	EPC POSITION PAPER ON HEFCE Consultation
“Developing the funding method for teaching from 2004-5”

The EPC's Reponse to the HEFCE Funding Proposals for 2004/2005
1.

It is Government policy that the supply of highly qualified engineers is of vital importance to the future economic and societal development of the UK. The HEIs who produce engineers should therefore have a funding regime which recognises their crucial importance.

2.

The consultation document contains a number of laudable initiatives. However, these are to be funded by eroding the unit of resource for much of Engineering and the Life Sciences. The Engineering Professors’ Council believes this to be fundamentally wrong.

3.

Engineering has previously been funded in an undifferentiated “Fee Band B” with a weighting factor of 2 irrespective of sub-specialism. The proposal is to split Fee Band B into B1 and B2, with Physics, Chemistry, Materials and Chemical Engineering in B1, and the rest of Engineering and much of the Science base in B2 with a weighting factor of 1.6. This change is being used to increase the baseline unit of funding to most subject areas, but at the expense of a 7.4% reduction of resource per student for those subjects moved from B1 to B2.

4.

The evidence for the change is based on “observed cost relativities” which show how much Universities spend in a particular area of their activity. Observed Cost Relativities actually reflect financial management policies of HEIs, and are not necessarily linked directly to the costs of programmes of study. The notion that it is inherently more expensive to teach Physics and Chemistry than Engineering is absurd. The proposed method also contains a serious flaw in that it automatically benefits the teaching of subjects attracting relatively small numbers of students, whilst penalising the teaching of more popular subjects. (This appears to be a consequence of using a linear regression model forced through zero, rather than permitting an intercept representing capital costs irrespective of student numbers. The model thus cannot accurately reflect the true cost of a subject on a per capita basis.)

5.

Initially, Universities falling in a ±5% tolerance band will have no change in funding. However, this disguises the clear danger to the future funding of most of Engineering as it is highly unlikely that any University will spend more on Engineering than it receives.

6.

Universities have been forced to subsidise some Arts and Humanities subjects from the Band B subjects, hence giving a low Observed Cost Relativity. If this model is applied in future what will happen in Engineering is that once the funding level is reduced it squeezes the resources further, and so fewer laboratories are run, and fewer staff are appointed. This combined with government-encouraged student expansion results in a never-ending, self-reinforcing circle of reduced funding!

7.

The proposed methodology ignores other constraints on achieving a quality output. As staff costs are around 80% of the total costs in higher education, it is virtually inevitable that when cost savings are required staff numbers are reduced. Quality engineering degrees in HEIs are accredited by the relevant professional bodies. The Engineering and Technology Board and the accrediting Institutions agree that a reasonable Student Staff Ratio (SSR) for Engineering should be around 14:1. In many Engineering departments in the UK the statistics are now showing SSRs exceeding 20:1. This has gone too far, and no longer holds up to international comparisons.

8.

The changes proposed have massive implications for the research conducted by HEIs. On average approximately 60% of funding per student in HE is teaching and 40% research [THES 19/09/03]. If the funding base for teaching is eroded then more departments could close. (46 have closed since 1996 and a fresh round of closures may follow the 2001 RAE exercise.) As SSRs rise even further, the time available for research and other associated activities will decline. This adds further concerns to those already expressed by the Royal Academy of Engineering in their report on “The Future of Engineering Research”. These include the underfunding of research in general leading to the inability of universities to maintain staffing levels, and the resulting concentration of research in too few universities.

9.

The HE sector is also being enjoined by the Lambert Review to mount more relevant degree programmes, and much of that response is expected to come from Engineering with its ability to foster innovation and the commercialisation of research outcomes. This will simply not happen if the unit of resource is reduced. In addition, the proposed model will reduce the funding for “placement learning” on Sandwich Degrees with a year out in industry. This is widely regarded as an important contribution to the relevance of students’ experience and competencies, and helps to ensure that courses remain relevant to industrial needs.

10.

The HE sector is currently being asked to increase the overhead recovery to assist the generation of a “full cost” model for research [DTI consultation on Research Sustainability]. Engineering is expected to be prominent in this, but will not be able to respond if the unit of resource is reduced.

11.

The proposed system of splitting Fee Band B will further exacerbate all the existing difficulties in an already underfunded sector. It is counter to almost every declared intention both in the document itself and those expressed by the many stakeholders in Engineering education. The EPC recommends that:

-

HEFCE should not indulge in further micro-management, particularly when the funding mechanism may change radically in the near future because of top-up fees.

-

All Engineering and Physical Science subjects should be funded through an undifferentiated Fee Band B.

-

The funding for the Engineering higher education base must be enhanced in line with governmental policies for wealth creation.

[image: image1.png]




	[image: image2.png]



[image: image3.png]



Forum for senior academics responsible for engineering teaching and research in higher education.
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