of providing funding for universities does not mean solely in-
creasing the share of spending on science and higher education in the state 
budget, although this too is necessary to maintain and improve the qua- 
lity of research and teaching. It is also important to create conditions 
in which students, faculty, and staff can devote themselves to their work, 
which is understood to be learning, teaching, and research. Here the ex-
ample of Anglo-Saxon universities, where there is incessant distraction, 
precarisation, and attacks on attention, shows the path towards the death 
of the university – an outcome we should avoid at all costs (Fleming 2021). 
We have already mentioned the UK’s prohibitive prices, which most stu-
dents pay by taking loans. On the side of the employees, the situation is not 
much better. More than two thirds of the UK’s research staff and almost 
half of teaching-only academics are employed on fixed-term contracts, and 
the proportion of the precariat in university employment has only recently 
stopped increasing (University and College Union 2021). Crucially, this 
state of affairs is not linked to the poor financial situation of universities. 
On the contrary, it is the richest and most prestigious universities that are 
most likely to turn to various forms of precarious employment, following 
the logic of treating staff primarily as a source of costs (Blackham 2020).

As for the second proposition, collegiality remains, despite the de facto 
abolition of decision-making collegial bodies in many countries, the typi-
cal management system for universities (which is a pretty good measure 
of the vitality of the institution of collegiality). Recently, Swedish scholars 
have been exploring and analysing the subject. With recent Swedish gov-
ernments diminishing the pressure on universities to become more like 
businesses, we see a return of collegial structures in many Swedish univer-
sities. Kerstin Sahlin and Ulla Eriksson-Zetterquist (2016a), management 
scholars and experienced academic leaders, identify the basic principles of 
democratic collegiality as a  modern form of governance. These include 
a focus on the overarching, guiding value of knowledge and truth, a pro-
fessional group making the most important decisions (the collegium), an 
elected leader – the primus inter pares, and a  separation between academ-
ics and line management (administration) dealing with a sphere of activ-
ity unrelated to the professional core. The fundamental core is defined as 
knowledge-creation and teaching.
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Universities, from a managerial point of view, are similar to guild and 
craft organisations, which are based on skill, tradition, invention, and ad- 
vancement (Sennett 2008). As the Dreyfus brothers (1980) show in their 
model of learning, once individuals have reached a certain level of compe-
tence – that is, a mastery of rules and regulations – they can move to more 
advanced levels only if they can distance themself from the rules, see the 
big picture, make intuitive decisions, and navigate the situation. A mas-
ter is like a great actor on the theatre stage, for instance, like the Polish 
actor Janusz Gajos who, when performing a  role, remains an indivisible 
presence, simultaneously bringing the characters he plays into existence 
while never ceasing to be himself. He does not accentuate his position or 
focus on it, yet he inspires the audience and his colleagues. Similarly, there 
is a need for mentoring of this kind in academia: dedicated, experienced 
scholars should not be “entrepreneurs” but should offer their example to 
younger scholars, inspire others, and be living symbols of the profession. 
Therefore, at a certain level of scholarly development, the ability to define 
one’s own work and the area of knowledge one is working in is very impor-
tant (Hasselberg 2012).

In a university system, equality does not mean that everyone is the same 
or that their knowledge counts equally. For this reason, university collegial 
bodies are not just the implementation of the demands of workplace democ-
racy. Neither should universities turn into political systems, because that 
does not further the advancement of knowledge. Collegial bodies are not 
meant to represent the interests of different staff groups or their research 
and teaching areas. The special characteristic of collegial bodies should be 
their subordination to, and shared respect for, the common overarching 
good, which is science and knowledge. The purpose of collegial structures 
is first and foremost to foster organisational and institutional respect for 
these values. Hence, participants who have achieved the level of masters 
have more say in the collegial council than the beginners. It is crucial that 
an accumulation of power is actively avoided. Mastery of knowledge should 
be a matter of profession and devotion – not power. To repeat once again, 
the main responsibility of academic leadership is to make sure that issues 
of micro-politics, power, and personal advancement are avoided and ide-
ally eliminated from collegial processes. The reality is of course often far 
removed from this ideal, and thus the disciplining mission of eldership 
and academic leadership is the more urgent. This naturally includes setting 
a good example and sincerely leading by example, but such an approach is 
possible only with a strong ethos and high autonomy. Academia is a strong 
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profession with its own standards, rules, and moral integrity, which provide 
the members’ inner motivation and morale (Svallfors 2020).

