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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Situating Graduate Education
in a Rapidly Changing Higher Education
Environment

Deane E. Nenbauer and Prompilas Buasuwan

INTRODUCTION

It has become commonplace to note that one prominent feature of con-
temporary globalization is the “speeding up of change” (Harvey 1989).
We find evidence of this assertion throughout social life and particularly
in those portions of social interactions being impacted by new informa-
tion and communication technologies. A companion assertion holds that
education in general and higher education in particular are stressed by
what is familiarly termed the “alignment dilemma” by which is usually
meant the lack of fit between the kinds of education and skills required
in contemporary economies and those possessed by higher education

D.E. Neubauer (D<)
University of Hawaii, Manoa, Honolulu, HI, USA
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Kasetsart University, Bangkok, Thailand
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2 D.E. NEUBAUER AND P. BUASUWAN

graduates. We have discussed this issue in various other places (e.g. in
a senior seminar held in Shanghai in November 2013 on twenty-first-
century work skills and competencies, see Neubauer and Ghazali 2015).
We have also noted that the “disruption” movement in higher education
takes form in part as an expression of this tension (in this regard, see
Christensen et al. 2011). In the main, discussion along these lines has
focused on undergraduate education.

The chapters that appear in this volume have been derived from a
researcher’s seminar held at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology
University in March 2014. These offerings examine a range of proposi-
tions focused on the changing nature of graduate education. Our purpose
in offering these is to create a frame of reference through which graduate
education can be examined in relation to the many functions and purposes
it has performed in society as well as to initiate an assessment of other
developments that arise within graduate education as a result of the many
more general transformations occurring in higher education, especially in
the Asia Pacific region.

SOME CONTEMPORARY TRENDS

The following is intended as an introductory set of observations about
graduate education as it has been increasingly affected and transformed
by the processes of contemporary globalization in which it is variously
located.

Interdisciplinarity in MA and PhD dissertations is rising worldwide,
especially in the Asia Pacific. The key assumption underlying the invest-
ments many higher education institutions (HEIs) are making in transdis-
ciplinary research centers and training programs is “that cross-disciplinary
research and training provide a stronger basis for achieving scientific and
societal advances than unidisciplinary programs” (Mitrany and Stokois
2005).These events play out against another set of variables often men-
tioned in the context of higher education, namely, the relative difficulty
of instigating change within HEIs given the dominant role played in uni-
versity structure and administration by traditional disciplines and many
professional schools (Trowler 1998).

Running throughout higher education is an increased focus on Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) graduate work,
especially in Asia (ICEF Monitor 2012). Throughout the world one can
observe a steadily increasing awareness that societal needs, especially those
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expressed through innovation derived from technological advance, are
occurring most rapidly in STEM fields, and that in terms of both employ-
ability and the value-added component of higher education and graduate
education, qualification in STEM fields is increasingly important as well.
This awareness is very strong in Asia (especially in India, Korea, Singapore,
and China), and it is widely recognized throughout the world that Asian
students in general outperform others in STEM-related testing at pre-
graduate levels. (For an overall assessment of STEM issues throughout
education and society in addition to cross-country comparisons and their
graduate education implications, see Marginson et al. 2013.)

In general, one can observe an increase in international competition
for the best students at both graduate and undergraduate levels. One fea-
ture of internationalization/globalization is that in their operation, the
higher education dynamics they have occasioned have generally favored
the West at the expense of HEIs in Asia and the Pacific (A&P). This was
represented over the decades from 1980 to 2005 by the radical imbal-
ance of Asian countries sending cross-border students out for their experi-
ences, especially in graduate education. This is beginning to change, as
A&P HEIs get stronger and enter new stages of massification (Enders and
Jongbloed 2007; Hawkins and Wu 2015).

As indicated above, a major issue in all of the tertiary education is work-
force misalignment with fields of study, which is becoming increasingly an
issue in graduate education. Indeed, in some instances doctoral programs
are subject to intense criticism because of their length and cost and the dif-
ficulties experienced by graduates in seeking employment upon complet-
ing their degrees. In the USA, this has become an increasing critique of
higher education as the proportion of teaching/research faculty hired on
tenure track drops and that of contract faculty increases—the result being
a “poor return on investment” in doctoral education. These dynamics in
linking graduate education to workforce alignment are enhanced in an
A&P context (Asian Development Bank 2012; Luzer 2013; Kezar 2013).

