2 H NUMBER 96: WINTER 2019

INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION

THE CENTER FOR INTERNATIONAL HIGHER
EbucaTioN (CIHE)

The Boston College Center for International Higher
Education brings an international consciousness
to the analysis of higher education. We believe
that an international perspective will contribute to
enlightened policy and practice. To serve this goal,
the Center publishes the International Higher Education
quarterly newsletter, a book series, and other
publications;  sponsors conferences; and welcomes
visiting scholars. We have a special concern for
academic institutions in the Jesuit tradition worldwide
and, more broadly with Catholic universities.
The Center promotes dialogue and cooperation
among academic  institutions throughout  the
world. We believe that the future depends on effective
collaboration and the creation of an international
community focused on the improvement
of higher educaton in the public interest.
Opinions expressed here do mnot necessarily reflect
the views of the Center for International Higher
Education.

The Center is closely related to the graduate program
in higher education at the Lynch School of Educa-
tion, Boston College. The Center offers an M.A. and a
Certificate of International Higher Education. For ad-

ditional information see: https://www.bc.edu/THEMA
https:/ /www.bc.edu/IHECert

EpiToR

Philip G. Altbach

Assoclate EpiTorR

Hans de Wit

PusLicaTIONS EDITORS

Héléne Bernot Ullerd, Lisa Unangst
EDITORIAL ASSISTANT

Salina Kopellas

EpitoriaL OFFICE

Center for International Higher Education
Campion Hall

Boston College

Chestnut Hill, MA 02467- USA

Tel: (617) 552-4236 Fax: (617) 552-8422
E-mail: highered@bc.edu
http://www.bc.edu/cihe

We welcome correspondence, ideas for articles, and reports.
If you would like to subscribe, please send an e-mail to:
highered@bc.edu, including your position (graduate student,
professor, administrator, policymaker, etc.), your country of
residence, and area of interest or expertise. There is no charge
Jor a digital subscription; a fee of $35/year applies to a sub-
scription to the print version.

ISSN: 1084-0613 (print)

IHE #96 Nov 28 2018 (28)SK NEW PAGE 26.indd 2

Too Much Academic Re-
search Is Being Published

PHiLIP G. ALTBACH AND HANS DE WiIT

Philip G. Altbach is research professor and founding director, and
Hans de Wit is professor and director, Center for International Higher
Education, Boston College, US. E-mails: altbach@bc.edu and de-
witj@bc.edu.

here is a crisis in academic publishing and in the glob-

al knowledge distribution system generally—there is
too much pressure on top journals, there are too many
books and articles of marginal quality, predatory journals
are on the rise, and there is a tremendous pressure on aca-
demics worldwide to publish. The decision by The Review
of Higher Education, a highly respected academic journal,
to temporarily suspend submissions due to a backlog of
more than two years’ worth of articles awaiting reviews or
publication, set off a twitter storm and much debate in the
corridors of academia about the future of academic pub-
lishing, and in particular its essential foundation, blind
peer review.

These fundamental problems are artifacts of several
developments in global higher education in the past half-
century—especially massification and the rise of national
and international rankings of universities. Related to this is
the sociological phenomenon of isomorphism—that most
academic institutions want to resemble the universities at
the top of the academic pecking order—and thus seek to
become research intensive. And finally, a growing trend
in doctoral education is to dispense with the traditional
PhD dissertation and replace it with the requirement for
doctoral students to publish several articles based on their
research in academic journals, in effect moving responsi-
bility for evaluating doctoral research from university com-
mittees to journal editors and reviewers.

A DYSFUNCTIONAL AND UNNECESSARY SYSTEM
Our argument is a simple one. There is too much being
published because the academic system encourages un-
necessary publication. Drastic cutbacks are needed. Re-
ducing the number of academic articles and books would
permit the peer review system to function more effectively,
would reduce or eliminate the predatory journals and pub-
lishers that have emerged recently, and would, perhaps
most importantly, remove massive stress from academics
who worry about publication instead of teaching and ser-
vice.

