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Abstract
This paper examines the challenges facing Turkish state universities in light of  dynamics specific to this nation as well as the broader issues of university mission and role in society.  The principal challenge of public universities in Turkey is  to maintain quality in teaching and research while providing education to an increasing population of young men and women from all economic levels despite financial constraints and parliamentary involvement/governmental influence. In the face of this and other recent developments, the concept of institutional autonomy and academic freedom are discussed.  The need for securing extra resources in order to minimize governmental influence and budgetary  limitations has thus become a must for modern public universities.  They should also be very careful with their private sector obligations as they may interfere with the university’s mission to its society.  This paper concludes 

with a discussion of every  university’s key role that is, the dedication  to the preservation of our democratic way of life in all societies.  

Introduction

Each university certainly has its own special problems.  Yet, in every society, there are also problems and issues common to universities.  The precise strategies for coping with those challenges, however, depend on local conditions of structure, leadership, and the history of their developments. 

The special mission of universities is, of course, the discovery and transmission of knowledge. They are dedicated to validation, renewal, and expansion of human knowledge by the use of the scientific method.  The scientific method, furthermore, can only flourish in a society where democracy as well as freedom of thought and expression is a way of life. The primary purpose of Turkish higher education is, thus, to cultivate in our future citizens an appreciation of the responsibilities and benefits of a democratic society. 

Science and technology attract the attention of society more than ever. The politics and strategies for globalizing knowledge is a key theme of the twenty-first century. Over the past fifty years, universities have become, at the same time, establishments where education is dispensed en masse. 

Turkish universities experience these global developments as well as local ones. The number of young people attending university entrance examination in Turkey each year, for example, is increasing and will soon reach the two-million mark. One of the principal challenges of public universities in Turkey is thus to maintain quality in teaching and research while providing education to this wider range of young men and women of all economic classes.

The rapid development of sciences has made university training of young scientists compulsory.  However, at the same time recent developments in science and technology have created new responsibilities for educated men and women.  Universities everywhere are an integral part of those challenges.

The need for university education

As the population of Turkey grows, the labour market also demands higher levels of knowledge and skill in its workforce.

The country’s comparatively high rate of industrialization has resulted in a movement of the population from rural to urban areas.  

From 1946 onward, Turkey responded to the younger generation’s increasing demand for higher education with rapid growth in the establishment of new universities, faculties, and other higher education institutions in different parts of the country.  Because education is seen as a facilitator and initiator of social change as well as status, educational need thus increases. 

The necessity for good central libraries, laboratories, and teaching equipment as well as high morale and a sense of professionalism in the members of staff are generally considered as the preconditions of a good university. Those factors should be taken into account when establishing new institutions.

In Turkey, student numbers in university education have expanded dramatically in the course of 25 years. The participation rate, for the age group of 18 – 24, rose from a meagre 3% to 13%  (with Open Education 18%) which is rather modest in comparison with European averages of 25 to 30% and 50% of that of the U.S.A.  There is also a consensus that access rates to universities should increase for a variety of reasons: (1) advances in technology have significantly raised the knowledge and skill levels required by the work forces in Turkey, (2) an increased number of well educated people are required to strengthen democratic institutions, and lastly, (3) widening access to universities is considered to be an issue of major importance in the interest of equal opportunity.

It is against this background that one must consider the most appropriate steps to cope with ever increasing number of applicants.

Autonomy

I want to say a few words on autonomy and academic freedom both because although they are controversial, they also illustrate what I would like to discuss in abstract terms regarding the need for flexibility while not compromising fundamental principles.

Autonomy is the right of an institution to decide on a number of specific internal matters without any outside interference.  This concept should be distinguished from academic freedom.  Academic freedom is, first of all, a right of the individual academic to express his or her opinions freely whereas autonomy is the right of the institution.

In the Magna Carta of European Universities undersigned in 1988 by a large number of European University Rectors, including me, on behalf of their universities clearly stated that,

The university is an autonomous institution at the heart of societies differently organized because of geography and historical heritage; it produces, examines, appraises and hands down culture by research and teaching.

To meet the needs of the world around it, its research and teaching must be morally and intellectually independent of all political authority and economic power.

Freedom in research and training is the fundamental principle of university life, and governments and universities, each as far as in them lies, must ensure respect for this fundamental requirement.

