Higher education in England discussion  
This is a transcript of a discussion which took place in the recently opened New Academic Building at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). 
David Eastwood: Welcome to a discussion on higher education in England, its past and its future prospects. 
It’s almost now a cliché to say that we live in a knowledge economy. And therefore higher education has never been more important than it is now. Do you think that’s right? Or do you think there is now a danger of us overselling higher education? 

Mark Walport: I don’t think you can possibly oversell higher education. If you look at the resources of the United Kingdom. The most important resource now and in the future is people.
Janet Beer: You also have to say to yourself, “Why would the developing economies be prioritising higher education as one of their main points of investment, if they didn’t think that it was crucial to future economic and social wellbeing.”

Ed Smith: And it’s particularly dangerous to look at it as anything other than as a key investment for the country. Because other countries are investing so much in higher education themselves. 
DE
Given that you’ve endorsed the importance of higher education and knowledge economy let me turn the question around. Are we investing sufficient in higher education given its importance to the knowledge economy?

ES
In comparative terms, no. The question I guess that people would throw back is, “How efficient are we are discharging our responsibilities?” and, “Is there real value for money in the amount that goes into the system?” and whilst there are lots of positives, we have to address some of the things that maybe we need to improve on. Overall though I could argue pretty strongly that a leading indicator of the health of the nation is its investment in higher education.
MW
But you can’t take this for granted in a sense, because there has been pressure for universities to increase the volume of teaching for much the same resource. And you’ve actually got to look at the products and ask the students about this. 

JB
We do have to ensure that we extend the ownership of higher education in a sense, that’s it’s not always up to the public purse, or up to somebody else. In the US, which is the economy that spends twice as much as we do, in terms of GDP. There is a greater sense that people will default to the universities. Industry will default to the universities. 
MW
if you look at the American model it’s normal for students to give back money to their university later. And here that’s much less the case. 
DE
So if we are saying simultaneously that we think in a knowledge economy higher education will become still more important and ultimately that will require even higher levels of investment than we currently have. But we are also saying that much of that investment is going to have to come from different sources from the student, from users of higher education, from industries from those that benefit from the research base. Do we think the challenge therefore will be to those who lead systems to change the systems? Or to challenge to universities to themselves to behave differently? 
MW
Most universities do recognise that they have actually got to get out there and diversify their funding sources. The question of course is whether it’s been done in a sustainable way. 
JB
I do think we do need to work hard to maintain our international, if not pre-eminence then close, something close to it in terms of attracting overseas students here. And we have to make sure that the quality of their experience is high. 
ES
There are some outstanding examples of leadership, managerial leadership, strategic leadership of institutions. There is a need for more universities to focus on agility, speed, changing operating models, again brand, mission, reputation. And being particularly clear about what they are really good at and being distinctive for that. 
JB
I agree we have to be faster, but we must make sure that we don’t sacrifice that quality, because if you work in partnership with overseas institutions, what at the beginning is quite a difficult conversation about “no we have to have these processes”, “no we must do it in this way”, “we have to make sure that examining, external examining is conducted in this fashion”. You know, five years down the line they are very grateful, because their reputation is then enhanced by the fact that people understand that there are these checks and balances and assurances around what’s being delivered.

ES
Many universities are not what I would call agile in the private sector sense of the word agile. I don’t think we have yet harnessed the full extent to which technological developments can enable changing operating models, teaching methods, flexible offerings. 
MW
But there is an important point there that many universities have not got modern models of governance. So if universities are going to get more agile they have actually got to improve their executive and governance functions.

ES
There are some outstanding examples of boards of governors, there’s good work done by the CUC on this as education around governors. But there are some issues around how do you attract really good governors into governing bodies when it’s their own time, it’s not paid, it tends to, and this is being general, but it tends to create a bit of a stereotype source into the governing body. 
DE
I am going to move us on in a moment to talk about what we think the university of the future needs to be. What we have said in this first phase of the discussion is that we think that the place of higher education will be as pivotal in the next decade as it has been in the last. But we are looking to other forms of partnership, other forms of investment, other kinds of funding and if universities are to attract funding in from funding from the students in larger measure, from research funding is in larger measure, from business and industry partners then they will need to be responsive in perhaps ways we haven’t yet seen. But if we do start to move and look towards the future and support towards the future, transient developments, the current Secretary of State is proposing to produce a White Paper on the future of higher education … that’s going to have a 10 or 15 year time horizon. So it’s a big vision for a big period. What would you hope would be the headlines in the Denham White Paper in terms of the future shape and the future challenge to higher education?

