Engineering Professors’ Council

Notes from the Meeting with Boris Johnson MP 

Shadow Minister for Higher Education 

28th February 2006
Present Professors Unsworth, Allen, Banks and Maillardet and Mrs Martland

A wide ranging discussion took place amongst the topics were the following :-

UCAS Figures and Supply of Engineers

Overall it was agreed that there was a downturn in numbers and this was not a situation of the market getting it right.  It was agreed that there were dangers in extrapolating the figures.

EPC emphasised that there was a real need for more engineers in particular if nuclear power was to be expanded at present there was a lack of engineers able to work on new power stations.  If it was decided to go ahead with such developments it was likely that expert engineers would have to be recruited from other countries such as Japan and France.  There were also insufficient engineers to meet other Government targets such as work on the Olympics project or new developments in the North East and in Northern Ireland.

There was also a need for more graduates in Materials.  EPC were concerned that areas of engineering study were being closed and that for instance there were few specialist courses in Materials available.

What are Universities for?

We discussed the distorting effect of the RAE and the amount of time and money that are devoted to the exercise.  The role of EPSRC and the dual funding system for research.

We also discussed the likely impact of top up fees and the AUT strike.  BJ was sympathetic to that and recognised that University salaries had fallen well behind those of other comparable careers.

University Courses

The need of remedial work in mathematics in most universities was discussed and the poor writing standards that some students demonstrated in writing up laboratory work.

School Influence

The possibility of proportionately more students coming into engineering via private education was raised.  If this was so it was possibly because the science and mathematics education was better.  EPC shared their concerns about the quality of much science and mathematics teaching and also about the syllabuses and the modes of study.  The absence of applied mathematics and the switch to modular study had an effect on university entrants.

Bologna

We talked about the problems in equating our four year integrated M.Eng course with the three plus two courses which are now common in the rest of Europe and our concerns that the Government seemed unwilling to recognise and deal with the issue.

Conclusion

It was agreed to keep in touch and BJ undertook to ask questions about the shortage of engineers in Nuclear engineering and also about the position of the M.Eng.

