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            Dedication

         

         To the memory of my beloved Frankie, who encouraged me to write it, and to our children, Rosemary, Laurence, Lucy and Naomi, who disrespectfully suggested I take a break from my ‘incomprehensible philosophical scribbling’ and write something they could understand!

      

   


   
      
         

            Author’s Preface

         

         The University of Saint Chinian is a creature of the imagination – as are its participants and associates. Any similarity they might be thought to bear to living persons or institutions, however interesting, is entirely fortuitous. Nevertheless, the views which are expressed are alive and well in contemporary discussion about quality appraisals of universities and how to respond to them. Beneath all the fun there lurks a serious issue.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            Invitation

         

         Professor Guy Boulanger, President of the University of Saint Chinian, reread the letter carefully. It had been delivered, by registered post, to his office earlier this morning. The official-looking envelope indicated that it originated from ‘The Ministry for Universities and Research’. The letter was from the Minister himself. Its message was simple, direct and very alarming.

         
            Dear President,

            As you will recall from my recent address to the Conference of French University Presidents the Government has decided to conduct a ‘value for money’ pilot-study of a number of French universities. This is designed to establish a template of quality performance which will enable a rational re-allocation of the limited State funds available for our universities. These funds will be re-allocated in a manner which rewards qualitative excellence and discourages indifferent performance.

            Dedicated as I am sure your university is to superb quality and excellent performance in all its activities, and eager to maintain and possibly enhance your already comparatively generous budget, I am confident that you will welcome this initiative. Consequently, I invite your active participation in the project.

            It will involve an external appraisal of the quality of your university’s performance.

            The appraisal will be conducted by a small committee of members of the Confederation of European Universities (CEU), which is composed, as you know, of former university presidents and senior academics.

            This independent team of academic experts will present their report formally to you, thereby enabling you to forward it to me with your observations.

            The Constitution of the CEU insists that its quality-assurance appraisal of any university be conducted only with the eager commitment and close co-operation of the university concerned. Hence, I would welcome your early affirmative response to my invitation to participate in this important work.

            On receipt of this response I will ask the Secretariat of the CEU to contact you directly to advise you about the necessary preparations and arrangements which must be made to facilitate the visit of the external Quality Appraisal Committee.

            Be assured, dear President, of my most attentive and devoted sentiments,

            
                

            

            Yours sincerely,

            Jacques Adamant.

            Minister for Universities and Research.

         

         ‘Some bloody “invitation”,’ he scowled, knowing that a refusal would be disastrous for the university and, more pertinently, for himself personally. ‘Better get the abject acceptance in the post as soon as possible. “Dat bis qui dat celeriter.” (‘He bestows twice who bestows promptly’), as his wine-and-spirit merchant, a failed Classics teacher, enjoyed reminding him on the heading of his monthly invoice. However disconcerting the proposed quality appraisal might be, he would have to accept it and try somehow to navigate its hazards and control its process.

         Having downloaded and carefully read the Constitution of the Confederation of European Universities, he spoke quietly into the office inter-phone. ‘Marie-The, please come in and take an urgent and important letter.’

         His personal assistant, Marie-Therese Dupre, a highly competent and efficient woman in her mid-fifties, came bustling through the door, armed with her digital recorder. Her life is centred on the university. The only child of elderly and now deceased parents, she is unmarried and has no close relatives. Early in his career, as professor of medieval history at Saint Chinian, Guy had noted the efficient way in which she administered the office for student services. Greatly impressed, he had appointed her as his personal assistant when he first became President ten years before. She runs his office like a war cabinet. She is intensely loyal and, although keenly aware of his various distractions, she admires and likes him. On many occasions she has protected him from potentially embarrassing situations. Although somewhat older than him, she occasionally indulges mild fantasies of a discreet but passionate affair with him.

         ‘It’s a letter for our beloved Minister, who is trying to screw us,’ he said, ‘so here goes with our first strategic response.’

         She clicked on her digital recorder as he leaned back in his adjustable chair, gazing upwards as though seeking divine inspiration from the ceiling.

         
            Dear Minister,

            I write in reply to your letter of March 8th, which I received this morning.