Collegiality itself has its dark sides. The most obvious one is the drift 
towards politicisation, which should be monitored and actively counter-
balanced on a  constant basis (Engwall 2016). It has to be remembered 
that whenever there is too little conviction and inspiration, collegial man-
agement degenerates into a micropolitics where cliques and coteries com-
pete and fight with each other. A good academic leader needs to cultivate 
academic values consistently and inspire people to respect and even love 
the common good and to have a sense of being part of something larger 
than themselves (Sandén 2007). Another detrimental tendency of colle-
gial management is to become a dead, formal mechanism where no one 
has the motivation to express different or dissenting ideas and the col-
legial body serves basically as a “voting machine.” Sometimes it becomes 
a structure that blocks the advancement and initiative of the young; it may 
become overly conservative, focused on form and not very interested in 
content. All these issues can and should be remedied with communication, 
openness, and leadership with the right balance between trust and control 
(Bjuremark 2002).

For these reasons, collegiality does not work all by itself. It is a very 
intricate institution, based on particularly strong values, and requires so-
cialisation and acculturation as well as something more – an ethos, a voca-
tion (Sahlin & Eriksson-Zetterquist 2016a, 2016b). This is why universities 
such as respectable, large, old Uppsala University and the smaller, newer 
Södertörn University in southern Stockholm offer training in university 
and academic values for new employees. The collegiality that we have is 
only as good as we are ourselves and as our colleagues are. If we let psycho-
paths, sociopaths, and cynical people (by no means in the ancient sense), 
who are interested only in their own success, into the structures, we will 
not build a good university. This is increasingly a challenge because in neo-
liberal, reformed universities, bullying is increasing dramatically and other 
pathologies are common (West 2016). However, if we allow academia to be 
open to people from different social classes, from different backgrounds, 
all genders, and different social temperaments – and if these are independ-
ent people who are not willing to submit to a conformist culture of power 
but who believe in knowledge and truth and have a sincere vocation to the 
academy – then we will have a vibrant academic community (Bjuremark 
2002; see Jaquet 2014 for an argument about the benefit of openness to 
class issues). Such an academic community is strongly needed.
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The university is a common good to which we all can and should con-
tribute (Sahlin & Erikson-Zetterquist 2016a). It is far more important than 
anything we can achieve on our own, under our own name and for our 
own success. A scholar who has not acquired the discipline to control per-
sonal ambition will not be a good colleague. Often one overly ambitious 
person is enough to capsize the entire boat. The university can be regarded 
as a sailing vessel where everyone needs to cooperate, not compete. Com-
petitive and selfish behaviour (Smyth 2017), or much worse, a management 
style that encourages such attitudes, is strongly disruptive and destructive 
even though highly lucrative for those who practise it (Standing 2019).

This brings us to the important question concerning the larger whole, 
the common good – the university’s identity. Why insist on it, rather than 
“modernising” and “rebranding” it according to the principles that are 
currently popular in the world of business and administration? To borrow 
the excellent expression from the title of Stefan Collini’s (2012) famous 
book: what is a university for? To answer this question, we need to accept 
and appreciate organisational diversity as a value in itself. Organisations 
need to be diverse in order to thrive and flourish in their proper context 
(Mintzberg 2019). Creating the impression – and then succumbing to it – 
that there is only one “right” form of organising (whether business-led, as 
now, or planned from the top down, as in the times of state communism) 
is very damaging. Martin Parker (2018) points out how business schools 
bring about a  seriously flawed and limited framing of the world of or-
ganisations. Contemporary management education encourages students to 
regard all species as one. In calling for the demolition of business schools, 
he argues that the curricula prevalent in globalised business schools are re-
sponsible for the pathologisation of management prevalent today not only 
in corporations but in organisations of all types. This is the result of forc-
ing incompatible and diverse organisations into the Procrustean bed of the 
“good-for-everything” business management philosophy.

