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The Future of Higher Education
1. Expansion a. Must the sector expand any further? Are there benefits in having 50% of the population aged 18-30 undertake a University degree?
It was assumed that higher numbers would mainly be in non-engineering areas. Members saw problems in trying to maintain standards. If one assumes a Bell curve distribution of intelligence then 50% presupposes that some students will be only of average or below average intelligence. Some EPC members felt that there would be a need for a foundation year prior to the engineering degree course if standards were to be maintained.

There were concerns that we were being asked to undertake social engineering. It appeared that the existing HND courses would be rebranded as foundation degrees so that in fact there would not really be an increase in engineering student numbers.

b. The government's initiatives to promote fair access include: reforming the funding scheme, providing grants for students from lower income families, and appointing an independent Access Regulator to oversee admissions. Are these measures enough? What should the government do to promote fair access to higher education?

Whilst members recognised that there were problems in ensuring fair access to universities it was not felt that the appointment of an Access Regulator would help with this. It might simply increase bureaucracy. In any case there are problems in attracting enough engineering students overall.

c. Is the appointment of an independent Access Regulator welcomed?

No.

d. The bulk of expansion will be towards more two-year work-focused foundation degrees. Are these a good idea?

It seems that this is simply a rebranding of existing HND qualifications

2. Education and the Business Economy a. The report makes much of "harnessing knowledge to wealth creation". Is the present government's focus on the financial benefits of a university education, and financial returns from university research damaging? Can the benefits of academia, whether research or teaching, be measured in purely financial terms?
We have doubts about this. Whilst undoubtedly advantageous for the individual it is much harder to quantify a national benefit. The only correlation that EPC members were aware of was the finding that those with A level mathematics did better than others in terms of salary.

There were concerns about the way in which research might be looked at. It could cause a move away from 'blue skies' research to work with more obvious immediate benefits and it was felt that this would have serious long-term implications.

b. In order to encourage the transfer of knowledge and technologies between academia and business the government is setting up a network of "Knowledge Exchanges", and increasing the funding to the Higher Education Innovation Fund. Are such initiatives worthwhile, or would the funding be better spent in other ways?

There are enough "Knowledge Exchanges" already.

3. Funding of Infrastructure and Teaching a. The government is aiming to "undo the years of under-investment" in higher education. This is to be accomplished by increasing the funding available by more than six percent over the next three years, developing incentives to support and improve research, investing more in leading research departments, and increasing spending on research. Are these measures enough? Are the figures the government provides enough to reverse the trend of under investment in this sector?
No. The money is nowhere near enough to make up for the years of under investment. Substantial increases are needed for salaries as many departments in engineering are finding it extremely difficult or 'impossible' to recruit suitably qualified staff. Short term 'golden hellos' are no substitute for proper salaries. The concentration of research funds is potentially very damaging.

b. Should universities be allowed to set their own fees (or "Graduate Contributions") per course? Is it fair to tie such fees to an Access Agreement?

Fees seem to be regarded now as a necessary evil. Several members reported that they offered scholarships to enable students to offset the effect of the fees.

c. Can the government do more to encourage the creation of endowment funds?

Yes by changing the taxation arrangements for charitable donations to a system more like that in the USA.

4. Student Finance a. Are the proposals for student finance fair? Is it reasonable to ask students to contribute to their education by paying fees? Is a deferred contribution the best way to administer this?
It may be the best system that is available but we see a number of undesirable consequences. In particular in the salaries that firms will need to offer to enable students to pay off their debts. This may mean that students will have problems in competing with graduates from overseas eg from the Indian sub continent who will not require such high salaries. Engineering is an international activity.

b. Will the current proposals to increase student debt act as a deterrent to students contemplating entry into higher education? Is the introduction of higher levels of student debt at odds with the governments aim to increase access to universities?

Probably; though it may simply change attitudes to having high levels of debt.

c. The proposals for student debt do not take into consideration the fact that a large proportion of women take career breaks to raise a family. With the average salary for women graduates lower than that of men, this would mean that most women would take longer to pay back their student debts than their male counterparts. Does the governments proposals for deferred contributions disadvantage women?

Possibly as it will take them longer to pay off their debts.

5. Research Assessment. a The government aims to develop criteria to assess the strength and quality of research. Is this necessary, or welcomed? Should the government be directly involved in the choice of the type of research that is funded?
HEIs are very good at jumping through hoops. It will be hard to find criteria which don't have a distorting effect on the sector. Government influence through Foresight etc should be sufficient.

b. Is creating a new "6*" category in the Research Assessment Exercise necessary?

We think this is taking selectivity too far and is a very worrying development for the sector as a whole. There are also concerns about the possibility of 'teaching only' institutions being able to offer accredited degrees. At present there does need to be some research activity within a department offering an accredited degree.

6. Teaching a. The government has proposed new national professional standards for teaching, and a new body to develop and promote good teaching - the Teaching Quality Academy. Are these welcomed?
No. It was seen as simply adding yet more prescription. It was felt that this kind of mechanistic approach was not suitable though there was support for appropriate teaching courses for new staff particularly given the changes in the type of student now being recruited.

b. The government has proposed a national training programme for external examiners. Is this necessary?

It probably depends on what is proposed though members feared that it might be an attempt to change the perceived function of external examiners. It would be important to avoid too mechanistic an approach. Members felt that any attempts to prescribe the role too tightly should be avoided as this would not help departments develop their own individual styles.

c. The University title will be made dependent on teaching degree awarding powers, meaning it will no longer be necessary to have research degree awarding powers to become a university. Is it wise to divorce teaching and research in this manner? Should a "University" have to award research as well as teaching degrees?

Members felt that teaching and research went together and that it would be unwise to divorce them. It was felt that it was not the name of an institution which was important but the standards which it upheld. If standards are maintained and can be clearly recognised by some measure of output then members would be reassured.

d. Is there a demand for the establishment of an independent adjudicator to deal with student complaints? Should government provide legislation for this?

No.

7. Are there any other points that you think should be raised regarding this paper?
No.

Professor W M Banks, FREng
Chairman, Engineering Professors' Council.
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