            What a remarkable idea to initiate a programme of quality appraisal of our French universities! It is sure to attract considerable interest and close attention. I am of course delighted that you wish to involve the University of Saint Chinian in the first phase of this unprecedented programme. I gladly accept your invitation to welcome a team of CEU experts to engage with me in discerning and revealing the noteworthy quality and performance of our university.

            Such an exercise can only serve to enhance the sterling reputation of Saint Chinian’s dedicated commitment to the highest academic standards. Doubtless it will also play a significant role in determining the shape and fortune of the innovative ‘template of quality’ which you envisage for all French universities. No doubt these institutions will welcome this ground-breaking initiative with the same level of appreciation and enthusiasm which it arouses in me.

            I await, with eager anticipation, the correspondence which you mention I will receive from the Secretariat of the CEU in the light of my acceptance of your kind invitation.

            With my respectful regards,

            
                

            

            Yours sincerely,

            Guy Boulanger,

            President,

            The University of Saint Chinian

         

         ‘Well, Marie-The, that should hold the line for a while. “Establish a template of quality.” Did you ever hear such nonsense? All this trendy talk about engaging the advice of quality-appraisal experts is merely a big cloud of smoky mystification. It’s just an excuse to get greater government control of universities, diminish their budgets, and make them servants of short-term government interests and objectives. And, of course, to provide jobs for has-beens and haven’t-beens and wanabees who like to think they know more about how universities should operate than those actually working in them. Bring them on, I say − conceited parasites who, like literary critics and racing tipsters, try to tell others how to succeed at what they cannot do themselves.’ ‘OK, Guy,’ she said, ‘I’ll get the letter ready for your signature and I’ll have it in the afternoon post.’

         ‘Thanks, Marie-The.’ As always, she had a calming effect on his initial irritated reaction, leaving him with a sense of having provided a reply appropriate to the request. ‘And better send a blind copy of his letter and my reply to Claire and Henri, to brief them about this latest bit of nonsense. Please ask them to come to my office to discuss it at about six o’clock next Friday, after the academic council meeting.’

         Claire Macon, with whom, when he was simply the professor of medieval history, he had shared a brief but highly enjoyable dalliance, was vice-president for academic affairs. He had learned more about the academic and not-so-academic affairs of his colleagues from their relaxed post-coital chit-chat during that happy association. She was a highly intelligent, beautiful and popular professor of psychology who coordinated and regulated the academic programmes of the university with skill and a light touch.

         Henri Campion was the university secretary and bursar. He was adept at legally obfuscating the very positive state of the university’s finances and applying their considerable margin of comfort, in an admirably opaque manner, to selected popularity-enhancing projects initiated by the president. He also controlled the non-academic areas of the university’s administration with such efficiency and authority that the complexities of the system rarely impinged upon the tranquillity of the president’s more exalted deliberations.

         They were his two closest associates, and together the three of them conducted the affairs of the university to the satisfaction and indeed approbation of the entire community - academics, students, and administrative staff - to such a degree that he was enjoying the commencement of his third elected fiveyear term as president.

         He had no intention of allowing the proposed quality appraisal to derail his own genial conception of the profile of the university for the next five years.
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         On the great canvas of French university life, the University of Saint Chinian enjoyed a rather marginal, but comfortable, existence. It had been established in the 1950s chiefly to contain the recurring turbulence of the excitable vignerons, farmers, artisans, shopkeepers and functionaries of the surrounding Languedoc region. The government was keenly aware of the institutional memory of historical grievances carefully nurtured by these volatile malcontents. This recurrent disaffection stretched back to the turn of the twentieth century, culminating in 1907, when their sons in the local garrisons of the army had mutinied and refused orders from Paris to put down the militant rebellion of the vignerons against cheap Algerian imports, rising taxes and falling prices for their wine. (The wily President Clemenceau then undermined the unity of the rebels by providing their popular principal negotiator, Marcelin Albert, with funds to cover his travel expenses home from Paris − which were then construed, with government connivance, as a bribe! He was falsely disgraced, but the mistrust of central government persisted.)