This fate has also befallen universities. Yet a university is, by its very 
definition, a highly complex organisation. What is more, it is an organisa-
tion whose most valued outcome, even under current conditions, is to find 
new solutions and to allow a disciplined diversity of voices to be heard 
in order to make a contribution to knowledge. For this to be possible, it 
is necessary to provide conditions of security and stability for employees, 
who need to work in demanding social and intellectual conditions. Human 
beings are consensual, and culture is based on conformism; therefore, an 
orchestrated non-conformism and disagreement is extremely difficult to 
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achieve. Even in the best of times there is a risk of stress, burnout, and vio-
lence In ordinary organisations such as businesses, as Albert Hirschman 
(1970) demonstrated, loyalty is the traditional norm. A  dissenting voice 
is relegated to the outside of the organisation (exit) or, as is common in 
contemporary Western academia, drives the employee into internal exile. 
Universities are workplaces where disagreement is part of the job and has 
to be made acceptable and normal. In order to achieve this, top-down or 
regulations-led management styles are not functional. Such an administra-
tion will not work in the development of an agonistic (albeit civil) culture, 
because it operates on procedural bases, and needs strong mechanisms of 
conformism to be functional. Introducing administrative rules and norms 
for whole university communities on such a large scale as is currently the 
case in the neoliberal academy is unprecedented. It is a dysfunctional man-
agement system: the sense of the activities performed is lost in a sea of pro-
cedures and indicators (preferably quantifiable, preferably easy to standard-
ise). Small wonder people in academia now inhabit communication bubbles 
and are unable to exchange views with those holding different views – this 
is a sinister side effect of the NPM management of universities.

The neoliberal academy as a whole has turned into a  “productivity 
machine” for pursuing various measures, metrics, and “key performance 
indicators” (Muller 2019; Aronowitz 2001). Academics are mobilised to 
publish more and more texts, and it is the ambition of Polish reformers to 
have Polish academics meet this requirement as well. And yet, the world 
is already flooded with a wave of formulaic publications that are no longer 
read because nobody has the time or inclination to do so (Alvesson & 
Gabriel 2013). After all, there is no metrics for reading, let alone think-
ing, and so they seem to have fallen out of the definition of a scholar’s 
work. Under the constant pressure to acquire grants, researchers increas-
ingly pride themselves on the amount of money they get, while the ac-
tual academic work comes second – at best. A huge amount of time is 
spent writing proposals, which are for the most part not awarded funding. 
When the funding is awarded, projects require a significant organisational 
and administrative effort. This is how substantial amounts of academics’ 
time – and thus public funding – are spent. This is a good example of 
Witold Kieżun’s redeployment of objectives (1971). Academic teachers, 
meanwhile, are held accountable for their work not by internal standards 
of the teaching and learning process, but based on student surveys and 
grades. In Anglo-Saxon universities, where a significant part of the insti-
tution’s income comes from tuition fees, an academic tourism industry 
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has grown in which lecturers function as tour guides and entertainers. 
Small wonder there is an inflation of grades and a decline in actual learn-
ing outcomes (Schneider 2013).

We, Polish social scientists, should be well aware of the pitfalls of the 
game of metrics. After all, we are familiar with it from the recent history of 
our country, when the economy was managed by a system of metrics and 
plans. The indicators and metrics were often satisfactory, while everyone 
was aware of the inefficiencies of the system, which were not represented 
by the indicators (see, e.g., Kieżun 1971).

