2. Is it more local, or more international?

How have we handled the Russian Doll (or ‘onion
skin’) question of service simultaneously to the
neighbourhood, the sub-region (which may be a city),
the region (officially and unofficially defined), the nation,
the international region (like Europe) and the global
enterprise of higher education?

No higher education institution can prosper these days
without a strategy for civic and community engagement.
Meanwhile, at the other end of the scale, a quiet
revolution has been the arrival of the international
campus, with now a majority of UK universities receiving
students from more than 100 hundred countries and

a substantial proportion of staff from overseas.

3. Is it ‘different,” especially as a result
of the successive redefinitions of what
a university is?

Here the reforms of 1988 are probably of much more
significance than those of 1992: the former recognised
the end of the ‘binary’ line; the latter simply changed a
lot of sign-posts and letterheads. In this process, higher
education did not so much expand as come properly
to recognise approximately half of its existing clientele.
The ‘new university’ sector in fact tapped a historically
rich vein of locally relevant, largely vocational and
professional post-compulsory education.

The rediscovery of ‘craft’ as a metaphor for
sophisticated learning — as in the work of Richard
Sennett, and especially in the context of higher level
and softer ‘skills’ — is symptomatic of the importance
of this stream. What the British post-binary experience

Sir David Watson is Professor of Higher Education
Management, Institute of Education,
University of London.

has shown is not so much ‘academic drift” by former
polytechnic-style institutions as reverse drift by many
of the traditional institutions.

4. |s it fairer?

At its heart widening participation is an issue of social
justice. The iron law seems to be that if you want
higher education to be fairer, you have to allow it to
expand. As you allow it to expand, you also have to
consider the position of those who do not participate.
Our main challenge is not so much where the small
number of high-achieving students from disadvantaged
backgrounds end up in the system as getting more
young people to the starting gate.

The more successful that national systems are

in growing participation and achievement, the greater
will be the gap between those who stay on a ladder
of educational attainment and those who drop off.

In the UK we have solid longitudinal data about the
positive effects of participation — not only on the
economic status of the individual beneficiary but also
on their health and happiness, and their democratic
engagement and tolerance; to say nothing of the life
chances of their children.

5. And — most difficult of all —is it any
better: at serving the needs of its various
stakeholders, from students to society?

My personal answer is an unequivocal yes, although
there is still much to be done.
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Chapter 3

Research, innovation and

wealth creation

The age of the knowledge economy has made
universities a priority for investment all around the
world. Higher education brings social benefits that
are valued by governments and the public. However,
current levels of financial support from the state and
private sources depend on the perceived economic
impact of universities and colleges. This is derived
from the advanced skills acquired by graduates and
from the growing volume of knowledge transfer as
well as, most visibly, from research.

It is not possible to calculate with any degree of
precision the wealth generated by universities:

lead times are too long and causality too uncertain.
How much credit can a university take for the profits
attributable to one of its graduates in the City, or even
for a product developed from the germ of an idea by
one of its academics? But there is no question that
the UK economy relies increasingly on graduates and
on the ingenuity of scientists and other researchers.
Britain’s trade surplus in the knowledge industries has
been estimated at up to 3.4 per cent of gross domestic
product (GDP) — the highest in the world.

The diversity of the modern higher education system
offers employers an expanded pool of graduates with
a variety of subject-specific, generic and transferable,
or vocationally oriented skills — although areas of
shortage have still required funding council intervention.
Action to boost recruitment in the economically
crucial subjects of mathematics and the sciences
through HEFCE’s £350-million Strategically Important
and Vulnerable Subjects programme has produced
encouraging results. The OECD notes that the UK

as a whole produces a higher proportion of science
graduates and more entrants to vocational tertiary
education than most industrialised nations."

The knowledge economy

Lord Sainsbury’s review of science and innovation
showed the growing importance of the knowledge
economy, and universities’ role within it. Over the
decade ending in 2002, the share of knowledge-


http:shortage	have	still	required	funding	council	intervention.	

intensive services and high-technology manufacturing

in total value added in the UK economy grew by over
12.5 per cent. This compared with less than 10 per cent
in France and less than 5 per cent in the US.?

Lord Sainsbury said at the publication of his review

that 25 years ago it would not have been possible

to imagine the UK as a global leader in science and
innovation, but this was now an attainable goal.