         To counter the widespread influence, especially in this disaffected region, of post-war communism, it was deemed expedient to establish a university to pander to local pride and deflect the ressentiment of these, selectively French, descendants of Albigensian heretics! To the government mandarins in Paris, it seemed a practical idea to tackle the soaring unemployment and palpable social unrest in the Languedoc region by channelling the bucolic energy of the local youth into four or five years of harmless academic activity. Provided this did not involve establishing expensive technological faculties such as those of medicine or engineering, it would probably be less expensive than building the gendarmeries and prisons required to contain their malevolent disaffection. Hopefully, it might even fashion them into conventional bureaucrats, adequately skilled vignerons and farmers, plausible commercial travellers, and competent supermarket managers.

         Central government was happy to fund the initiative rather generously, using money obtained from the recently established European Regional Fund. This funding was further enhanced by various regional and local financial endowments, leaving the university in comfortable financial circumstances.

         Until now, nobody had looked too closely at how well this arrangement functioned, or how it deployed its financial endowment. As far as the Ministry in Paris was concerned, the less that was heard from or about the University of Saint Chinian, the better! Its interest and surveillance was limited to ensuring the formal annual external audit by Ministry officials from Narbonne. This was conducted to everyone’s satisfaction, with the exemplary abstention of the president, and with the aid of the explanatory memoranda and generous hospitality provided by the secretary-bursar.

         But now it looked as if this blessed state of affairs was in danger of perturbation. The proposed appraisal would certainly not be welcomed by the full-time academic staff, whose teaching responsibilities were unremarkable and whose involvement in research was entirely optional. Their ‘full-time’ appointments were certainly not understood to mean ‘whole-time’, and most of them engaged in alternative and sometimes very profitable diversions.

         Whenever an earnest, usually newly appointed, lecturer remarked that his colleagues were less than exclusively devoted to their academic responsibilities, he was sharply reminded that there was more to a wholesome university life than academic pursuits. Was there not the larger objective of showing students how to lead a rounded and cultivated worldly life? And did not a number of the academics devote some of their valuable leisure time to promoting the activities of the various student clubs and societies? Evidence was indeed available of academics who provided guidance, training and support to the university’s rugby, rowing and tennis clubs, and to its drama, debating and archaeological societies.

         A striking example of such engaged participation in developing the rounded personality of students at Saint Chinian was the dedication of a lecturer in the history of sociology, Dr Thomas Van Velsen. He was an active member and enthusiastic current president of the university’s ‘Latter Day Albigensian Community’. This recently established fringe group had revived the Albigensian idea that people were caught in a cosmic battle between a good and an evil principle. Each member of the community was aspiring to escape the snares of the evil principle and thereby become a ‘perfect’, i.e. a liberated soul. Already, a few, including Dr Van Velsen, were convinced that they had personally achieved this status. As such, they had assumed a self-appointed role which was certainly a major contemporary development of − some would say a contradiction of − traditional Albigensian teaching. They saw it as their responsibility to assist others, in their striving to attain the blessed state of becoming a perfect, by escorting them to this state through a liberating regime of experimental promiscuity. Thomas Van Velsen, well built, blue eyed and charming, had notable success in this demanding task of guiding several of the more attractive novices through some of the surprising detours on this primrose path to perfection. This little group would look upon any enquiry into their activities by a quality-appraisal committee as comparable to the inquisition endured by their medieval forebears at the hands of church and state authorities.

         Nor would a programme of quality appraisal commend itself unreservedly to the general body of students. By and large they were a happy lot, enjoying a lifestyle where tuition was adequate and even sometimes interesting, and in which the standard of performance expected was not too demanding. For moderate academic effort, a degree was assured, and with it the prospect of a decent and perhaps even a pensionable job. They would be affronted to lose any of their ample leisure time, which they devoted earnestly and blissfully to the important activities of hanging around, drinking coffee, making music, playing pinball, fornicating, and experimenting with a variety of other mood-enhancing delights. Too much was at stake to submit with equanimity to a ‘quality appraisal’ which might compromise this enjoyable modus vivendi. One could rely upon the student representative council to take a principled stand on the issue.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

            Preparation

         

         A few days later, after the usual uneventful monthly academic council meeting of the university professors, Guy, Claire and Henri met privately in Guy’s office to review the challenge posed to the peace and tranquillity of the university by the proposed quality appraisal. The previous day, Guy had received a memorandum from the secretariat of the CEU which confirmed his belief that his acceptance of the Minister’s ‘invitation’ to participate in the appraisal was a mere formality, and that arrangements for its implementation were already well advanced when the invitation was sent.

