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“HE in England – one sector or every university for itself?”

HEPI Presentation by Michele Sutton, Group Chief Executive, Bradford College & President of the Association of Colleges
· My background is in FE – although I manage the College with the largest HE provision in England, including professional training – Bradford is not typical of the majority of College HE provision. We deliver mainly full time bachelors and master degrees to over 3,500 students. We have the only Initial Teacher Training Contract in FE.
· So although I am to some extent an HE ‘outsider’ I actually straddle both FE and HE – and therefore perhaps have a unique view on HE competition and collaboration, I also sit on the board of the QAA and UCAS
· Bradford is a city of nearly 700k people, hugely diverse and growing young population. University of Bradford and Bradford College are next door to each other. In the past 8-10 years the only regeneration in the city has been the college and university investing in buildings and technology 
· In the UK it would appear that we have created a strange tertiary education system – effectively sectors – Secondary, FE and HE – that create significant barriers for learners. Sectors if you like based around a very elitist understanding of education with quite different cultures that again are not useful to the learners – but possibly to providers? This needs to change. I will come back to this issue
· Let’s go back to the Robbins report of 1963– it is worth quoting:
· Robins said “If too many colleges were removed from their intimate connection with local industry and commerce there might well be a serious risk that the nation's needs for technicians and skilled manpower generally would be increasingly neglected. The close local relationships that these colleges have done so much to foster must be preserved. Moreover, if the colleges as a whole ceased to be administered by local government there is some risk that the links with school education - which are essential if technical education is to provide an alternative ladder of higher education for boys and girls who are unable to follow, or are unsuited to, a sixth form and university course - will also be weakened”

· Now - I am not arguing for a return to local government control but I do think that we need either planning or collaboration by institutions and competition. This is not an easy trick to pull off!

· FECs used to provide significant HE – according to Gareth Parry – in the late 70s - possibly as much as all the polytechnics that then existed – mainly HNC/D and professional Cert/Dips  and we shall deliver 154,000 student places. 

· But the last 30 years has seen the FEC role in HE considerably diminished as, particularly the new universities expanded in the late 80s onwards

· This expansion of HE in Universities has been predicated on several sets of understandings/assumptions:

· That HE is fundamentally different than education at ‘lower levels’
· That HE is best delivered in something called a university

· That HE needs to be delivered separately from other levels of education

· That the HE curriculum needs to be research-led – Humbolt – early 19Th century

The central Humboldt (Prussia – early 19th C) principle was the 'union of teaching and research’  
· The function of the university was to advance knowledge by original and critical investigation, not just to transmit the legacy of the past or to teach skills.

· Teaching should be based on the disinterested search for truth 
· University was a 'community of scholars and students' engaged on a common task. Indeed it appears that this community is central to determine the HE culture in an institution.
· My contention is that all these understandings are actually socially and politically constructed, probably out of date and we need to develop a more sophisticated approach to meet the needs of a globalised world with all early industrialising countries experiencing increasing inequalities; and in Europe/USA – the need for more highly skilled employees within the context of both an increase in lower-paid employment and possibly a ‘rump’ of permanent unemployed. 
· Some American commentators observe that perhaps 10/15% of American workers will never experience continuous employment as known by many in the post-war period. They also of course they lock-up about 3% of the population – so that is quite a scary scenario

· And I do not accept the argument of some commentators – now thankfully decreasing – that somehow Universities are outside this debate – and do not do social engineering! 
· All organisations in a society – especially those that have been massively subsidised by taxpayers for 100 years – are part of that society; and in a democracy government can legitimately ask those publically-funded organisations to act in a way that they perceive is for the good of that society. That’s how democracies work!

· Let’s get back to the assumptions:

· Is teaching a group of undergraduates really so different than teaching at levels 3? We know from all the research that lectures are a pretty poor method of learning; is the basis for this economic rather than pedagogic? Isn’t it far more sensible that learners make the transition from L3 to L4 and above learn using a wide range of pedagogical techniques now available to the modern teacher? 
· And why a university? In reality a range of Institutes have successfully offered HE - American Community Colleges, Scottish Further Education Colleges, Danish Academies of Higher Professional Education, French Technological University Institutes, Flemish Belgium Centres of Adult Education. I could go on

· And deliver separately from other levels of education? In my own college – Bradford we offer a progressive curriculum which provides for L1 – L7 with vocational pathways through to L6 + L7
· Are universities all research-Led? This is not the case of many of the new universities in England. Many HEIs have a staff percentage of PhDs – the key qualification indicating ability to research – at less than 20%; many applied faculty staff undertake very little/if any research. The reality is that most HE teachers are research informed – not led. I would put it to you there is no correlation between good researchers and good teachers
· So now I have addressed some precious shibboleths – let’s move forward 

· Universities and Colleges have always competed for Students

· And the world of academia has always been fiercely competitive - researchers in the audience will know that better than me! 

