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higher education

excellence.

The quality and standards achieved
in Higher Education have been in the
spotlight over the past year. A high level
sub-committee of HEFCE has found no
evidence of systemic failure in the present
arrangements, but some improvements
need to be made. For example, action is
required to ensure that:

*[ the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA)
has a more public-facing remit, one
that reassures the non-expert while
encompassing a more flexible ap-
proach in its audit methodologies;

e applicants, students, parents and
employers have ready access to infor-
mation about programmes of study
and what is expected of students who
undertake these programmes;

°_ the external examiner system (a key
part of the system of self-regulation
and peer review at institutional level)
is formalised, perhaps through more
training or a mandatory code of
practice.

r

The plurality of funding for higher edu-
cation research, from public and other
sources, is a major strength of the UK
system. HEFCE funding, as one leg
of the dual-support system, enables
institutions to maintain a dynamic and
responsive research base of world-leading
quality. This enables ground-breaking
basic research, with the potential to drive
future innovation and respond quickly
to changes in the external environment.

Challenges include:

[ maintaining the balance between
funding for curiosity-driven research
and for work targeted on identified
national needs and priorities;

*[ developing a new research quality
assessment framework — the Research

Excellence Framework (REF) —in
a form that recognises and rewards
excellence of all kinds, across the full
spectrum of disciplines and types of
research activity;

| continuing to develop the infrastruc-
ture and human capital required to
support research excellence, inward in-
vestment and industry collaborations.

It important to avoid a narrow interpre-
tation of the current research strategy.
The place of curiosity-driven research is
secure and, in all the talk of lifesciences,
low carbon technologies, Digital Britain
and advanced manufacturing methods,
we need people who are thinking deeply
about bioethics, the regulation of energy
markets, the psychology of human/com-
puter interaction and the importance of
design.

The longer term

Recent changes in the structure and pri-
orities of Higher Education have large-
ly been achieved through additional
investment. For example, the Strategic
Development Fund, set up in 2003, has
provided £656 million for a wide range
of projects including: the realignment
of college and university activity in
Cornwall; the merger of the University of
Manchester and UMIST; and the devel-
opment of university centres in commu-
nities with no previous provision. There
has also been a £3.7 billion investment
in research infrastructure in the last four
spending reviews 2002-2011, leveraging
additional resources from industry and
the charitable sector.

Faced with the prospect of intense
international competition, sustained
reductions in public spending and signif-
icant cost pressures at institutional level,

it seems likely that the strong progress
being made by the Government and
HEFCE will be at risk over the longer
term. We will have to strike a new bal-
ance between public expenditure and
student contributions, develop a sustain-
able system of student support and, even
allowing for some further improvements
in efficiency, recognise that there may
have to be trade-offs between volume
and quality.

The HE Framework can be a vehicle
for these short- and long-term responses.
I hope that it will go with the grain of the
work currently being undertaken in uni-
versities and, whilst recognising the need
to make best use of existing resources,
that it will support advances in the quality
and flexibility of educational provision,
that it will be even more responsive to
students and to the opportunities of new
research collaborations.

In the clamour to deal with the short-
term financial pressures facing the uni-
versities and colleges and the imple-
mentation of detailed elements of the
Framework, it will be important not to
lose sight of the cliff-edge facing public
spending and the difficult policy choices
that this is likely to pose. The review of
fees and student support will set the scene
for a much more important discussion
about the future.

The Government has delivered sus-
tained investment and universities and
colleges have used this money wisely for
the public good. Many of the people who
work in our universities are fizzing with
ideas and it is important that we build on
their enthusiasm — to ensure that we have
the high-level skills and the research base
we need for long-term economic suc-
cess, and that universities maintain their
essential character.

Maintaining our position in the world

s Chair of the Russell Group

I wish to make the case for

research-led education and

international research excel-
lence. | think the future is bright, if
somewhat more complicated than a year
ago. My focus, though, is on our future in
a global system.

When | travel internationally there
are three main things that people in
other countries envy about our Higher
Education system. First is our interna-

tional excellence; our performance and
our impact on a global scale.

The second is our institutional sup-
port of creativity; they are surprised and
amazed at how well we do in terms of the
ideas and knowledge we generate given
the level of funding for our system. The
third is the creativity and skills of our
graduates.

The rationale for focussing on these
three issues is that, in my opinion, they
lie absolutely at the heart, the very core, of

Michael Arthur

the future of HE in this country.

International excellence

Our Higher Education system is ranked
second in the world to the USA. We are
a highly attractive destination for inter-
national students. With just one per cent
of global population, we produce 7. 9 per
cent of world research publications and
we account for 12 per cent of all citations
and 14.4 per cent of the most highly cited
papers (top 1 per cent). In terms of cita-
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higher education

tion impact — in other words looking a
little more at their importance and qual-
ity, rather than just the volume — the UK
is ahead of the USA in health, biology,
environment and physical sciences.