         ‘I think,’ he said, ‘it might facilitate our discussion if we lubricate our consideration of this latest piece of bureaucratic interference.’

         As his two advisors studied copies of the memorandum which he had received, he poured three robust measures of Jameson whiskey to sustain them in their deliberations. He had developed a preference for Irish whiskey since a fishing holiday some years earlier in Connemara in the west of Ireland. He had visited that beautiful part of the world having heard how General de Gaulle’s unanticipated post-presidential ‘holiday’ there in 1969 had brought it to the attention of discriminating French tourists. He had even spent a night in the same hotel and slept in the bed which had been specially constructed to accommodate the general’s ample frame.

         The memorandum was clear and to the point. The university was directed to establish a democratically representative committee to be charged with the task of compiling a twenty-page self-appraisal report about the university. This report would address four key issues. Firstly, what does the university aim to achieve, i.e. what is its mission? Secondly, by what means does it seek to fulfil this mission? Thirdly, how does it monitor or audit whether these means are cost-effective and likely to achieve their intended goal? Fourthly, what significant systemic changes are required in order to achieve the intended objective?

         On receipt of this report, the CEU would send a delegation of four international experts to visit the university for a period of nine days. During this period they would engage in detailed discussion with various key figures within the university. The university was instructed to prepare a draft schedule of these meetings; the delegation might then revise or expand this schedule. The schedule should include meetings with faculty deans, academic staff, students, non-academic staff, and external ‘stakeholders’ such as local community organisations and employers. Of course the most intensive discussion would be with the president and his fellow officers.

         At the end of the visit, the expert delegation would prepare its draft quality-appraisal report for discussion (and possible amendment) with the president. It would then be presented to a plenary session of the university community, at which observations would be welcomed and the president’s response invited. The report would then be deposited with the president, who would be charged with determining the extent of its wider circulation − for example, on the university’s website, and to the Minister in Paris, who eagerly and expectantly awaited it.

         ‘So there we are,’ said Guy, ‘or rather where we are not sure where we are. All the usual trendy claptrap about mission statements, cost-effectiveness, quality audits and systemic changes. Pretentious hogwash devised by half-educated MBAs and international-agency freeloaders posing as educational experts and assuming inquisitorial powers to transmute a perfectly good university into a smoothly operating business. Its guiding idea is of course the false presumption that all institutions should be run like a business − as though a university does not differ in certain basic respects from a razor-blade factory. They might reflect how the recent performances of bankers, motor manufacturers and developers show us clearly enough that those imbued with a business-model ideology cannot even run a business like a business. Obviously we cannot allow this quality-appraisal madness to run its unconstrained course.’ Guy was clearly incensed at the prospect of the proposed quality review.

         ‘Just imagine,’ he observed, ‘what could happen if we seriously entertained the idea that everything that has served the university so well heretofore should be transformed into something resembling a business. Degrees in Classics could be closed down and sold off at half price, with the staff fired or retrained as chat-show producers. Philosophy lecturers could be repackaged as “mindfulness” or “palate” therapists. I grant that some modest changes may be appropriate from time to time in the manner in which a university pursues its objectives. However, we must make sure that this happens, not by way of an external quality appraisal with its own nasty agenda, but in a manner and at a time of our choosing − chosen at our discretion.’

         ‘True enough, Guy,’ said Henri Campion, the shrewd secretary-bursar. ‘However, let us concentrate now on how best to address the actual situation which confronts us. We must take the initiative and not be left simply reacting to someone else’s agenda.’

         Henri Campion had been secretary and bursar of the university for almost thirty years. As secretary, he had perceptive knowledge of the personal details and foibles of both the academic and the administrative staff. As bursar, he had comprehensive knowledge of all the financial circumstances of the university. The detailed provisions of this financial information he kept strictly to himself, disclosing them fully only to the president, as required.