In 2006, the UK ranked second in the world to the

US in its share of academic publications (9 per cent)
and citations (12 per cent). The UK also produces a
high proportion of the world’s most influential papers
relative to its share of all publications, accounting for
over 13 per cent of the most cited 1 per cent of papers.
Importantly, too, there is a more consistent performance
across the range of research disciplines than in most
other countries, the UK ranking second in the world in
seven of the ten main disciplines.®

The Government’s ten-year science strategy, announced
in 2004,* plans for public and private investment in
research and development to reach 2.5 per cent of

GDP by 2014. Independent annual reviews of the
process have concluded that satisfactory progress is
being made, although lan Pearson, the former Science
Minister, conceded that this remains a ‘challenging goal’.’

Total income for research at English universities rose by
more than 40 per cent between 2000-01 and 2004-05°
and growth has continued since then, with charities such
as the Wellcome Trust playing an important role. As the
largest of the independent funders, Wellcome supports
UK biomedical research to the tune of over £600 million
a year and has committed to increases over the next

five years.

At the 2008 annual conference of Universities UK
(UUK), John Denham noted: ‘The dual-support system
is the foundation of the UK’s excellent international
standing in research — something that can only be more
important in the future.’” Via this system Research
Councils target funding at national priorities, funding
projects, researchers and providing access to excellent
national and international research facilities. This is

complemented by the second component of dual
support: the funding councils, who provide money

for the blue skies research and the basic infrastructure
needs — the salaries of permanent academic staff,

and the costs of premises and central computing.
This element of dual support, allocated by HEFCE,
provides flexible capacity for universities to respond
strategically to the external environment. Other sources
of funding can then build on these foundations,
promoting the stability to invest in people, new areas
of research and long-term projects. Dr John Hood,
Vice-Chancellor of the University of Oxford, sees dual
support as one of the strengths of a system which
has enhanced its reputation in recent years. ‘The top
20 universities do well in international rankings and
can attract the best staff,” he says. ‘The whole system
has momentum now.’

The results of the 2008 Research Assessment Exercise
(RAE) shows that all universities are engaged in more
applied research than ever before, but often it is blue
skies research that brings the greatest long-term
benefits. English universities’ reputation for supporting
theoretical research also attracts and retains world-class
academics. Sir Tim Berners-Lee, the inventor of the
World Wide Web, for example, still works in the sector
and has a chair at the University of Southampton,

where he is now working on the Semantic Web.

The impact of this reputation is also clear from the
number of young researchers attracted to English
higher education from overseas. Aimost half of all
postgraduate research students are from outside the
UK, the proportion topping 60 per cent in engineering
and some science subjects. The first awards to young
researchers by the European Research Council also
confirmed the strength of English universities. While
German, French and Italian researchers won the most
grants, almost one in five of the projects will be based
in England — by far the highest proportion.

Recent studies have also suggested that the number

of highly cited researchers entering the country exceeds
the total leaving. However, the 2008 analysis of research
careers by Professor Nigel Thrift, Vice-Chancellor of the
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Chapter 4

Contribution to the public good
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Universities have always been judged as much by their
contribution to society as to the economy — indeed,
many would still see this as their fundamental purpose.
Although much more difficult to measure than economic
benefit, there are numerous areas in which higher
education can be seen to be working directly for the
public good. Traditionally these have involved: educating
the next generation of leaders, addressing important
social issues, making scientific discoveries and acting
as guardians of culture.

To this list have been added new responsibilities,
particularly at the local and regional level, many of
which have both social and economic aims. They

often involve regeneration or further development

of local communities, whole cities and even regions,
spreading academic influence far beyond the confines
of the university to an extent that was inconceivable
even a decade ago. More generally, higher education

is expected to contribute to social mobility through the
opportunities offered to students of all backgrounds, and
to social harmony through the personal development
that flows from the student experience. Learning for its
own sake may be motivation enough for many students,
but the university experience can be shown to have

a civilising influence that confers benefits beyond the
knowledge that is transmitted.

HEIls have extended their sphere of influence into
activities far beyond teaching and research. Among
other public amenities, universities run museums and
galleries, arts and sports centres, bus companies,

health and legal clinics, as well as sponsoring a growing
number of academy schools. Universities are often the
most influential public institutions in their area — not just
as the largest employer but also as drivers of innovation,
centres of cultural life, and business activity. HEFCE, with
the Wellcome Foundation and Research Councils UK, is
encouraging yet more interaction with the public through
the new Beacons of Public Engagement programme,
which are addressing a variety of themes, initially at six
regional centres."