Rejecting intolerance and always open to dialogue, a university is an ideal meeting-ground for teachers capable of imparting their knowledge and well equipped to develop it by research and innovation and students entitled, able and willing to enrich their minds with that knowledge…
“Autonomy” is not an empty term.  Universities have come to an understanding and agreed on what the word means after an honourably long struggle against outside interference during the last 900 years. The basic requirements for institutional autonomy are:

(1) the right to employ and discharge academic staff,

(2) the right to decide what and how to teach,

(3) the right to select its own students and evaluate their performance, and

(4) the right to choose research topics

all, without any outside interference.

It is important that no external authority (government or other) should be allowed to intervene with the above listed functions of a university.  Therefore, universities should do everything in their power to mould their policy on those principles. Yet the quality of education in Turkey, is sometimes, unfortunately, sacrificed by successive parliamentary legislations forcing universities to give extra examinations to students who have already failed in their courses 

When fiscal rules are superficially considered, discussion regarding their direct influence on institutional autonomy might seem irrelevant.  Yet the realization of the above mentioned rights largely depends on finances and the freedom of using them in accordance with the individual interests and priorities of a particular institution.  So, the absence of fiscal autonomy has a potential to paralyse the whole institution, thus making institutional autonomy a myth. 

Public universities, as beneficiaries of government money, are then subject in many countries to ever-increasing government supervision.  Whilst paying proper respect to the role of democratically elected bodies of government and their decisions, the universities should do as much as they sensibly and lawfully can to protect their sacred rights: academic freedom and institutional autonomy. The price of failure in those respects is exceptionally high.

Increased autonomy also means an increase in accountability not only with respect to financial matters but also the quality of teaching and research.  Common traits in quality assurance have led a number of public universities to seek various accreditation mechanisms as a private, non governmental form of certification of quality in higher education.  

Current legislation

Apart from the current Higher Education Law (1981), there have been previous attempts in modern times 1933, 1946, 1960, and 1973) to reorganize and restructure the higher education system in Turkey.  The 1933 reform of Istanbul University, the only university existing in Turkey at the time, scored a definite success over its previous constitution and contributed tremendously to the improvement of academic standards.  

The Higher Education Council (YÖK) which was first created in 1973, largely re-organized in 1981, is an umbrella organization of all higher education institutions in Turkey. It is a coordinating, planning, supervisory, and policy-making body to orient the activities of teaching, education and scientific research in the universities.  The Council, composed of experienced senior academics and civil servants, possesses considerable autonomy. The Higher Education Council is in a position to act as a buffer between universities and the government.

With a later amendment to Higher Education Law, a pseudo-election system of high offices in public universities has been introduced. That amendment, in the last 13 years, to my opinion, has induced frictions between candidates for such offices.  Such frictions may distract academic pursuits, preventing public universities from concentrating on fundamentals.

Fees and access to higher education

Public universities follow the national policy in requiring modest tuition fees in all their institutions.  The logic behind tuition fees in public universities is that the benefits of higher education go at least substantially to the students, with students and parents paying at least some portion of the educational costs rather than the alternative of imposing the entire burden on all taxpayers, most of whom will not so benefit.

Tuitions vary by program cost, with higher tuition fees charged typically to high-cost programs such as medicine, engineering, and dentistry.

It is the ultimate goal of national educational policies to secure equal opportunity to all citizens for access to all forms of education.  Despite all the efforts in providing student support and other measures, participation in higher education remains unevenly distributed among the economic classes. Among young people from families in lower economic levels, access to university education is very low, due to high competition in the national entrance examinations.  

It is widely accepted in Turkey that there is a need to increase student numbers. Successive governments have provided funding to establish new institutions of higher education.  A number of private institutions have also been established. In spite of all these efforts, access to higher education still remains a topical issue; a large number of school graduates repeatedly attempt to obtain passing scores in the university entrance examinations organized by the Student Selection and Placement Centre (OSYM).

It is generally accepted that greater access to university and quality are incompatible.  Still, some public institutions aim at becoming centres of excellence.  However, achieving that goal without a serious financial support from the government seems highly improbable. 

Admission to such prestigious public universities such as Boğaziçi, Middle East Technical University, Istanbul University, Istanbul Technical University, and Hacettepe University  requires high entrance exam scores.  These scores become very important because entry to a prestigious university guarantees employment with leading companies and governmental institutions in Turkey.  For this reason, high school children spend virtually all their time in their last year preparing for university entrance examinations. 

Quality of teaching
In many public universities, modern technologies are introduced into classroom instruction.  New methods in teaching are introduced to foster flexibility in learning time and encourage self-study.