MW
Ultimately it’s about making sure that the tail doesn’t wag the dog of university. So universities actually have to decide what it is they are going to do, we have talked about education and that’s clearly the major role probably. There is research and scholarship in general, that’s absolutely critical. And then there is all the broader interactions which the university in the community. There is universities working more effectively with policy makers.  They have got to decide broadly what it is they want to do, go out and do it. 
JB
But I also think there is a civic and community role that universities increasingly need to play. And going back to David’s earlier question about business facing, universities have always faced the profession, worked in partnership with the professions. But those partnerships have not necessarily been communicated beyond their special interest groups, or those, selective audiences. Again it comes back to the way in which we describe the role of higher education as being at the heart of the technological advance, social advance, economic advance. Where did Obama look for his, you know, his ministers so to speak? In the universities and that would never happen here. But it might happen here who knows.

ES
I fundamentally believe that the UK has to look to a meritocratic higher education system, not an elitist one, we are well down that journey and I wouldn’t like to see any change in that. I do think if you go back to the state of nations and competitive nations, you have to have high quality original research done by a few and exploited by many. Now that may create different institutional missions. You have to be really, really good at teaching, or learning as I prefer to put it. And by being really good at those things the market will militate towards you. 
DE
One of the things that we seem to be saying is that there is still a danger that the university world, the higher education world is too hermetic, it’s too self-referential. It’s unwilling to partner with government and with policy makers in a rich way. And there is a default position which is we know our business best. Do you think that’s right? Or do you think that’s a criticism made of universities by people who imperfectly understand the contribution of universities?

MW
If you look at the opportunities for universities to provide policy advice, there are huge opportunities and whilst as it were the American model and the model in some other countries, of appointing ministers from academia is unlikely to happen here. The university community, the higher education community at large has got huge opportunities to provide much more input to policy. But because there hasn’t been an overt funding stream to do it, because it hasn’t been rewarded in the RAE, people have tended to say, “We can’t do this,” and actually that’s complete nonsense. So universities have to got to look and see what the opportunities are. … the bottom line is actually what universities mustn’t do is dumb down. There is a confusion in the equality versus elitism discussion, there needs to be a quality of access to universities of bright youngsters. There will always be a hierarchy amongst universities with the sorts of things they do, but we mustn’t at any cost down grade the idea of elitism because actually universities are about providing elite education to bright young people. 

is available.

JB
I am not sure there is any evidence for saying that the young people that we are educating aren’t employable. As far as I know there are more graduate level vacancies than there are graduates to fill them. So I’m not sure that we have got an army of unemployable. 
MW
I accept that point. But let’s look at an interesting area which is science, there are falling numbers of students going into, if I can call it the difficult sciences, physics, pure maths. And part of the issue there is because there is this idea that if you go to university to read science, that you are going to become a scientist. Whereas actually we need scientist in all walks of like, you know, how many MPs are scientists? A handful. And there is something that universities looking at the breath of education they provide to different communities and making sure that for example scientists are very broadly employable in the same way that historians are.

JB
That is a different issue and that part of the problem in terms of science teaching in schools, is that those scientists have not been going into universities or schools, they have been going into industry and the city etc. So I absolutely agree with you, we have to get a better balance in terms of different disciplines.

ES
Can I just pick up the point and I was musing on this, because I don’t think it’s a matter of unemployable, but historically there has been a pretty significant graduate premium. Where I would be on this is that as you significantly broaden access and volume of people in higher education, you may well find that there is a broader spectrum of the employment premium from the high to quite frankly the not so high employment premium. And then there is the cost of higher education is going up, there will be a natural tendency for people to go, “Why am I doing this,” in economic terms. So you have to look at the other reasons, why one might want to go to university. There has been quite a lot of talk about the graduate premium. And clearly it still exists, but will it still exist in five, ten years time, to the same degree and in that same set of parameters?
DE
As the economy becomes more of a graduate based economy, then by definition the premium will diminish over time. But we are thinking about the shape of the system as we move forward. And the way in which government may or may not wish to re-engineer that. One of the things which of course is interesting is if you leave the system just to demand as we’ve seen, the number of scientists coming into higher education relatively diminishes. We in the Funding Council have done a whole series of things in order to drive up demand to as it were, to intervene because we could see the market failure, particularly in the flow of scientists. So there is a profound policy question here isn’t there, if you just run to a demand led system, who shapes that demand? And on what kind of knowledge do they determine the choices that they are going to make?