Another aspect of these dynamics has been the relative increase in the
cost of higher education throughout the world and the related tendency
to shift increasing portions of that cost on students through increases
in tuition, with the result that in many instances they “own” significant
amounts of debt upon receiving their degrees. In the USA this has become
a major political issue with aggregate student debt having reached a tril-
lion dollars plus. The phenomenon is intensified when associated with
graduate degrees, which on the whole costs more than undergraduate
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degrees. Again, this is a phenomenon that has begun to expand rapidly
throughout Asia as more governments reduce their contributions to both
undergraduate and graduate education, and as the role of private educa-
tion looms larger (Rowan 2013).

In recent years, the public policy sector in various countries has become
increasingly involved in promoting closer collaboration between HEIs,
employers, and the public service realm to increase the alignment between
HE and work. This phenomenon is just beginning to occur in Asia, and
with a gradual realization that the issue in general extends to graduate
education, but because of the persistence of the issue, one can expect
an increase in the reach and rate of these endeavors (Asia Society 2011).
In the USA and in a manner that may stand as a prediction for how the
process will extend to other countries as well, the economic and status
dilemmas facing recent graduates motivate many of them to extend their
work to graduate education. In this regard, in recent years the most rap-
idly growing segment of US higher education has been at the MA level.
Joshua A. Boldt, for example, has developed a variety of analyses of higher
education focused on elements of political economy from which he argues
that the relative dearth of post-BA employment contributes in a focused
way to the expansion of graduate education as the expansion of MA and
PhD education serves to absorb excess labor (Boldt 2013).

Regional cooperation is intensifying for graduate work within the Asia
Pacific region. This has strong implications for non-Asian dominance of
the best graduate students. One can advance the hypothesis that as Asian
HE improves, and the relatively new and distinctive “education hubs”
develop (as in Singapore and Malaysia), the best students will stay in the
region, thus depriving traditional recipient nations of talented human
resources (Vincent-Lancrin 2009, Cheng et al. 2011).

Some years ago Bigalke offered the proposition that when seeking to
compare events that occur in US higher education with various sites in
A&DP, one can see that in some cases the US events act as a forerunner of
similar developments that will occur in Asia; in other cases the US experi-
ence can be seen as an outlier, a series of events that have taken the form
and shape they have largely because of structural features that are unique
to the US, such as the fact that most higher education is authorized and
regulated at the state level, not the national level as is most common in
Asia (Bigalke 2009). However, even as outliers, as the largest economy in
the world and as one that is situated firmly in the center of globalization
dynamics, such events are often forerunners.
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In this regard, The Path Forward for Graduate Education in the US
2010 is a good summary of where graduate education is going in the
US, and as such perhaps a harbinger for the rest of the world, Asia espe-
cially (Education Testing Service 2012). Specifically this report makes
the following recommendations, after setting a context in which both the
continued importance of higher education is emphasized as well as the
probability that the current models through which graduate education is
financed are not sustainable. These are to:

improve completion rates

clarify career pathways for graduate students

prepare future faculty

prepare future professionals

establish and expand programs to identify talented undergraduate
students.

Mindful of the persistence of the alignment dilemma, the report also
makes recommendations to employers to:

establish endowed graduate school chairs

promote lifelong learning accounts

provide tuition reimbursement accounts for graduate study
replicate established programs that address challenges facing under-
represented groups

create industry-sponsored graduate fellowship programs

create special incentives for small businesses to develop talent
collaborate with universities to clarify entry points into careers
provide internships and work-study programs for graduate students.

DirLomMA DISEASE (CREDENTIALIZATION)

In 1976, Ronald Dore published a study called “The Diploma Disease”
in which he argued, “the ‘bureaucratization of economic life’ in all mod-
ern societies is making selection for jobs/careers by educational attain-
ment more and more universal.” From this he argued that one could
predict the flow of “credentialization” throughout an economy, for which
the primary indicator was the university degree. At the time he was most
concerned about Associate and Bachelor degrees. In this volume, in vari-
ous ways we seek to extend aspects of his analyses to graduate education,