· It is also the case that there has always been collaboration: between Universities/Universities in shared research projects and I note now shared Doctoral schools and health science centres; in a myriad of professional networks – AMOSSHE; BUFDG; ARC; AHUA to name a few; and of course every teacher of HE is in at least one subject Community of Practice. These communities will continue – not least because the production of new knowledge is often/usually achieved by researchers both collaborating and competing

· So HE is used to both competition and collaboration – it is in its DNA

· The issue is not that there is some form of contradiction or opposition between the 2 – but: Will more competition in an uncontrolled/uncapped market lead to a more efficient system for learners in the context of a mass HE system for the 21st century?
· And I think the answer to that is – we don’t know – but the signs to date are not good?

· Can I pose a few wicked questions?  

· What are the incentives for new entrants to the market to offer anything than those courses which are economic to deliver and guarantee the full 3 year funding that comes with a full time honours degree? I.e. cherry picking.
· Why would that market be interested in the PT HE Market – with its known higher drop-out rate and complexities of supporting those types of student? And this as we know is a big problem area

· And why would new entrants be interested in students from widening participation backgrounds – again with their higher drop out rates and need for greater academic support. The type of student we specialise in at Bradford.

· And what about the long-term skills needs of the English labour market 

· So – I am not overly confident that increased competition from new private entrants will help us provide the type of diverse HE system that learners and our society need. At the same time I am phlegmatic enough to know that all political parties are unlikely to do a U-turn on this issue. And the reality is that the private market is still relatively small and though likely to expand – it will always be a fairly minority sport in the bigger picture. 
· I don’t believe universities will go out of business. Some will undoubtedly be smaller; some will grow; and many will stay about the same size as they are now. Some will need to become more efficient – no bad thing; and there maybe some mergers – again no bad thing. The rationalisation in Wales maybe a blueprint – although of course the English are less intrusive these days. For Scotland – the issue is how to lever in more resources into the system while maintaining their admirable stance on tuition fees.
· Of more concern to me is that more people get the chance to access some form of HE experience; and they get the right support to be successful in their chosen subject or vocation. So let’s take a step back

· In general, politicians and policy makers believed it made administrative and educational sense to create a distinct HE sector, arguably creating some of the progression and permeability issues we now face. The emphasis was on increasing participation through full-time undergraduate degree provision without perhaps thinking through in detail the effect this type of mass HE sector would have on widening access and participation, social mobility, progression for vocational learners and work based and part-time provision. It was a one-size-fits all approach that certainly suited providers but not necessarily employees, employers, potential part time students and those, until recently, who did not study A levels. And as the system expanded a growing hierarchy emerged with elite universities able to maintain their status and importance by attracting high grade students, often from private schools and the lion’s share of government research budgets.

· I am not complaining about hierarchies – unless I missed a trick- they exist in all national HE systems – The Ivy League, in America – the Group of 8; in Germany – those who won funds in the recent excellence initiative; in France – the Grand Ecoles. And I am quite sanguine about research being concentrated in excellent research universities – as long as that includes some of the great Northern civic universities – and that included the one next to my campus!
· What concerns me is not who survives – smaller, larger, merged – but that the learners get the kind of diverse HE system they, the economy and our society needs

· And that means 

· a continued part time service for students
· More flexible and accelerated provision

· Both short and the honours degree

· Accreditation of prior learning and accreditation of good quality employer based education and training 
· The expansion of work-based Professional and Higher Apprenticeships

· And delivery in many different types of institutions – where the resource and the quality to deliver HE is clearly demonstrated 

· And I do have concerns around very quick growth and a kind of ‘Old Tesco;’ approach of pile it high and sell it cheap

· That for me is a diverse HE system – not how many institutions we have?

· And yes - one indicator of quality – with all its heritage problems  because we can’t change the past – will be enrolments

· But I also believe in a robust external Quality Assurance and regulatory system which clearly ensures protections for students -  including proper student engagement in the learning process – and at the moment we have a regulatory system which is probably not yet fit for purpose 
· I commend BIS, SLC, HEFCE and QAA and others for working very hard to put something in place that at least works and has in general the support of the sector.
In summary therefore I contend that we do not have one sector – just look at the number of special interest groups there are in Higher Education. Most are exclusive and do not represent the entire Higher Education offer. Does this matter? What is the purpose of sectoralising unless to retain exclusivity for universities in their different guises. 
What a potential student wants to know is where can they go to get a good qualification and experience to take them eventually into work and for good value for money. Whilst not every HE provider is a University. Universities, colleges and private sector providers continue to compete when necessary and collaborate to make the best use of available resources too for the benefits of society. 