MW
But the point, almost everything gets laid at the door of universities, the issue of course in terms of people going to university to read science itself lies in the schools. And it probably lies with quite young people in schools, so it’s actually the experience they got of science when they were 12 and 13 that determines their choices. And it tends to be the universities that gets bashed for this. But at the end of the day the problem must be when children make their choices at much younger ages.

MW
But then the question is whether that information gets passed down to the school, because actually the most school children don’t realise the choices that are open to them if they read science. And probably the worst thing that a school kid can do is give up maths, because that closes more doors than almost anything else. So the message has got to go down. 
DE
I am sure it’s right to say that there is a default position and it is to blame universities for things that the universities profoundly are not responsible for. And I am struck that when we were trying to redress the flow of physicist, chemists, engineers and mathematicians into higher education, one of the key interventions came from Microsoft, when Microsoft said, “We value mathematicians,” that sent a very powerful message out and worked along side other initiatives. 
We have touched on the importance of the student and teaching and in indeed that is central to what higher education is about. Looking forward over the next decade do we think that the nature of the student experience is going to change substantially? Do we think student expectations are going to change substantially? And do we think pedagogy needs to shift in response to that? Will the university in 2020 look much the same as it does now? Or will it be a transformed space and a transformed teaching experience?

JB
A number of different surveys indicate that there is a shift going on in, in terms of the reasons why students go to universities. So it’s something like 29% go for the experience. So that means, 71% are there because they think it will enable them to get a better job, to live a better life and all the reasons why we in the higher education constantly tells people they should come into higher education. Social life is shifting away from the campus. One of the VPs in my student union said to me last week, “The bar is empty, the venue is empty,” but you can’t get a seat in the library.” They are in the university to study, they are in the university to improve their prospects. And they are not there to waste their time. So we have to make sure that they can do the same things that they can do in Starbucks, they can switch on their machines and they can have coffee whilst they are doing that. 
ES
We should see significant change, significant pick-up of looking at the student and saying, “So how do we do it? What do you want? How do we flex? How do we leverage technology?” You made a point earlier which was really, really powerful, that we are going to see universities become more local in terms of the student experience, it’s the cost, it’s the extent to which people want to still, or have to still study close to university. And it’s the whole nature therefore of the university and the context of it’s city, it’s metropolis and it’s region. There is a significant shift which should happen, will it? In some of the best institutions with the best leadership, a lot of this is really being thought about and the shift if starting to happen. 
MW
Access and knowledge of course has been totally transformed, you can read almost anything you want over the internet. And actually one of the things that we’ve been doing at the Wellcome Trust is making sure that the results of the research we have fund is available, open access to anyone, anywhere in the world. So the access to the information for students has transformed beyond anything. But of course that access is transforming to everyone. The other thing that we haven’t talked about is the sort of demographic shifts that are going on, so A the change of the numbers of young people that are coming in and reduce. And of course the second this is the effects of the financial crisis, which we haven’t talked about so far. But we have now got a generation of students, particularly the ones coming through this year and maybe even next year, who are suddenly going to find that those opportunities to go into PWC and all the other firms that traditionally recruited in quite high numbers, suddenly those numbers are going to go down dramatically. Presumably more people will actually be wanting to stay at university, wanting to do masters degrees, wanting to do doctoral degrees and to some extent that is a market driven phenomena that there will be fewer choices.

DE
So if we are helping Secretary of State write his White Paper and we are at least trying to take a forward glance to the next decade. Then we are saying that students will become more demanding, particularly as they bear a greater proportion of the cost of their higher education. They will become more selective in the way in which they engage and they will have higher expectations around the quality and the flexibility of their learning experience. But it’s quite important that we are saying that the future is being modelled in the present and actually the best examples of what the university of 2020 will look like are universities in 2008 which are thinking for the future, which are responding and which are responding flexibly. And also we were suggesting that if you are trying to take a forward look, then you need to understand the ways in which the world will change and the unpredictability of that, whether we are looking at global economic impacts, whether we are looking at demography, or whether indeed we are looking at things which we can’t currently envisage. 
If we look back over the past decade, then we have seen an unprecedented increased investment in the research and science base. And a sustained increased investment in the science base. That’s come from public funds, but it’s also come from organisations such as yours Mark which has been able, again to drive research investment at a near unprecedented level. So there has been a collective recognition of the importance of research and a recognition that high quality research requires substantial funding. Do you think that the research base in higher education has and will deliver on that investment?