One area of difficulty concerns the recruiting and retraining of teaching staff capable of implementing these technologies.  Most academics are under the stress of publishing.  Unless a sufficient number of the research articles are accepted by refereed international journals, faculty members do not receive promotions. Such a stress limits the capacity and time of staff to undertake the serious function of teaching.

The mission of university may be defined as to (a) provide academic training courses; (b) conduct scientific research; and (c) provide the community with scientific services, scientific and technological advice as well as aid.  In some departments, this third part of the mission dominates the remaining two; both teaching and research are necessarily affected, whereas, in so many others, only the first part of the mission dominates. 

Progress in science and technology continually creates new issues for society. For example developments in biotechnology and life sciences are influencing many disciplines, i.e. medicine, natural sciences, engineering, law, social sciences, and so on. Advances in science and technology, especially in the fields such as genetics, biotechnology and information technology confront the ethical and legal rules protecting the rights of individual. Many faculties of medicine in our universities now have “ethical committees” to preserve ethical and legal limits of research. 

Thus, a distinctly new challenge is thrown down to universities within their mission of teaching and research. Universities need to contribute to the dialogue between science and society. In order to secure a healthy interaction between universities and the society, free academic research respecting human rights and humane values as well as administrative autonomy have become even more necessary. 

Human rights and humane values (cultural values and ethical values) need to be included, taught in an interdisciplinary university curriculum. In teaching new technologies and in research, the question of ethical dilemmas in university work needs attention nowadays more than ever.  It is the responsibility of all teaching staff to explain the ethical and legal framework in the acquisition and use of technological advances.

Academic mobility

We all learn from each other. Encouraging academic mobility at student and staff level depends on easy and ready access to accurate and up-to-date information on the requirements of each university.  As universities receive more autonomy, they freely decide on course contents. However, in order to encourage student mobility, universities must produce accurate and detailed information about their course content. Nevertheless, this service is seldom given in public universities, and mobility within the country is, on the whole, thus discouraged. However, international co-operation is encouraged. It is considered that such exchanges strengthen mutual understanding and enrich young staff’s knowledge and experience. It is recommended that they be given the opportunity to travel and stay abroad in spite of meagre funds available for such visits.  

Linguistic training
In most Turkish public universities, the language of instruction is of course Turkish. In addition to a few universities teaching in English and one in French, there are universities organizing some courses taught in English.

One of the rationales of teaching in English is the need to have a large number of professional men and women who can easily express themselves at least in one universal language.  Students are expected to have a knowledge (whether active or passive) of one or two foreign languages, or at least familiarity with the language of English.

Research and development
The current lack of financing in university budgets does not only mean that a smaller stock or equipment will be purchased but also that gaps will be created that cannot be compensated in the future.  In the long run, this situation will endanger the quality of scientific and educational work.

Scientific research and development is a long-term investment, indispensable for all societies, and cannot function without a wide range of libraries, archives, as well as other centres to collect and provide information.  Research and advanced training  significantly contribute to economic progress.  There are, however, difficulties in ensuring an adequate supply of researchers and laboratory facilities especially in public universities. That is very often the case for newly established universities in various parts of the country. The under-funding of research, both publicly and non-publicly, is especially severe.

One of the aims of a university education is to offer graduate study.  Its advanced instruction actively involves graduate students in research.  They share with their professors the experience of exploring the frontiers of knowledge and acquire the spirit as well as the methods of productive yet rigorous scholarship.  The lack of funds and equipment, coupled with the need for greater number of graduates, has unfortunately led universities to structure doctoral programs with a 21-25 credit lecture load. This situation entails less time spent on research projects which, to my opinion, is rather detrimental for the quality of the work.

Funding of public universities

All universities are expensive institutions, but good universities are even more expensive to run.  A good university may be perceived as one providing a high quality education and research facilities.  Nowadays, we have to add to that definition, “the efficiency of securing adequate resources to perform those functions.” Additional income is always required by universities in order to be better and more competitive. . In spite of hopes placed on university education, in recent years there was a decrease in the share of state expenditures on education within the total state expenditures and within the gross national product.

The Vice-Chancellor of an English University which is ranked among the top ten universities worldwide also complains about the lack of needed funds: 

… Our much admired US competitors have the resources and freedom to make bold choices about their future development, to support the most talented students and to invest in the staff and the facilities that will ensure continued success in teaching and research.  Today, grants from Government cover just half the estimated cost of undergraduate education.  The rest comes from fees and, overwhelmingly, from now overstretched endowments.... (A.Richard, 2005)

Shrinking public funds and increasing costs have put many universities in a position where it will not be only advisable but also necessary to raise funds from industry and alumni.  University foundations are now established to channel those donations. The traditional role of the Rector as academic leader and standard bearer has been enlarged by an additional one of fundraiser.