We are one of the highest perform-
ing sectors in the UK. This has not
always been the case. We have certainly
improved dramatically over the last 15 to
20 years, since we concentrated research
funding in our top performing universi-
ties via the Research Assessment Exercise
(RAE). Other nations, including China,
Australia, Germany and France, are now
attempting to emulate our approach.

However, in the UK things have also
changed. After RAE 2001, 75 per cent of
all research funding from the Government
was concentrated in the top 24 universi-
ties. After RAE 2008, that proportion
of funding was spread across the top 28.
That is going in the opposite direction
from our international competitors. With
the removal of thresholds of interna-
tional excellence that informed stepwise
increases in funding, some £70 million
was directed away from the Russell Group
and the 94 Group universities into other
HE institutions. | would suggest that this
is a long-term mistake. This change in
RAE methodology also led to an essential
protection of funding for STEM subjects
(Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics): yet this was at the cost of
other subjects, particularly, but not exclu-
sively, the social sciences.

Let me highlight one practical exam-
ple from the University of Leeds. Our
School of Social Sciences and Social
Policy is ranked fifth overall in the UK.
We increased the volume of research sub-
mitted by 59 per cent between 2001 and
2008, but the Quiality of Research income
has dropped by £250,000 over our next
planning period. The amount of money
per active researcher in that School has
fallen from £37,000 per annum to just
£24,000 per annum. In the social sci-
ences and humanities, our international
competitiveness is already threatened.
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Maintaining high standards

Professor Michael
Arthur is Vice-
Chancellor of the

- University of Leeds
‘*‘, | and Chair of the
Russell Group of 20

research-intensive universities. The
Government appointed him DCSF
Champion for the 14-19 reform pro-
gramme, and in 2008, he became both
a board member of the Qualifications
and Curriculum Authority and a US/
UK Fulbright Commissioner. He is a
member of the Council of the Medical
Research Council.

These observations should precipitate a
discussion about strategic research policy
at a national level: we should be clear
about the importance of critical mass
and research concentration in driving
research excellence and the international
competitiveness of our research base.

Institutional support of creativity

In looking at institutional support of crea-
tivity and its relationship to dual funding,
I will again use the University of Leeds as
an example. We are striving to produce
outstanding graduates and scholars and
to conduct research that has impact on
a global scale. We have set up a ‘trans-
formation fund’ to which staff can apply
with ideas that will lift their subject area
and our university into a different place.
Helped by our dual-funding system, we
have created a strategic fund of £4 million
per year (and will be increasing that to £7
million per year) to invest in innovative,
largely interdisciplinary research ideas
with the potential for global impact.

To give you some examples, we have a
particular emphasis, in biomedicine and
health, on diagnostic devices and medi-
cal engineering. Another area is food
security and human health, where we
are aiming to combat global food short-
ages. Some of this activity is at the basic
research end of the spectrum, but much

How to ensure that the quality of teaching remains high? On the whole, the present
mechanisms seem to be working reasonably well but more use could be made of
professional bodies whose influence on university education can be very benefi-

cial. Some isolated areas do exist where there are problems, though, and a well-
publicised failure can attract disproportionate and highly damaging consequences.
Experience in recent years in other fields has shown how quickly loss of autonomy
or respect for self-regulation evaporates in the wake of failure. The risk of such
political and public reaction is all the higher at a time of financial stringency.
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is focussed on being of direct value to
industry and society, ready to fuel inno-
vation and create value for the economy.

| believe that such institutional sup-
port of creativity is fundamentally impor-
tant to the future of HE in our country. It
is vital to our relationship with business
and industry in helping to drive the UK
economy. We must protect science fund-
ing for both basic research as well as for
applied activity.

Graduates

At Leeds, and | am sure this is true
of other Russell Group and research-
intensive universities, we aim to inspire
our students and lift them to a level that
they did not think they were capable
of, by concentrating on the relationship
between research and education.

For us, importantly, this means involv-
ing students in the research process itself.
This is not achieved through simply being
taught by people who are themselves
researchers. We like to get our students
actively engaged in research as early as
the first day of their course. We want
them to understand how knowledge is
created, we want them to get used to the
fact that knowledge changes all the time.
We want them to have the thrill of creat-
ing knowledge themselves; we want them
to learn how to handle the uncertainty
that goes with this process.

We aim to create rounded individuals
who are, themselves, capable of becoming
the leaders of the future — and certainly
individuals who are of value to industry,
to the public, the Government and the
voluntary sector.

The future
The future of higher education in the
UK will be best served if we concentrate
research funds appropriately. \We must
debate and then decide how tight that con-
centration should be. We must create and
maintain an environment that allows insti-
tutions to be supportive of creativity and we
must link this to research that is of value to
civil society and to business, industry and
innovation. | would put our dual funding
system at the heart of that. And finally, we
should recognise and acknowledge the real
long-term benefit of a research-led educa-
tion. The real issue is how we achieve that
for as many students in the country as pos-
sible in a tight fiscal regime.
Quitesimply,we must; our Government
must continue to invest in higher educa-
tion in the UK if we are to retain our
international competitiveness and help
our country out of recession.