MW
It certainly has delivered. But it’s going to have to look very carefully about how it’s going to continue to deliver in the future and whether the existing models are going to be right for the future. So it’s a fantastically exciting time for science. But science is changing. And inevitably I will focus on the biological sciences, so we have seen the human genome sequence, we are now seeing the fruits of the genome sequencing beginning to be delivered. But they are being delivered in a very different way to the traditional mode of science in universities. So we are seeing human genetics where populations of patients in thousands are being looked at - it’s requiring collaborations between geneticists on a scale that has never been done before. And so the scale of the ability to do research is going up in logarithmic orders and that places new demands on how science is organised in universities. So, increasingly science is being done by teams of people. And the universities which have traditionally evolved on the model of the sort of single scholar working in a small group, that may not be the perfect solution for the future, so that universities are going to have to reorganise themselves internally into much more sort of institute-like. So the opportunity is terrific, but the status quo is not going to deliver the science of the future.

JB
We could also argue for more collaboration between institutions, rather than internal reorganisation, should we be thinking along the lines as they have been in Scotland where scientists are working across, a number of universities in order to maximise that research benefit?

MW
… universities are going to have to work together in a very fluid way. And one can’t stereotypically impose solutions, they’re going to be different for different organisations. The research institute model works quite well. But I’m not for a second arguing that as it were that research move from universities, into research institutes. Because the critical thing is to keep research alongside higher education, to inspire the next generations. 
ES
We have some major issues to solve as a civilisation with respect to the planet, we need the best brains focused on that type of thing. I do think that we have got to be careful that institutional barriers or processors do not get in the way of the worlds best researchers in location A collaborating and working with the worlds best researches in location B, which could be in another country, never mind another institution. We have also got to look at and I feel quite strongly on this one, real insights often come from cross-disciplinary research and the extent to which we really can put on cross-disciplinary research, with the real deep experts coming together to look at what comes when you combust those two disciplines.

JB
The more mobility between universities we can encourage the better. And it’s something that we have been resistant to here in the UK.

MW
But another important point is that industry is increasingly starting to outsource its primary discovery research to academia. And that’s a huge opportunity on one hand, but there is a threat because actually these companies are global and they will go where the best research is in the world. And similarly we are a global funder, we are not interested in funding research that isn’t globally competitive. And so the competition here isn’t as it were the next university, it’s actually the world. The prizes and the opportunities are huge. And clearly the other area that we should talk about briefly probably is this whole question of translation, which is that of course the scholar led by curiosity should still flourish, but actually it is about translating what is discovered in universities into products that will improve human life in different ways. 
DE
But are we saying that that is the responsibility of universities? That universities should discover, translate and exploit? Or is that actually about a rather complicated interface between universities and the research base, those that are going to invest in the exploitation of ideas and the subsequent transmission?

MW
It’s absolutely about the interface. But in the first place the university has got to recognise that actually turning something which is discovered in a laboratory into a product is an important thing to do. But then will the university have the complete skill set to do it, no of course not, that’s then about the relationships between university and industry. And of course one of the problems at the moment is that the place where there is the biggest shortage of funding is in that very early venture space, where the risks are very high, the returns are potentially high as well, but many companies will fail at that stage. 
JB
But they need to say to the Secretary of State, that this is the absolutely the wrong moment to have a little England mentality about higher education, that you need in fact to facilitate movement, business is global, science is global.
DE
So actually is what we are saying about research is this is part of something which is globally competitive, but England is competitive, can remain competitive, providing we sustain current levels of investment. That we flex up the way in which institutions manage research, we flex the way funders fund research. And also we continue to try and remove the impediments in the system to exploitation, knowledge transfer and so forth. 
When we started this publication we were operating in much more benign times than we are now experiencing. The very wise thought that there might be something of an economic slowdown, but there were very few who predicted that we would be where we are. And for policy makers and for leaders, for heads of institutions for funders, we are in the foothills of understanding what the global downturn is going to mean. Do you think we are therefore going to have to rethink most of our fundamental assumptions about the funding and the position of the higher education? 
ES
I don’t think you need to rethink the fundamental proposition of higher education, that would be seriously dangerous. I don’t think we should rethink the need for investment in higher education, that would have dire long-term consequences. This is a global economic recession, it’s not the end of the planet. Don’t get too alarmed and scared by it, but take some action, rather than just believe that you will come out the other side unscathed, just by carrying on. But there is a macro and a micro.