Democratic collegiality can provide an antidote to such pathologies. 
To begin with, in order to develop workable management processes, the 
participants of the academic community, in Polish universities and re-
search centres, must lead the discussion around the failings and successes 
encountered so far. Round tables are a necessary starting point. We should 
not rely on media or political images, which, on the one hand, present 
a steady procession of academic celebrities, who are rewarded, publicised, 
honoured, and constantly valorised, and, on the other hand, promote harsh 
anti-intellectualism (cf. Rigney 1991). This is not to paint an overly rosy pic-
ture of the status quo, or of the state of Polish academia before the reforms: 
a variety of problems, both structural and local, have been identified and 
described (e.g., Zawadzki & Jensen 2020), and many more are certain to 
be brought to light given the opportunity. The blame for the pathological 
incentives and double binds imposed on the higher education system lies 
mainly with the decision-makers (Giza et al. 2019). The steadily worsening 
working conditions mean that there is an underlying strong proliferation of 
burnout (Han 2015). All that gives meaning to the pursuit of knowledge is 
increasingly missing: there is no enthusiasm, no conviction, no dedication, 
no amazement, no passion, no enthusiasm, no risk of ridicule, no vocation. 
The public gets to see lifeless faces and ossified, uninteresting research re-
sults. They see prominent individuals, who are often notorious for bullying 
and using force to emphasise their position, demanding obedience. They 
also see numerous powerful “academic feudal lords,” who are disdainful 
of anything they perceive as making a person vulnerable, which includes 
honest dedication to the profession. These lords are always ready to fight 
for further impact and influence, and thus they make the entire culture 
demoralised and corrupt. This visible core is sterile but increasingly influ-
ential. It is not beneficial for academic work. Nevertheless, it is important 
to remember that it is precisely this core of power that defines management 
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indicators and metrics. Such a situation is typical of any centralised reform, 
which brings about a consolidation of power (Chang 2010).

/// Some Reflections and Implications

We would like to share some of our reflections on teaching and forms of 
employment in connection with our experience working at universities in 
different countries. We are choosing this focus in order to present a rela-
tively simple and clear case. The same point can be made regarding research 
and the university’s broader missions, but these have already been discussed 
on the basis of arguments made by other authors. Whereas research is re-
garded as a “noble” task of the university, and one which may be difficult 
to manage, teaching and employment issues are often considered mundane 
and practical and thus perfectly manageable. We disagree and this is pre-
cisely why we would like to devote special consideration to them. Most of 
the material in this section is based on our own experience but reflects back 
on it critically, in light of what we are presenting in this essay. This section 
can be said to be an autoethnographic reflection (Zawadzki 2015).

The teaching engagement of academics is based on their relationship 
with their students. Students used to be considered participants in and co-
creators of the university community. Their participation was primarily 
limited in time, but they had the rights and responsibilities that came with 
it. Currently, they have been cast out of the institution and are assumed to 
be “customers.” This has dramatically reframed the role of academics who 
are teachers – from being mentors they have become service providers. In 
Anglo-Saxon countries, the roles are immediately related to the market, as 
students indeed pay high tuition fees and there the market model is taken 
as literally as possible. But this shift in roles exists even in those countries 
where students do not pay for their studies. Students’ rights are increasingly 
considered in terms of customer rights, for example, the right to rate the 
“product” they are buying in a similar way as, for instance, hotels are rated 
on booking.com. Students are able to make complaints (which are very of-
ten successful) when they do not like the behaviour or even the outlook of 
a lecturer, or when they feel offended by the demands made on them, even 
if those demands are legitimate according to the requirements of learning. 
They also usually “gain” a massive debt, as paying the ever-increasing tui-
tion fees is beyond the financial means of most students and their families. 
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Instead, they have lost the right to make a mistake, to learn from their mis-
takes, to search for answers, or to have the special protection of a discreet 
learning situation (classes are increasingly recorded and made available on 
the internet, or at least the intranet). The right to study has been lost to 
marketised roles. The responsibilities of students are also limited. Only 
staff are expected to “protect the brand” of the university; the former duty 
of students to care for the good name of the university has been blurred or 
disappeared altogether.