Educating the next generation

Universities’ main impact on society remains through the
personal development of their graduates, who are, as a
group, the most active citizens and the most productive
members of the modern knowledge society. It may

not be possible to establish a causal link, but research
invariably shows graduates as the most likely to take
positions of responsibility in civil society, the least likely

to commit crimes and the main participants in voluntary
and political activities. Graduates also display more
positive attitudes towards racial diversity and equal
opportunities, and their children benefit from greater
parental involvement in their education.? DIUS funds a
research centre at the University of London’s Institute of
Education that is focused entirely on the wider benefits of
learning. Such benefits include, in the case of graduates,
less likelihood of suffering from depression and even a
lower risk of being assaulted. A 2003 study for HEFCE
found a range of advantages, including lower levels of
obesity and a general sense of well being that was higher
than for people at lower qualification levels.®

Such trends bring economic benefits for the state
through reduced spending on services such as
healthcare and law enforcement. However, the social
impact is more difficult to quantify, despite being more
significant for the country. With higher education in
England still dominated by the middle classes, whose
numbers have grown rapidly with changes in the
employment market, there can be no certainty about
whether education or class is the real driving force in
each case. For example, comparatively low levels of
smoking — one of the factors behind graduates’ good
health record — can be observed throughout the middle
classes. And the likelihood of a graduate becoming a
magistrate may be influenced as much by his or her
employment and financial circumstances as by an
undergraduate education.

Certainly, many significant changes in society over
the last 50 years have been influenced, if not driven,

by the expansion of higher education. It is important

to note that, more recently, its high rate of growth is
partly attributable to advances in secondary education.
Increased staying-on rates in sixth-forms and colleges
in the years since the introduction of the GCSE, coupled
with the increased demand for graduates in the labour
market, have significantly contributed to the rise in
demand for higher education.

The fast growth of higher education has been mirrored
in many other parts of the world, and, in England at
least, predictions of widespread graduate unemployment
have so far proved wide of the mark. At all points in their
careers, graduates remain much more likely than less-
qualified adults to be in work, and the unemployment
rate six months after graduation continues to hover
around 7 per cent.* Neither has there been any
apparent reduction in the graduate salary premium since
participation rates passed 30 per cent for school-leavers
and 40 per cent by the age of 30.5 Rather, concerns

are now being expressed about the prospects of those
without higher education qualifications if Ministers
encourage HEls to continue to recruit more students.

Long accustomed to training the traditional professions
— such as doctors, engineers, lawyers and clerics —
universities have now assumed responsibility for a far
wider range of occupations. Other branches of the health
service and key parts of the welfare services, such as
social work, have become all-graduate professions,
contributing substantially to the expansion of higher
education. Edge Hill University, one of England’s newest
universities, for example, trains 4,000 health and social
care professionals each year, and 85 per cent of its
courses have professional accreditation. Throughout

the UK, enrolments in subjects allied to medicine

have doubled in ten years, adding more than 100,000
students to the higher education system. Nursing has
been the biggest single driver of this change, but smaller
subjects such as nutrition and medical technology have
grown significantly.®
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Addressing social mobility

Equal access to higher education, and the chance of
social mobility it offers, remains an aspiration rather than
reality at present. Those least likely to enter HE are those
in families on low incomes, in lower status occupational
groups and disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Research
studies have found the most advantaged fifth of children
to be four or five times more likely to enter higher
education than the least advantaged. Young people
from higher status occupational backgrounds are
around twice as likely to go to university as those from
lower status occupational backgrounds. But in recent
years there are strong indications of increases in young
participation from disadvantaged groups. A recent
report from the National Audit Office noted a rise of

4.5 percentage points in participation in HE in

deprived areas (as measured by the Indices of Multiple
Deprivation) between 1998 and 2006-07 compared
with a rise of 1.8 from the least deprived areas. This
means that the chances of young people going into

HE are increasing around eight times faster in the

most deprived 20 per cent of areas than the least
deprived 20 per cent of areas. In addition, research

by DIUS, ‘Full-time Young Participation by Social

Class’, shows a narrowing of the participation gap by
6.1 percentage points between 2002-03 and 2006-07.
These are positive trends, but the gap in participation
between the higher and lower socio-economic groups
remains significant.

The HE sector has long been engaged in tackling this
inequality of access to HE, and Ministers have made
the broadening of intakes one of their top priorities for

a number of years. Individual HEIs have developed
strategies to deliver activities to raise the aspirations and
attainment of young people. Many such interventions
focus on early secondary and in some cases late primary
education, and deliver programmes which recognise
the need for multiple, progressive activities with young
people over a sustained period of time. Nationwide
programmes such as Aimhigher — which supports

HE summer schools, mentoring, campus visits and
subject enrichment to attract young people from under-
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represented groups — have helped to spread effective
practice. Every HEI in the UK already has partnerships
with schools and colleges in their regions and nationally
and sometimes internationally, according to research by
Professor Steve Smith, Vice-Chancellor of the University
of Exeter. He believes that every secondary school in
England now has contact with at least one HEI. A
quarter of universities have outreach activities involving
primary schools, since experience has shown that
aspirations have to be raised at an early age if higher
education is to become a realistic expectation in areas
of low participation.