         In general, the staff found him a rather dull, even somewhat forbidding, character. The less they had to do with him, the happier they were, even though they recognised that he was fair in his dealings and could be surprisingly supportive in responding to unexpected personal or financial difficulties. They would have been surprised to know that outside the university he led a relaxed and good-humoured domestic life, indulging his greatly loved wife, his six boisterous children and his live-in mother-in-law. They would have been even more surprised to know that for many years he had been the trombone player in a glee-club band which met once a fortnight in Montpellier.

         ‘You are quite right,’ replied Guy, ‘and don’t mind my rant, which I just needed to get off my chest. I have in fact been thinking carefully about the measures we should take to deal initially with the new situation. The first thing to be done is to establish, as required, the preparatory representative committee which is to have the responsibility of drafting the twenty-page internal self-appraisal report. I want you, Claire, to chair this committee, compose its membership, and ensure that its “democratically representative” members are all likely to be suitably disposed to the report which they will find themselves to have written. Needless to say, it will be crafted in advance by ourselves and then, under your expert guidance, be miraculously duplicated, like a Dropbox apparition, springing newborn from the collective brilliance of your committee.’

         ‘Good thinking, Guy,’ she said, smiling. ‘I’ll get on to it straight away. I have a few ideas already about likely committee members, and will have a proposal about the full membership for you tomorrow.’

         Claire had a brilliant academic record and was highly regarded professionally. She still managed to publish the occasional article in well-respected journals. She had a particular interest in the psychology of imagination. This scholarly interest was amply supplied with experimental data by the delusions of her academic colleagues. These she became familiar with in the exercise of her role as Guy’s vice-president for academic affairs over the past five years. She was his loyal supporter, but harboured a secret ambition of succeeding him as president in five years’ time.

         None of her attainments and ambitions distracted her from a varied and fulfilling sex life. She had married a fellow postgraduate student when she was in her mid-twenties. But the marriage lasted only a couple of years, and ended in an amicable divorce as their interests diverged. ‘I outgrew him mentally and emotionally,’ she confided one day to Guy, ‘and consigned him to the department of pleasant memories.’

         Since then she usually had a man in her life and in her bed, enjoying sequentially a number of lively and mutually satisfying affairs. These included intimacy with academics, artists, a surgeon and even a judge. Some of these liaisons lasted for a considerable length of time but none, more by her design than by chance, evolved into a permanent relationship.

         One of these adventures was the brief dalliance with Guy, when she was a recently appointed professor and he had not yet been appointed president. It had been a happy and mutually enhancing liaison conducted with great discretion but exuberant intimacy. The affair was generally unsuspected and certainly not, or at least not acknowledged, by Guy’s wife Lucy. It was he who, somewhat reluctantly, had terminated it. She sometimes wondered was this the reason why, subsequently, she had never completely committed herself to anyone else. Surprisingly, perhaps, after the termination of the affair, they had remained very good friends and were excellent working partners.

         Lucy and Guy’s marriage had been a suitable and mutually convenient if not very passionate conjunction between the homely daughter of a local wealthy industrialist and the personable, promising and ambitious young professor of medieval history. They suited each other well, for somewhat different reasons. The conscientious fulfilment of their marital contract produced, in rapid succession, a boy, Guy, and a girl, Anne-Marie (strategically named after her mother).

         Thereafter, their enthusiasm relocated, by tacit agreement, to more tranquil and disparate preoccupations. Guy pursued his long-term academic objectives, indulged his family and engaged occasionally in a discreet short-term extramarital flutter. Lucy devoted herself to rearing her children, to socialising with her many friends and breeding pedigree miniature long-haired ponies on the considerable property which had been her indulgent father’s wedding present to them.

         ‘Well now,’ said Guy, ‘I have one more valuable piece of information for your consideration. I phoned the secretariat of the CEU this morning, ostensibly for clarification on a couple of points but actually to ascertain who would be on their so-called committee of experts. The nice person I spoke with has actually e-mailed me the list of names. I wonder do you recognise any of them?’

         ‘The chairman is Professor Hans Kerstin, emeritus professor of business administration and former rector of Ludwig Feuerbach University near Hamburg. I visited the place once: a soulless technological and industrial dump staffed by corpulent chemists, humourless engineers and business gurus. Somebody said its motto should be Feuerbach’s famous philosophical conclusion “Der Mensch ist was er isst” − “Man is what he eats.”’