Studentship comes with the precarisation of an entire group of staff 
who used to be called assistants: early career participants working on the 
preparation of their doctoral theses. Today, the members of this group 
have become doctoral “students.” In Anglo-Saxon countries, they pay tui-
tion fees. At the same time, however, they are effectively part of the univer-
sity staff: as teaching assistants, they compete for the opportunity to earn 
an income with those who already hold a doctoral degree and who must ap-
ply for employment at the university. In addition, teaching assistants used 
to have a limited – but nevertheless extant – influence on the content of 
their courses; today they are mostly only passive executors of the instruc-
tions they are given. At the same time, in order to have any chance of being 
hired, they also have to publish and earn credits for their publications. Yet 
doctoral programmes allow neither the resources nor the time for such 
work. This period of employment is currently being extended to scholars 
holding a PhD. The situation of the “post-doc,” which is typical of neolib-
eral academia, is increasingly reminiscent of that of the pre-doctoral staff.

The conditions for university promotions in general are rather strict. 
It is not enough to have a body of work. A candidate has to keep pub-
lishing, because the achievements of a few years ago have no value. The 
practice of “point scoring” reigns supreme, as converting anything into 
points (even if the conversion criteria are absurd) facilitates seemingly 
objective decisions. In addition, student evaluations in surveys often have 
an effect on the decision to refuse to promote or extend the employment 
of a  lecturer (even though many studies have shown that gender, age, 
and the perceived attractiveness of a lecturer make a significant difference  
in the marks they receive).

Even a professorship does not erase the insecurity and dispossession of 
our academic home, as the professor also has to continually demonstrate in-
creasingly difficult quantitative achievements, both in terms of publications 
and in the amount of money gained for universities. As late as the beginning 
of the twenty-first century, the professor was in many countries an appointed 
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state employee with a guarantee of employment, but this is now increasingly 
rare. In some countries, there is a growing precarisation of professors: in-
stead of conducting research and teaching students, they are expected to 
win grants that finance their own salaries and the activities of the university 
administration. When they fail to secure external funding, they can simply 
be dismissed (the term is “made redundant”). But a professorship is the most 
stable position available for academic staff: at the lower levels of the univer-
sity career ladder, job stability is even more difficult to find.

Of course, the precarisation and alienation of the workforce is taking 
its toll on students, who are also struggling under increasing pressure to 
perform above average or even excellently if they want to get a job after 
graduation and be able to start dealing with debt. Their former right to be 
in more or less constant contact with tutors is being replaced by various 
inadequate constructs. In the Anglo-Saxon system these are often called 
“tutoring,” but they have little to do with the original meaning of the word, 
which referred to a system involving deep, long, and direct conversations 
between student and teacher. Today “tutoring” is rather a kind of highly 
formalised service. Lecturers are also obliged to simulate academic life in 
order to provide the “student experience” – a  significant element in the 
marketing of the university. This manifests itself in organising trips to the-
atres or galleries, trips abroad, and visits to historical monuments. These 
initiatives are rarely linked to the curriculum and rarely provide a basis for 
discussion or in-depth analysis; they primarily serve the purpose of provid-
ing “customers” with entertainment that is commensurate with the amount 
spent on tuition fees. Referring to students as customers and describing 
studies as an amazing experience is mainly the domain of Anglo-Saxon 
countries, but this terminology can also be found in other contexts, even 
in Scandinavia, where studies are free of charge and customer-product cat-
egories can only make sense in a deeply metaphorical sense.

However, in spite of this increasingly marketised structural context, it 
is extremely difficult to turn higher education into a product in any mean-
ingful sense. In general, the concept of “market” used in the context of 
the university is a metaphor, and a very poor one at that. A university is 
a very complex institution, and even in the educational part of its activities 
(universities also conduct research and disseminate the results) it is not easy 
to clearly define what is a “product”: does the university “sell” diplomas to 
students? Students to employers? Citizens to societies? Skills to students? 
Knowledge to the world? The list could go on for a  long time. And yes, 
probably all these are products of the university – after all, different groups 
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(students, the state, entrepreneurs) turn to the university to obtain some 
kind of benefit (i.e., a product). But at the same time, it is difficult to actually 
speak of a product in any of the cases mentioned, because descriptive cat-
egories only make sense when they illuminate the situation, allowing analo-
gies to be built. If the product is underdetermined, if the student is at the 
same time a “customer,” a “product,” and a “participant” of the university 
(as well as its “co-creator”), such a term has no cognitive or utilitarian value.