Progress in widening participation in recent years has
been achieved against a background of considerable
change, including the introduction of variable fees. The
impact of introducing variable fees has been cushioned
by the provision of bursaries totalling around £300 million
per year. The threshold for eligibility for such government
grants is an income of up to £50,000 to receive at least
partial support. Recent research based on tracking
school pupils’ finds that GCSE attainment is an
important factor in determining entry to higher education.
The figures demonstrate that substantial progress in
widening participation rests on raising achievement for
disadvantaged pupils in secondary education, particularly
in comprehensive schools with low staying-on rates

at the age of 16. In building on and strengthening
relationships with schools and colleges, HEIs can and
do play a key role in helping raise expectations and
attainment. Such relationships also help institutions
determine what measures to develop to ensure that

their own provision and support meet the needs of a
diverse student body.

Much media debate centres on fair access to highly
selective universities, rather than participation in higher
education as a whole. At all but a handful of institutions,
pressure on places is restricted to certain subjects,
such as law, psychology, medicine, English and some
social sciences. Research by the Sutton Trust shows
that a third of the places at Oxford and Cambridge



Universities have become more proactive

N addressing social concemns

go to candidates from just 100 (mainly independent)
schools,® and institutional Performance Indicators®
confirm that there are fewer disadvantaged entrants

at such highly selective institutions than the mix of
entry requirements and subjects offered would lead

us to expect. Although admissions staff in HEIls look
for potential as well as achievement when assessing
candidates, competition for places at some institutions
is so intense that some highly qualified applicants will
always miss out on their first choice.

To aid selection, the A-level qualification is being
reformed to add an A* grade. There are also reforms
to the admissions system to allow those who achieve
better results than expected to have second thoughts
and make a more ambitious application. Whether
these reforms will have a positive impact on widening
participation and fair access is unknown; the National
Council for Educational Excellence has recommmended
that A* grades are monitored over the first few years.

It is clearly important that appropriately qualified students
are able to access any institution and are confident to

do so, regardless of their background and social status.
Better information, advice and guidance is key to
ensuring that young people make the choices at 14 and
16 that will equip them with the appropriate qualifications
(whether GCSEs, A-levels, a Diploma or other
qualification) to gain entry to the course and institution
that best meets their needs and career aspirations

Scientific discoveries and stimulating debate

There is frequent debate about the utility of some
university research. But there are numerous examples
of breakthroughs that have helped to transform society.
From cancer research to climate change modelling and
forensic science, HEIls have been at the centre of most
of the ground-breaking discoveries achieved in the UK.
Scientists from English universities have been intimately

involved in the work of the Inter-governmental Panel
on Climate Change, for example, which won the 2007
Nobel Peace Prize.

As well as making discoveries, academics play a key

role in stimulating debate on issues of national and
international importance. At the University of East Anglia,
for example, the Tyndall Centre brings together scientists,
economists, engineers and social scientists to work on
sustainable responses to climate change. The centre has
been at the forefront of efforts to assess the likely impact
of climate change and to engage business leaders,
politicians and the public in debate on policy choices.

Medical research produces the best-documented
benefits to society, with advances such as the mapping
of the human genome capturing headlines around the
world. Universities in England have continued to lead

in key fields such as stem cell research. But there have
been groundbreaking discoveries in a wide variety

of disciplines, with direct social implications. At the
University of Leicester, for example, a breakthrough in
DNA fingerprinting has led to the conviction of thousands
of criminals and the acquittal of many people who had
been wrongly convicted. Sir Alec Jeffreys and his team
in the Department of Genetics have been refining the
techniques and conducting related research for more
than 20 years, winning international acclaim for their
work and commercialising the results. Magnetic
resonance imaging (MRI) is another important field in
which English scientists played a crucial role. Sir Peter
Mansfield of the University of Nottingham was one of
the joint winners of the 2003 Nobel Prize in Physiology
or Medicine for discoveries in this field.

Regenerating local communities
The rapid expansion of higher education opportunities

has provided the most visible extension of universities’
contribution to society. In spite of the issues over the
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‘studentification’ of residential areas, there has been
no let-up in the demand for branch campuses

or new institutions from towns that currently lack
higher education.

