Increasing research productivity
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Fauzia Shamim writes on the support social scientists need in research facilities

All the leading newspapers of September 7, 2007 carried a news report about a press conference in which Dr Atta ur Rehman, Chairman, Higher Education Commission (HEC), had announced the phenomenal pay increase of ‘deserving’ academics under the tenure-track scheme. This is undoubtedly unprecedented in the history of Pakistan and I believe the majority of developing countries. This initiative recognises that in order to conduct research one should be free of thinking about basic survival needs that often force academics to become ‘teaching machines’, particularly after the advent of the evening programmes in all major public sector universities in Pakistan. However, lack of infra-structure support at public sector universities makes the tasks of researchers more arduous and may even stop the vision of the HEC chairman from coming to fruition.

It is widely acknowledged that during recent years, the HEC has taken several important measures for improving the research culture and productivity at public sector universities in Pakistan. This includes the requirement of a Ph.D degree for promotion to professorial ranks. However, amidst the recent news of plagiarism amongst university faculty, the goal of developing a strong research culture in public-sector universities seems rather elusive. As a result of my association with university faculty in public sector universities for almost a quarter of century, I have a firm belief in their intellectual capacity and sincerity of purpose. Hence, there is need for an in-depth examination of issues that militate against the efforts of capable and sincere researchers. The purpose of this article is therefore to undertake a situation analysis of the infra-structure support available for social scientists to pursue their research work in public sector universities. This may facilitate these universities in ‘beefing up’ their support systems to increase research productivity of their faculty members. A comparison of my experiences of working in these highly reputable institutions of higher learning reveals that the following infra-structure support is necessary to increase research productivity in social sciences in the public sector. It is acknowledged that some of these facilities may be available in selected faculties in a few public sector universities; however, these need to be established and institutionalized at a wider level in all higher education institutions and made available to social science researchers also.

ICT: Currently the infra structure support for ICT in the majority of public sector institutions of higher education is either missing or very weak. For example, in the university where I am currently teaching, while computers have been provided to all the university departments, there is no information and communications support system at the institutional level for academics who wish to utilise this facility for their research work. Some of the odds working against a serious researcher are unscheduled and frequent power cuts for long hours with no generator to keep the computers running (this is true of even the research facility centre for the social sciences and humanities let alone the computer labs in individual departments); often the server is also down for indefinite periods cutting you of from the rest of the academic community. Hence, ICT facilities such as high speed internet cannot be used to their maximum capacity. This lack of certainly about availability of ICT for research purposes is very disconcerting, to say the least! Compared to this, round-the-lock ICT support for faculty and research students was available at the private university where I was working till recently.

Developing research proposals: Many academics in the social sciences have no experience of preparing budgets for research studies or handling large amounts of research funds disbursed by an external funding agency. These faculty members need both guidance and support in managing the financial matters in their research work. With no support system being available for this purpose and the additional bureaucratic hurdles in using the research grants often discourages faculty either from applying for external funding or using it well. Compared to this, all leading universities of the world have a designated office or personnel to provide support to faculty in getting and managing their research funds.

Dissemination of research findings: The HEC has been generously giving grants for organising seminars and conferences to encourage exchange of ideas amongst the academic community and for the dissemination of research findings. However, my experience of organising several small-scale seminars at the departmental level and a very successful international research conference at a public sector university last year proved very exhausting but more important a very time-consuming process. Once again compared to this, at other leading research universities that I am familiar with, faculty input is more at the conceptual level in organizing seminars and conferences, e.g., in developing the academic programme while other arrangements such as travel, boarding and lodging of speakers and participants etc. is taken care of by a well-established and efficient ‘conference secretariat’. This encourages faculty to organise research seminars on a regular basis necessary for developing a strong research culture in public-sector universities.

Library support: The HEC has started a range of initiatives to allow researchers access to latest literature necessary for undertaking their research. This support may be exemplary in the natural and physical sciences but is sadly inadequate for researchers working in the field of social sciences. For example, I understand that each participating university can ‘order’ 10 articles per month from the British Document Service through the HEC. This may be adequate for a small private university where in any case this service may simply be used to supplement the extensive library support provided by the university itself. The recent experiences of my research students’ of finding material through the university library as well the HEC digital library was frustrating to say the least. Unsurprisingly, this inability to find relevant literature for their research studies has affected the quality of research work produced by these students as part of their Masters degree requirement.

Working conditions: Due to the expansion of departments and increased intake of students over the years, the faculty, at least in large public sector universities, has limited office space and facilities such as personal computers and printers to undertake their research work. Additionally, lack of basic facilities such as the availability of hygienically prepared food or clean drinking water on campus or even the provision of a running supply of water in the wash rooms (forget about a clean washroom!) are some of the odds against which faculty are expected to produce ‘quality’ research work. Moreover, the safety and security conditions on some campuses do not encourage faculty to stay long hours in their offices. Compared to this, the conducive working conditions of leading research universities, encourage faculty to be task and result-oriented rather than being caught up in looking for clean water and food at campus!

Similar to the faculty, few support systems are available for students pursuing their M.Phil/Ph.D studies in social sciences and humanities. Additionally, as revealed during an informal survey at a public sector university recently, an overwhelming majority of these higher-degree students are unable to spend even a minimum of ten hours per week on their research studies due to competing priorities. Interestingly, all of them were found to be registered as full time students! I understand that the HEC has started the scholarship program for Ph.D studies even in local universities. However, very few of the hundreds of students enrolled in research degree programs in the social sciences are currently availing this facility due to several reasons.

Tail piece: One of the major benefits of the recent policy of pay increase of university faculty, according to the HEC Chairman, is to stop the brain drain while also encouraging talented Pakistanis working abroad to return to serve their country. However, there is a danger that faculty who may be able to work wonders in a conducive working environment may experience a marked decrease in their productivity due to the unavailability of infra-structure support in public sector universities in Pakistan. This may lead them to consider returning to their ‘safe havens’, sooner than later, to continue to produce their high quality research work. n
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