The more explicitly product-oriented activities of universities, in the 
form of MOOC courses, have not caught on – even if the classes them-
selves, and above all the course materials prepared for them, have their 
enthusiasts. However, these are mainly hobbyists, people looking for acces-
sible knowledge on new topics, who are not very interested in systematic 
learning or in diplomas and certificates of completion (which were sup-
posed to be at the heart of the online simplification of university courses).

The state also plays its part here. The principles governing higher edu-
cation remain heavily regulated; this also applies to the awarding of diplo-
mas, degrees, and titles. Moreover, it is possible that deregulation would not 
lead at all to a flourishing of private initiatives providing education services 
at competitive prices but to an implosion of the system. If a diploma does 
not guarantee the maintenance of external standards, why have one? This 
is why we do not expect or fear the Uberisation of universities through the 
introduction of a new technology that subverts the status quo. There will 
be a place for classroom lectures and seminars, for mentoring, for consulta-
tions, and also for on-line teaching that is not fully automated but demands 
active personal participation. The use of new technologies does not neces-
sarily threaten personal teaching and learning relationships – a point which 
we think can be more or less considered to have been made during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

The practices of the modern university are far removed from the aims 
and objectives of the original. Yet, even in this context, there is an explicit 
need for at least some of its original functions to continue. This is the mo-
ment that can be regarded as a turning point. We will address this reflec-
tion in the concluding part of the essay.

/// Concluding Thoughts on Identity and Management

The university is suspended between various promises, ideals, strategies, 
and goals, and at the moment it is sorely lacking institutions and mecha-
nisms to support its functioning. The massification of university education 
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in the last few decades has succeeded as a business project, but essentially 
failed as a society-based education one. The main cause is the lack of an en-
tity willing to fund a massive global university (Connell 2019). This situa-
tion has coincided with other global crises and is not unique to universities. 
However, it is becoming increasingly clear that there is no funding for such 
a university to operate in the form of a traditional Humboldtian system, 
while still providing mass higher education. Added to this is a related iden-
tity crisis, a crisis of social legitimisation for the role of the university, and 
increased individualisation of educational achievement: universities are 
presented, in media and policy papers, as serving the individual advance-
ment of their alumni rather than as contributors to societal advancement.

Above all, the agenda of mass university education as a route to a mod-
ern economy and state model is problematic. Most of the professions avail-
able to society do not require the level of education that is offered today. 
The crisis of labour and economic mechanisms goes well beyond educa-
tional programmes. Innovation, scientific development, and preparation 
for participation in civil society require different conditions and skills than 
those that have been implemented and reinforced for years (for example, 
competitiveness and individualisation are considered by many cited au-
thors to be counter-productive or even harmful). However, at the moment, 
it is mainly the lack of institutions and mechanisms to manage and support 
the functioning of the university that is brought up whenever a critique is 
directed at neoliberal reforms of universities.