The experience of Lincoln, which had no university
until 1996, illustrates why this demand exists. The city
now plays host to 8,000 students and the university
runs an arts centre and a community centre, as well as
playing a central role in strategic planning. The county
library is to be based on campus and there have been
large attendances at the university’s public lectures,

as well as at music events run by the students’ union.
The university works with local schools and has been
involved in the establishment of an academy in nearby
Sleaford. Its importance to the area was further
confirmed by recent research showing that the university
is responsible for two-thirds of economic growth in the
Greater Lincoln area.

Universities have become more proactive in addressing
social concerns in their locality. The University of
Brighton, for example, used a charitable donation

to establish its Community University Partnership
Programme. This has involved academics and
students in a variety of programmes, such as the

use of sport to re-engage socially excluded young
people, research on homelessness and domestic
violence, and the organisation of several art projects.
Among the university’s other initiatives are the University
Centre Hastings, a partnership with five other higher
and further education institutions which is playing an
important role in the regeneration of the town, and

a scheme to help 500 small and medium-sized
enterprises with business planning.

Sir Peter Scott, Vice-Chancellor of Kingston University,
sees such interventions as evidence of the power of
‘clever cities’, a term coined by the American economist
Richard Florida for the impact of clusters of economic
and cultural entrepreneurs attracted by universities. ™
The influence of mass higher education produces a
‘graduate culture’ that permeates urban areas, as the
general population and not just elites acquire the values
and experience associated with degree-level study.
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A growing sub-culture

The exponential growth of networking sites such as
Facebook, which was restricted initially to graduates of
a small number of high-prestige universities, suggests
the establishment of a powerful sub-culture. Although
not entirely heterogeneous in background, young (and
not so young) graduates share sufficiently common
lifestyles to forge valuable and enviable bonds. At the
same time, the spread of graduates into new areas

of employment has brought more non-graduates into
contact with this culture.

This may be especially valuable in time of recession,
when social tensions often come to the surface. While
most attention will focus on economic imperatives and
higher education’s contribution to recovery, the ability
of universities to instil civic values in a growing pool of
graduates and to highlight social trends through their
research will also be important.

In the longer term, the New Opportunities White Paper
has reaffirmed the Government’s faith in higher education
as a key driver of social mobility.’ In his Foreword to

the document, the Prime Minister says: ‘we will give
more support and encouragement to young people from
families with no experience of higher education, ensuring
they have the kind of mentoring and advice that their
peers can expect.’
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Commentary on

Contribution to the public good

Nancy Rothwell

Universities are increasingly required to demonstrate
the social and economic benefits of their activities,
whether in terms of the percentage of students they
recruit from disadvantaged backgrounds, or through
the number of jobs created, spin-out companies
formed or patents filed.

A useful measure of the value of HE is the view of key
stakeholders. Here the commercial sector clearly values
the research and training undertaken by universities, but
wants more effective partnerships, with further dialogue
on the skills needs of industry and better recognition

of complementary skills and facilities. Government,

100, is urging universities to work more closely with the
commercial sector to translate their discoveries into
clear public benefit. This is apparent in some of the
government funding streams for research, which are
proving highly effective in bringing academics together
with their counterparts in companies. But some feel that
any move towards more applied research will undermine
the great strengths of British universities in fundamental
discovery and adding to knowledge. A senior colleague
from the pharmaceutical industry recently acknowledged
recent initiatives to support joint working, but urged
against ‘turning excellent Universities into second rate
companies’. A great value of HE institutions is that they
can undertake risky projects often without obvious
application or commercial benefit.

The British public must be the key stakeholders, either
as graduates or because they have aspirations for their
children to enter HE and contribute financially to many
of the activities of universities. This chapter recognises
the importance of interaction with local communities, the
advances in recent initiatives and some of the problems
caused by ‘studentification’ of significant parts of our
towns and cities, many of which now have more than
one university.

Participation in HE has increased dramatically and
widening participation has diversified the population

of graduates. But here there is much still to do. Many
universities, not least my own in Manchester, are located
in large cities with areas of poor education and social
deprivation. Like most civic universities, we are adjacent
to districts where most local people would have little
knowledge of what the university does. Most local
schools send few if any children to university.

An important new initiative here is HEFCE’s ‘Beacons for
Public Engagement’. These centres, distributed across
the UK, often bring together several HEIs with other
local organisations. The Manchester Beacon comprises
the Universities of Manchester and Salford, Manchester
Metropolitan University and the Manchester Museum of
Science and Industry. Its primary target audience is the