Higher Education — a business viewpoint

want to look particularly at the rela-

tionship between universities and

business. What do companies want

from universities? From talking to
many fellow industrialists, | would sug-
gest five themes:

o[ graduates and postgraduates with
excellent subject skills;

*_ graduates who have life skills such as
self-motivation, social poise, network-
ing and knowledge-gathering skills;

*] flexible continuing education;

*_ new knowledge that provides a basis
for innovation;

o[ afocus for clusters where innovative
activity can take place.

There was a survey carried out by

Prospects.ac.uk in 2007 which looked at

what people were doing six months after

graduating.

Amongst those actually earning, ‘tra-
ditional jobs' are the ones which we all
know about — being scientists or engi-
neers or lawyers or teaching — what many
used to think university was about. These
people account for about 7 per cent of
the total.

Then there are ‘modern’ jobs — things
like computer programming, being a deal-
er in the city, or indeed joining a manage-
ment training scheme. But graduates also
go into the ‘new’ jobs across the service
sector, becoming salesmen, hoteliers or
physiotherapists. There are ‘niche’ jobs —
nurses, sports trainers. There are a whole
bunch of graduates who choose ‘non-
graduate’ jobs — being a PA, for example.
Finally, there are the ‘non-earning’ group
which comprises those still in education
and those doing voluntary work as well
those who are unemployed.

That is today’s reality. Universities
produce people who go out into a very,
very mixed community. We have to think
how we best educate our people for this
world.

We have been living in a ‘golden era,
certainly uniquely in my experience, of
having a Government that has gone out of
its way to fund the HE sector — and that is
certainly not something we can count on
for the future.

Now while companies want educated
people from the HE sector, within the
sector itself the focus is on academic
excellence. At the individual level, career
progression, peer esteem and promotion

] Sir John Chisholm
FRENg FIEE became
Chairman of the MRC
in October 2006. Sir
John brought together
the UK Defence
Research Establishments which,

in July 2001 became QinetiQ, of
which he is now Chairman. Sir John
was a founder member of the UK
Government’s Technology Foresight
programme and he is Chairman

of the National Endowment for
Science, Technology and the Arts
(NESTA).

are all centred around academic excel-
lence. At the institutional level, core
funding is actually volume directed, but
those things that are variable — such as
Quality of Research funding — are excel-
lence-directed. So it is not surprising
that institutions focus their strategies on
demonstrating excellence. The Shanghai
Ratings show that we have two universi-
ties in the top 10, four in the top 30, 10 in
the top 100, which compares to just 23 in
the whole of the rest of Europe.

From that point of view we have
a university system which works very
well. Yet we also need a diverse HE
sector for all users. Now there is no
conflict between diversity and excel-
lence, in my mind. Raymond Blanc
and McDonalds are both in the food
business, and are both excellent — but in
different aspects of the job. They both
serve their markets extraordinarily well.
So we need diversity within the HE sec-
tor which serves the diversity we have in
the economy today.

Now in any market, you expect pro-
viders to focus on niches where they can
be excellent. You would not expect to
find a market in which all providers aim
for one part of it — and only serve the
other parts by accident. | looked at the
funding of various universities. | am a
strong believer in the ‘follow the money’
principle. In life generally, if you look at
the money flows, you will discover the
core motivation. | looked at universi-
ties in North America and in the UK: |
compared Cambridge with Harvard, both
about the same place in the Shanghai
table, and Birmingham with Indiana

John Chisolm

College at Bloomington, both about 90 in
the Shanghai table. What struck me was
that Cambridge and Birmingham had
a very similar revenue pattern, whereas
Harvard and Bloomington had very dif-
ferent ones. That plays to my point that
diversity is a good thing.

So, what is the best way to encourage
the necessary diversity in the HE sector,
without compromising the excellence we
are rightly so proud of? Well we could go
for the central planning route — we could
ask HEFCE to be ever more inventive in
its distribution algorithms. Or could we,
perhaps, take a different approach?

The market approach

Could we take a more market-orientated
approach? In most markets, the product
is not designed; independent providers
in a competitive arena focus on niches
where they can be excellent — that is how
markets evolve. This has proved to be the
most efficient way of allocating resources
in most communities and most markets.
So to encourage a similar variety of excel-
lent participants in HE markets, we might
consider concentrating research income
on truly excellent institutions and teams.

We could make student users more
important through a variable fee struc-
ture so the market operates more fluidly.
We could channel more money to the
students and stimulate what used to
be an excellent arrangement — indus-
trial scholarship. It has a great benefit
in that it provides students with extra
money and also a line of sight to what
they can productively do with their lives
afterwards.

Finally, 1 believe there would be
great benefit in stimulating an endow-
ment culture. This not only promotes
a ‘giving’ culture but more importantly
provides ‘free’ resources. When | say
‘free’ 1 mean ‘useable’ resources for
universities to use in the way they
think they should in order to pursue
an independent strategy of their own.
The idea of universities operating, as far
as possible, as independent organisa-
tions, making up their own strategies,
pursuing their own ends in the market
in order to create the most diverse and
excellent market — that is where | think
companies would really like to see uni-
versities going.
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