         ‘The other three members are from different countries. There is a professor Pietro Bartolini, dean of the Faculty of Oenology and Viticulture at the Cosimo de Medici University of Fiesole. This is a small Italian university located, like the University of Saint Chinian, in a peripheral town, and with comparable pastoral academic interests. Then there is Professor Susan Mitchell, dean of the school of communications and media studies at the new University of Athlone in Ireland. Finally, there is Professor Andreas De Wit, recently retired professor of library and information studies at the Flemish University of Ostende. Barbara Benoit, a young French graduate of the College of Europe in Bruges, who works in the CEU office in Brussels, will act as secretary and rapporteur for the committee.’

         ‘These,’ said Guy, ‘are the inspectorate who will deliberate on our quality and our destiny. Have you met or heard of any of them? I myself have come across Hans Kerstin a couple of times at meetings of university rectors. He is rather boring and pedantic. Germanically earnest but not very imaginative − and therefore not of much professional interest to you, Claire! He speaks a lot but doesn’t say very much. He was dean of the business school before he became president of the university − which doesn’t bode well for how he will perform as chair of our infamous committee. He is probably ablaze with reforming commercial zeal.’

         ‘I met Susan Mitchell a couple of years ago,’ said Claire. ‘She’s a lively spark, interested in university innovation but not, I would judge, a zealot. She is rather young for this kind of job and probably somewhat inexperienced. I think you’ll like her, Guy, and find her receptive to a good case − which I’m sure you’ll enjoy providing for her.’

         ‘Well, that leaves Pietro Bartolini, and Andreas De Wit’, observed Henri, ‘about whom none of us seem to have any personal information. I’ll make a few discreet enquiries.’

         Henri Campion was adept at obtaining information about people, however obscure or anonymous they were. It may have something to do with the necessity he sometimes experienced to ascertain the credit-worthiness of unknown people from whom he might be considering a request for some university business.

         ‘Thanks, Henri,’ replied Guy. ‘Well, that’s about all for now. Claire, you work on the membership of the internal committee and I’ll start composing its report. Let’s meet again in a few days to finalise our preparation.’

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

            Internal Report

         

         A little over a month later, the internal committee, carefully schooled by Claire, assembled for its sixth and concluding meeting, to fine tune and approve the final draft of the university’s self appraisal report.

         The report was, in the opinion of the committee (and thanks to the alcohol-induced inspiration of one of its members, a lecturer on ‘social media’), felicitously entitled: ‘The University of Saint Chinian: Jewel of the Languedoc – Treasure of France’.

         The university so generously described was established fifty-six years ago, in 1957. It is organised into four schools and enrols just over five thousand students. It employs 350 academics and about 170 support staff. The four schools are organised to provide a wide-ranging, eclectic mix of theoretical and practical programmes. They are: 1) The School of Arts, Media and Communication; 2) The School of Economics, Business Studies and Tourism; 3) The School of Social and Political Science and Migration and Mediterranean Studies; 4) The School of Viticulture, Oenology and Agriculture. (To ordinary urban visitors, who don’t know the difference between ‘oenology’ and ‘viticulture’, Guy explains simply that they refer respectively to the ‘indoor’ and the ‘outdoor’ activities in the production of wine.)

         Students, of varying abilities and motivation, can select their academic meal from a varied menu of diploma, undergraduate, and postgraduate degree programmes − often combining courses from different schools into a bespoke degree programme. This flexibility favours both the conscientious student who wishes to obtain the most effective qualification for her specific career goals and also the more relaxed student who wishes to qualify with the least effort by selecting a smorgasbord portfolio of well-known soft options.

         Claire had done a good job in securing desirable nominations to the internal preparatory committee membership. She then guided its discussion skilfully through the various meetings, to arrive at a report which expressed views substantially in line with Guy’s expectations.

         There were eight members on the committee, including herself. Each dean nominated one member. What could be more representative and democratic than to have members nominated by democratically elected deans? Surely it would be churlish to advert to the consideration that as vice-president for academic affairs, Claire − to whom grateful deans were indebted for the benign and diplomatic way in which she resolved the little problems they had to bring to her attention − would have a certain persuasive influence on their choice. This persuasive exercise was successful in all cases except that of Professor Didier Ritz, the dean of economics, business studies and tourism. He insisted on the inclusion, as the schools representative, of a young lecturer who had not yet obtained tenure, and upon whom, therefore, he reckoned he could rely to mirror his views faithfully in the forthcoming deliberations. ‘So important,’ he remarked hypocritically, ‘to help these young untenured lecturers to feel themselves to be an integral part of the great institution in which they aspire to spend the rest of their lives.’