JB
I absolutely agree, many of us have major capital programs starting in progress. It’s very important that we continue with that and that we advance them. Also there can’t be a better moment for saying to employers, “This is not a movement to cut back on continuing professional development, it’s a moment to invest and to make sure that you have the best workforce that you possibly can.” 
MW
… it’s almost the perfect storm in terms of funding, because governments are going to be pushed, if you’re a fundraising philanthropy then there are less funds that can be raised and the endowments are all going to be hit to some scale. And so you’re right of course one shouldn’t stop all capital plans immediately, but you need to think twice about planning a brand new 300 million pound building as it were, because it is going to be harder to raise money. But making a virtue out of necessity, what is going to happen is that people are going to have to make choices. And actual sometimes in the good times people don’t need to make choices, so there will be much more strategic thought about the way forward. 
DE
The real challenge is a challenge to institutions to take seriously the rhetoric of institutional autonomy, to recognise that they gives them real opportunities. They’re not risk free opportunities but they are real opportunities. And almost certainly what we will see therefore is some institutions who put themselves in a position to thrive when the recovery comes. And others that find themselves quite challenged. But at that point you get into quite a difficult political terrain. Which is universities are in constituencies, they are public good, there is a substantial cumulative public investment and who will allow an institution to fail?

DE
One of the key issues certainly in my time as Chief Executive of the Funding Council, but also one of the messages which has been least received is to say to universities and higher education institutions, “Do what you are good at, or do what you can become good at.” So I do think that there is a strong challenge to institutions, to run with an investment model and to seek where institutions can drive quality and impact. 

MW
I agree with that and that’s sort of Darwinian metaphor, that you can become so narrowly specialised, that if you find your ecological niche goes and it’s a rather narrow one, then you’re extinct.

DE
So we have a clear message for higher education in the recession, that there are opportunities for the brave to reposition themselves, but for the complacent it will be a time of peril.
What do you think are going to be the major trends in the next decade which will reshape higher education in England? 

MW
Well it’s impossible not to look at the developing countries in the Far East in particular, to look at China, to look at India, to look at countries like Brazil. So we’re going to see the traditional powerhouses of education, there is going to be very significant competition. And this, the historical model of students coming to the UK and possibly also the United States will be challenged. 
JB
And added to that, nobody believes that on-line and distance learning is a cheap option, but never the less it is a viable option to extending higher educational cross a broad range of, a much broader range than would otherwise be possible. 
M
Whilst I absolutely agree with the drive to franchising - the concept of the globally networked university - it has to be done with care.

MW
The other trend are the global threats. We have always had challenges from infectious diseases that travel around the globe. But we are much more aware and the inequalities are increasing and universities need to look to whether they have a sort of more philanthropic role with respect to the poorest countries of the world and Africa. And there is certainly an increased interest amongst the student population in what is going on in the developing world. It seems to me that some universities are going quite strongly in that direction, others are not.

DE
When I look at what it is perhaps the best developed higher education system in the world, the US system, it seems to me that it has some quite interesting characteristics, there is a lot of innovation in the US system, there is public and private provision. There is public and private investment on a different scale to that in the UK. But then if you look at, what do the students who are prepared to invest most in their higher education seek to buy? They seek to buy actually something quite traditional. Higher education delivered in a particular location, with a lot of personal tuition and access to the best teachers and the best scholars. Now if American models are the future, then the future looks as if it’s about differential access to very high quality higher education. And to that to some extent runs counter to many of the policy trends in the UK over the last generation. Now it seems to me there are two responses to that, one is to say, that those who are prepared to invest most will always be able to buy the premium product and we shouldn’t worry too much about that. The other is to say actually we need to remake and to reshape the higher education offer in order to drive a reasonable degree of equity into higher education provision. 
MW
The big difference of course has been the huge endowments that American universities have had. And they can cope with the different balance of funding, because actually students pay full whack and they have these large endowments which of course deal with issues of equity in terms of student admissions. But the American university sector is changing very fast indeed and we can learn some lessons from that. 
JB
There is a much more flexible view of higher education. Yes okay their retention rates are not anywhere near ours, but their participation rates are much higher than ours. As we have already said the GDP invested is similarly higher. There are interesting things to learn from American higher education, but for me they would be about access, rather than about exclusivity. 
JB
We talked earlier about the differences that might be necessitated over the next decade or so. And one of the things that we can stop doing is denigrating the local. So those students who choose to stay at home for a variety of very good reasons. So we need to say that the students who choose to study down the road are making as interesting and valid and empowering a choice as those who choose to move away and go to an institution for other reasons. 
MW
We need to be looking around the world at different models all the time, recognising that the social contents may be different, but also recognising that we shouldn’t actually repeat the failed experiments of others and should actually be able to build on the successful experiments in other parts of the world. 
DE
Colleagues, thank you for a discussion which has amply demonstrated the contribution that higher education has made, has underscored the importance of continuing, not just to invest in higher education, but to participate in higher education. 
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