Outside intervention has increased over the past few years in the form of budget cuts and delayed government permissions in activating university posts. Budget cuts increase government influence in a domain regarded as the essence of autonomy. Universities now involuntarily hold back in giving preference to the highly technical fields, such as electronics, bio-technology, information technology, and the experimental sciences in general.  

The need for securing extra resources to minimize governmental influence and budgetary limitations is a must for modern public universities.  Unless extra resources are found for research, academic life will very often be reduced to a monotonous teaching post for academics.  As financial difficulties increase, plans to provide new equipment and facilities or recruitment of a sufficient number of young teaching staff is postponed or cancelled altogether.  Under such circumstances, universities may not go bankrupt, but certainly their quality decreases.  It is, therefore, necessary for universities to secure extra resources in order to keep up their full mission.

In general, universities should also be very careful with their private sector obligations.  They should be free to decide on what is important to them.  The financial rewards of the new entrepreneurial climate may be enormous but are still risky for the universities. In many countries it looks as if the private sector is filling the vacuum created by the uncertain and turbulent currents of the government support, but the private sector’s entrance may also create new problems.  

In Turkey, public universities receive overheads on the income particularly generated by the members of the engineering and medical departments.  From such income, once the departmental share is allocated, the university’s share is simply pooled with government funds and directed to the benefit of all departments, an action which is of some help to foster research.  Many public universities also have independent foundations under their names to secure donations from graduates and friends of the university.  However, unfortunately, last year a new law passed by the Parliament on Foundations aimed, for all practical purposes, at cutting the umbilical cord between the university and its foundation, thus creating a dramatic vacuum. 

Ideally any programme of securing extra resources to university must be integrated into the overall policy of the institution.  Obviously, the significant involvement of students, parents, faculty, alumni, and business and government leaders is crucial to the success of any institutional development programme or of any fund raising programme for that purpose. To lay the foundation for a healthy response from the private sector would be necessary to enhance the understanding on the scientific and educational activities of a university in order to obtain much needed support for the institution.  In a way, securing extra resources is a job of communication and influence; this activity has become one of the rector’s chief tasks in articulating the vision of his/her university. 

Conclusions

Autonomy is one of the widely discussed topics of public universities in Turkey. In many quarters, election of the head of the university is considered as the precondition of autonomy.  Nevertheless, such acts as the decisions of administrative courts on changing student grades, parliamentary acts which enable failed students to re-matriculate in the university, and the various obstacles generated in the appointment of staff to available positions are all very important infringements to academic autonomy. To reduce and equalise the whole concept of autonomy to the election procedures of the head of the university, I think, entirely misses the target. Autonomy is a very dynamic concept; moreover, universities have to struggle to obtain and preserve it. 

It should be emphasized that increased autonomy also means an increase in accountability not only with respect of financial matters but also with respect to the quality of teaching and research.  There is another obligation of public universities: public universities should be of high quality and attract students from a broad range of the socio-economic spectrum. That step also raises the need of increasing the quality and efficiency of secondary education. 

To meet the demands of the society and to bear the pressures placed upon them, the universities also ought to be more efficient.  They are compelled to perform their mission in the most beneficial way to the society.  When the resources of the university are limited, it is only rational that they be used with utmost efficiency. 

The general tendency, shared amongst many higher education systems, in many countries, is to encourage universities to secure extra financial resources to preserve their fiscal autonomy.  Public universities need to develop ways to bring funding to a level that enables them to support and modernize their teaching and research facilities. This development would in turn give universities the liberty to rapidly assign their financial and human resources to new targets so as to fulfil the demands of the society. 

What makes a university a prestigious institution?  It may be a difficult question to answer in full. I consider ageing as a positive factor in an established university.  If a university is alive for a long number of years, it inevitably improves itself over its experiences. 

All public universities need long-range planning and should have the desire to take a firm stand about their plans. Clarity of mission, breadth and depth of institutional policies, and transparency within the university on the sources as well as allocations of income are well known elements which make an institution successful and prestigious. Optimizing university resources is very important in that context.  

That leads me to my final theme – the need for inter-university co-operation in our quest for knowledge, enlightenment and truth. I am convinced that we need to foster such co-operation between all public and private universities at all levels.  Teaching human rights and humane values are important areas which require collaboration. We have thus many lessons to be learnt from one other.
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