In his 1990 book Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities
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for the professoriate, Ernest L. Boyer argued that the evalua-
tion of academic work should include all aspects of the re-
sponsibilities of the academic profession, and that the large
majority of professors who are not employed in research-
intensive universities should be evaluated for their teaching
and service, and not for research. He argued that most aca-
demics need to keep abreast of research trends and current
thinking in their fields, but do not need to produce new
knowledge. Those few academics at nonresearch universi-
ties wanting to do research and publish should, of course,
be permitted to do so.

At the same time that research is deemphasized for
most academics, the recognition and respect given to teach-
ing must be enhanced. Both institutional and individual
isomorphism must be eliminated—not an easy task but
by no means impossible through a combination of carrots
and sticks. Most universities that are not research intensive
should, and largely do, focus on teaching. Faculty members
should be rewarded for good teaching and for service to so-
ciety and industry and not expected to do fundamental re-
search. The German Humboldtian model, where all univer-
sities have a research mission, is wasteful and unnecessary

There is a crisis in academic publish-
ing and in the global knowledge distri-
bution system generally—there is too
much pressure on top journals.

to maintain quality. The demand by universities of applied
sciences and other nonresearch universities to be given
research funding and granted PhD programs—and the in-
clination of politicians to support them—goes against that
trend. The growing numbers of universities of applied sci-
ences in Europe and elsewhere should not have a research
function but should remain true to their name and focus on
teaching supported by applied research. Professional doc-
torates are an alternative path to research-based PhDs for
people not aiming for a research-focused career.

If a careful differentiation is made and research pub-
lication is required only in the research universities, our
guess is that the quality of research and development will
increase and more than half of current so-called research
articles could be eliminated.

QuALITY WiITH CONTROL

To restore rationality to the publishing system, the sheer vol-
ume of articles and books must be reduced. We do not advo-
cate that knowledge production be concentrated in the rich
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countries, but rather that knowledge production be concen-
trated mainly in research universities in all countries. The
established journals should pay much more attention to
diversity of viewpoints, methodologies, and subject matter.
The traditional monopolies of the research paradigms and
subject areas evident in most prestigious publications need
to be broken with more representation of quality scholars
and authors from developing and emerging economies, as
well as gender and other forms of diversity.

We call for quality but also for control of what quality
is by the academic community instead of by nonacademic
rankers, publishers, and citation and impact measurers.
The solution is not to produce more research of poor qual-
ity. Quality, and not quantity, should be the objective, in
combination with bringing quality control back to the aca-
demic community, while making sure that that control is
not dominated by small groups in research universities in
the rich countries.

PossiBLE REFORMS
The first steps, of course, are to define the differentiated
missions of academic systems, to place academic institu-
tions in appropriate categories, and to link financial alloca-
tions to missions.

The knowledge distribution system needs major
change. Research-intensive universities and appropriate
professional societies, and government funding and other
agencies need to take much more responsibility—and con-
trol—over a system that has become overly commercialized
and in part corrupted. Predatory journals and publishers
need to be weeded out. The extortionate prices charged by
many of the monopolistic private-sector publishers, such as
Elsevier and Springer, need to be reduced. The peer review
system, which is at the heart of the maintenance of quality
of scientific research and publication, needs to be strength-
ened. We are arguing essentially that the publishing system
is out of control and, at this point, in a deep crisis, because
of the amount of material seeking publication and being
published. The volume has overwhelmed the publishing
system and has introduced overcommercialization and cor-
ruption.

Our argument and proposal for a solution to the prob-
lem is to reduce the amount being published, not by inter-
fering with the freedom of academics or concentrating pow-
er in the hands of the traditional academic power-brokers.
We propose simply recognizing that most universities,
and most academics globally, focus on teaching and that
the large majority of universities recognize their impor-
tant roles as teaching-focused and do not seek to become
research-intensive institutions. |
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