         There were three other committee members. One was the university personnel officer, appointed as a representative of the non-academic support staff. She was also a prominent member of the staff trade union and was charged with the responsibility of recommending strike action if the appraisal committee appeared to threaten any staff privileges. The other two were student representatives. Marguerite Chambon was the president of the students’ representative council − a clever postgraduate student in the school of viticulture, oenology and agriculture. She was cultivating an ambition to obtain, upon completion of her studies, a part-time academic appointment in the school. Her aim was to combine this appointment with managing her retired father’s eighty-hectare vineyard. The part-time appointment would enable her to conduct a wide-ranging survey of the school’s available male talent, and to realise a judicious choice of a suitable husband to help her in the management of the family vineyard.

         The other student representative was Jean Herrera, a handsome, intelligent but not very industrious final-year undergraduate student of political science. He was twenty-eight years of age − several years older than the average student. A superb and versatile athlete, he had arrived in Saint Chinian from Algeria on a sports scholarship. Here, he had begun to cultivate an interest in the local passion for rugby, a sport which he had not previously played. He devoted his noteworthy physical ability and skill to achieving excellence in this newly discovered sport, and had developed into a formidable fly-half, and the popular captain of the university’s rugby team. He was also the happy recipient of much female adulation − which more than compensated for his less-than-remarkable academic grades.

         There was no financial expert on the committee. This was because Secretary-Bursar Henri Campion kept the university’s financial information under close personal guard. He would provide any committee only with such information as he himself deemed appropriate, and which he had translated into sufficiently incomprehensible formulae and computations.

         The thrust of the committee’s report was very acceptable to President Boulanger − unsurprisingly, since he himself had devised its main outline in preparatory talks with Claire and Henri. ‘The report,’ he advised, ‘must convey the impression of a university passionately committed to an evolving programme of academic excellence and exemplary performance.’

         ‘Sounds great,’ said Claire, ‘but how do we do that?’

         ‘By providing compelling answers, however fantastic, to the four pompous questions we are required to address.

         
            	“What is the mission of the university?” Well, naturally to be the finest provincial university in France and a model for all such universities internationally. Blah, blah, blah.

            	“How are we achieving this?” Heart-warming but rather vague descriptions of the courses currently provided in the four schools. These to be portrayed as examples of excellent academic endeavour, to which our zealous academics and enthusiastic students are unreservedly dedicated. Blah, blah, blah.

            	“How do we know that what we are doing is achieving our goal?” Well, of course by regular surveys, searching reviews, statistical comparisons, think-ins. Blah, blah, blah.’

            	“What systemic changes are required to ensure that our proclaimed mission is achieved?” Here we must resort to a little delicate verbal conjuring. The trick is to reformulate the description of our courses provided in response to Question 2 above. However, the reformulation should be in such contemporary trendy jargon as to be unrecognisable as a description of the same courses. Instead, it will seem to be an inspiring description of something entirely new and remarkable. It should sparkle with business-school language promising the attainment of critical thresholds, marginal advantages and revalorisations, challenging initiatives, cost-benefit analyses, market sensitivities and, indeed, many cutting edges and bottom lines. Blah, blah, blah.

         

         ‘Of course, there will be no mention of problems but only of “solution opportunities”. We can emphasise with graphs and copious statistics the astonishing aim of a 5 percent increase in enrolment and a comparable increase in postgraduate students over the next four years − which we know will certainly happen anyway without any effort on our part.

         ‘Thus by simply recasting what we are already doing in gobbledegook language, we will seem to be implementing an enormously courageous programme of change and development deserving of great admiration and increased funding. And when we are reviewed again in a few years, we will, simply by the magic of language, be found to have successfully become what we already are.’

         ‘Excellent advice,’ said Henri, ‘and I’ll ensure that the financial information I provide coincides with it perfectly.’

