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Universities in search of excellence
The progress of the nation depends on the quality of its universities, which is why the government has invested a great deal in higher education in recent years and also plans NT$50 billion in new investments over the next five years. Still many scholars are unwilling to predict when Taiwanese universities will assume places among the top institutions worldwide. I would like to discuss how we might raise the standard of university education and academic research in Taiwan. First and foremost, we must establish and then implement a fair and strict review system that promotes advancement through self-review. I would like to offer suggestions for school and government officials that they can consider when drawing up strategies and allocating resources. 
Professors are the promoters and implementers of a university’s mission. They are models for students as well as the university’s heart and soul. This is why it is imperative to hire first-class scholars through a permanent system that advocates both strictness and fairness. The objective of such a system would be to ensure both academic freedom as well as freedom of expression for professors, which in turn would allow them to bring their talents into full play while also allowing for diversity to develop on campuses throughout Taiwan. A permanent hiring system would not have to follow along the lines of the American system, as Japan and Europe also have systems in place to ensure high standards when hiring professors. 
A solid lineup of professors would in turn attract top-level students, as campuses would be able to supply both sides with scholastic environments conducive to advancement. Professors should have an abundant amount of knowledge in their subjects coupled with a passion for teaching. In this day and age of rapid change, rote methods of teaching have gone by the wayside; today, the correct method would be to help students foster lifelong study habits as well as the ability to think independently. Aside from a specialized professional curriculum, universities should also pay attention to basic general education courses that are aimed at fostering high quality citizens for the nation. 
Educational reviews can come from the professors themselves as well as students and alumni. Professors may critique themselves on shortcomings in their teaching methods. Student evaluations can offer points of reference on such areas as the degree of difficulty of courses and tests. Alumni evaluations would be most accurate, as graduates are able to say which professor offered them the most benefit in preparing for the trials and tribulations of the work place. It’s a shame that such an evaluation system is hard to implement here because of constant personnel changes. 
When it comes to research professors must first have a strong passion to seek the truth and be creative. It is relatively easy to evaluate the quality of academic research, as we can judge the quality and volume of articles, theses and other written works. Of course, since it’s not easy to make comparisons across academic disciplines, critiques should be handled within the work’s field of expertise. The quality of academic work can be seen through the eyes of both domestic and overseas experts, as outstanding scholars are frequently invited to give talks at symposiums and seminars, while receiving numerous awards and honors. Those few outstanding scholars even eventually create their own domains or schools of thought. Recognizing outstanding research and teaching in appropriate amounts helps professors maintain a sense of self-esteem, which then leads to the overall improvement of a tertiary institution. Professors could also speak for the long-term development of the nation by acting as a social conscience and voice for the downtrodden. 
A farsighted and efficient administrative staff is another resource that a university shouldn’t be lacking. A good university needs a lot of funding. Aside from money that comes its way through research proposals and plans, a school should also establish an efficient administrative system to help its ambitions. It goes without saying that ample resources help facilitate research and education. 
The reputation of renowned universities can be seen through the contributions their alumni make to the world of academics, society, the nation and even the world. Outstanding institutions take pride in their school spirit. These schools foster enthusiasm for education and research; they are vibrant and self-confident institutions that embrace diversity. 
The pursuit of excellence for universities in Taiwan has been influenced by our traditional way of thinking. Our problem is multifold. First off, our traditional culture lacks the desire to seek the truth. We are good at appealing to authority, but often times do not dare to challenge that authority let alone ourselves, which leads to the inability to think or make judgments independently. We are stuck in a Confucian mode that even after 2,000 years of development has left us with a “what I say goes” mentality. Moreover, scholars here tend to value an abundance of knowledge over any academic creativity. While Taiwanese scholars like to quote the classics to show off their own erudition, western scholars quote others’ works to give their predecessors their due and demonstrate the originality of their own theses. 
Academic sectionalism does not fit in with the trend of research development. While western scholars engage in mutual criticism, when they do have the opportunity to cooperate, they overcome their differences and work together for the sake of genuine knowledge. Taiwan scholars are the exact opposite, which makes it difficult to form truly outstanding research teams. Moreover, our rigid systems do not allow for maneuverability and our lack of organizational vitality and efficiency cuts into our competitiveness. 
Mediocrity has hindered us from breaking through while our investment in higher education and basic research has left us far behind more advanced nations, making it hard to remain competitive. The intellectual elite is actually the driving force behind the advancement of academics and a national society. When salaries and other incentives are not up to international standards, it makes it hard to attract the cream of the crop and is also a deterrent for young people to go into academics and research. This is why we need to have workable review mechanisms in place as well as rid ourselves of the encumbrance of traditional ideas and bad habits and systems. Only then can we hope to see Taiwan universities take their place among the top institutions of higher learning in the world. 