But some paths have already been taken. The first and most obvious 
one is proposed by the neoliberal reformers. Anglo-Saxon countries and 
their followers have moved away from the traditional identity of the univer-
sity and seek funding from whatever sources are willing to provide it, that is, 
from private business and the students themselves, understood to be largely 
customers of foreign origin (primarily from Asian countries). This path is 
often portrayed in the Polish media as “inevitable,” “exemplary,” or other-
wise worthy of emulation. However, it is important to remember, first, that 
Poland’s context and that of the Anglo-Saxon countries is quite different due 
to language, brand management (the latter’s huge efforts and funds aimed 
at achieving higher rankings, which is a matter unrelated to the core busi-
ness, but requires separate resources and commitment), accreditations, and 
finally, mere marketing activities and contacts with global business. Second, 
and very importantly, this is by no means the inevitable or most modern 
path, but rather has recently become increasingly controversial and, in the 
view of academics themselves, is increasingly considered to be destructive. 
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Third, the price for following this path is abandonment of the university’s 
identity. Funding from the “outside” means letting the “outside” into the 
university, and thus more or less gradually eroding academic institutions 
and turning them into a mass business providing dubitable services that 
rely on the promise of enabling future careers for students via “training.” 
This is becoming increasingly contestable and he services themselves are 
growing ever more expensive. Anglo-Saxon universities have abandoned 
their autonomy and self-governance. Their internal governance structures 
have become dependent on the interests of external economic and political 
forces, and thus they are deprived of agility and prevented from realising 
their social role as a  great buffer and independent frame of reference in 
society’s search for direction (Docherty 2014). At the same time, universi-
ties in Anglo-Saxon countries have lost their uniqueness and can easily be 
replaced by more efficiently organised and cheaper businesses. The working 
conditions and ethos of the academic profession have been greatly eroded 
in these countries and replaced by other systems and structures. There, for 
several years, words such as “teaching,” “professor,” and “research” have 
been filled with a different content than in, for example, Poland or Sweden.

But the Scandinavian countries have been experimenting with a dif-
ferent path. They aim at a return to the identity of the traditional univer-
sity and to qualities typical of academe, such as collegiality, and to work 
on adapting them to the requirements and conditions of the present day. 
A university understood in this way must be funded by the state and by 
local governments. Studies have to be free of charge for students, and 
the state needs to provide space and finances for research. There must 
be a gradual move away from individual grants to institution-focused fi-
nancing plans designed to provide autonomy for individual researchers 
and teams. Through such arrangements, academic research can retain its 
independence and allow for the kind of blue-sky and serendipity-oriented 
projects (Merton & Barber 2004) that are not possible in other types of 
innovation-creating frameworks. Such arrangements dovetail with a return 
to autonomous, collegial forms of management. There is also frequent talk 
of the need to provide funding for research without shifting the extremely 
time-consuming and labour-intensive work of administration and propos-
al-writing onto researchers. Currently, these activities probably consume 
the majority of researchers’ time, and this is an inefficient and wasteful 
approach to the public funding of science. For several years now, Scandi-
navian academics (e.g., Pallas & Wedin 2017; Svallfors 2020) have been ex-
ploring and discussing the possibilities of broadening collegiality, bringing 
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greater inclusivity to university organisation and governance, and replacing 
traditional academic “feudalism” with an active democracy tailored to the 
needs of the academic profession. It is our conviction that Poland would 
do very well to explore this possibility while there is still some institu-
tional memory left in the system, and while some of the structures are still 
functioning. We only need to fill them with meaning. In emulation of the 
above-mentioned Swedish authors, we believe that the academic leadership 
should adopt this goal and that it is an urgent one.

Let the following citation serve as a compass for those who wish to 
prepare the ground for good university management practices in Poland.

The university in its spiritual dimension exists only through 
a community which upholds in its actions the values on which it 
is founded. The organisation of the university, which is so readily 
changed and reformed, can of course make it more or less difficult 
to act in accordance with the academic ethos, but it does not touch 
the essence of the university. The real danger, then, is precisely the 
erosion of the ethos, taking place not under pressure from external 
actors, but through the “ethical spotlighting” of a different system 
of motivation. (Giza, 2019: 167)
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/// Abstract

Universities have been with us for centuries if not millennia. The acad-
emy is one of the oldest organisational forms still in existence. Throughout 
their history, universities have evolved, experimenting with various kinds 
of organisational structure: from student association, through private com-
pany, to ecclesiastical, state, or local government institution. They have 
been continually altering their management structure: from a collective of 
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peers through a centralised hierarchy and a loose federation of faculties to 
a structure based on deeply democratic collegiality. Currently in Poland, 
as in many other countries, a series of reforms have put universities under 
pressure to “marketise.” This paper discusses some of the urgent dilem-
mas that have arisen after the transformation of the sector and offers some 
ideas for where sustainable managerial solutions could be sought.
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