         Under Claire’s skilled guidance, the committee’s report expressed Guy’s strategy admirably. The rather unremarkable, even pedestrian, performance of the university was reformulated as an astonishingly progressive realisation of an enviable ideal of academic excellence − an ideal in the process of ever greater fulfilment through the courageous commitment of dedicated professors and students.

         However, before the committee’s report was finally agreed, various misgivings were expressed. The student representative, Jean Herrera, had been mandated to demand that it include proposals for important additional facilities, such as an Olympic-size swimming pool and a covered stand for the rugby club.

         ‘Certainly not,’ said Claire, ‘we have to give the visitors a chance to recommend something to justify their expenses. The job to be done at the next stage of the proceedings will be to ensure that these proposals are incorporated in their report as though they were their own wise initiatives.’

         Jean-Luc Bohl, the young lecturer who had been provided with clear instructions by Dean Ritz, made several unavailing attempts to have the central importance of business studies incorporated into, and emphasised by, the report. ‘Given the business-friendly background of the chairman of the committee,’ he pleaded, ‘wouldn’t it be prudent to proclaim that this university is principally in the business of promoting business?’

         ‘Certainly not,’ replied Claire. ‘You may see things that way but the university certainly does not.’ Jean-Luc seemed crestfallen; looking as though he felt that he had not only failed to accomplish his professor’s instructions but had now also alienated the vice-president. Claire took pity on him. ‘Don’t worry, Jean-Luc,’ she said, smiling, ‘I’ll assure Professor Ritz of your valiant attempts to convey what I know are his firmly held views.’

         ‘But shouldn’t we surely give more emphasis to our ardent desire for greater support for research,’ asked Paul Rienfait, a professor in the school of viticulture, oenology and agriculture. He had been instructed to raise this matter by his colleagues, particularly the younger ones.

         The school of viticulture, oenology and agriculture was the one area of the university where serious research was actually encouraged. The other three schools had a more relaxed attitude. They tended to tailor their conception of it to attending academic conferences in exotic venues or providing well-remunerated consultancy advice to local industries, organisations and commercial enterprises.

         ‘Let the research issue unfold under discussion,’ replied Claire. ‘It can be an issue on which we listen to the wise advice of the visitors with grateful but cautious admiration. We don’t want to sign up in advance to the current pretentious orthodoxy that the chief purpose of a university is research. Since we are in fact mainly a teaching university, we must claim that this is what a university should chiefly be about, and then argue that this is what we should principally remain. We will allow ourselves to be persuaded that some greater involvement in research is acceptable, and even desirable, provided it does not encroach on our splendid standard of teaching.’

         ‘But surely that’s nonsense!’ exclaimed Rienfait.

         ‘Perhaps,’ conceded Claire, ‘but no more nonsensical than the currently fashionable view that research is the primary purpose of a university and that good teaching only occurs as a consequence of the trickle-down effect of good research. Just look at so-called research-based universities and you’ll see that career-oriented researchers are happy to leave the undergraduate teaching to postgraduate students, alcoholics, philanderers and burnt-out old fossils. At least in our case the very best amongst us are primarily devoted to the gentle art of teaching − which indeed we do pretty well. If we concentrate on our teaching commitment, we will be impregnable to any adverse appraisal.’

         Claire had scant regard for poor Rienfait, who proclaimed himself to be a gifted and dedicated researcher too engrossed in his research to sustain an average teaching load − or even a particularly up-to-date one. Moreover, his alleged research had not been very productive. His laboratory, well funded to combat a particularly virulent local vine parasite, was notoriously unsuccessful. It was often unkindly suggested that he was more dedicated to imbibing the end-product of the university’s experimental vineyard than to eliminating its resident parasites.

         ‘Well, let’s hope,’ said Margeurite Chambon, president of the student representative council, with a laugh, ‘that at least our visitors don’t sit in on some of this highly extolled and exemplary teaching.’

         After several other such light-hearted exchanges about the alleged academic magnificence of the professors and the inexhaustible thirst for knowledge of the students, the committee’s report was finally approved and adopted. It was forwarded to the president for onward transmission, through the Confederation of European Universities, to its appointed committee of quality-appraisal experts. They would have time to digest it before their visit to the university.
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