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Lecture 1: UC Berkeley Center for the Study of Higher Education

It is always a pleasure to be back in the University of California, from whose pension I continue to benefit, although in a deflated way linked, as it is, to the health of the stock market.  More seriously it is wonderful to be here under the auspices of the Center for the Study of Higher Education whose members, especially Sheldon Rothblatt and Martin Trow, have made such significant contributions to the study of British Higher Education.  I am immensely grateful too to Carl Pister, your new Director.  Carl, who succeeded me at Santa Cruz embodies all that is best in the UC system - and indeed has held virtually all the offices within it.  It is delightful to see him again.  

I should also like to thank the former Director, Mike Heyman.  Mike Heyman has wandered in and out of my life like a character in Anthony Powell’s Dance to the Music of Time.   A little ahead of me at the Yale Law School, he taught my courses at the Law School when I was driven out of the U.S. by an ever unforgiving Immigration and Naturalization Service.  He was one of a charming and supportive group of Chancellors when I was at Santa Cruz.  When he was Secretary of the Smithsonian, I was Master of the Oxford College from which Smithson had graduated.  Even extinct alumni have some fund-raising potential, but my great regret was that Smithson had left his wealth to the “people of the United States” rather than his old college.  I was unfortunately never able to find the codicil which would have reversed that.

I feel the need to begin with a disclaimer.  I have no sense that the English system of Higher Education and its many political problems are of intrinsic interest to an American audience.  Half a century ago, at least on the East Coast, elderly Brits lectured American audiences about higher education in the hope of offering moral improvement for the poor benighted colonials.  Today, the proverbial boot is if anything on the other foot.  The Brits are painfully aware that American Higher Education is thriving while so much seems pessimistic in the English scene.  I am however conscious that in looking at foreign systems is only really justified as a way of thinking about ones’ own system.  I might add that, in this sense, California has more parallels with the UK
 than the East Coast.

Cardinal Newman’s much quoted and little read Idea of a University is a reminder that Higher Education is a manifestation of Society at a given moment in time.  American Higher Education has evolved slowly since the founding of Harvard College in 1636 and has absorbed an intensely diverse group of institutions and purposes.  English Higher Education has undergone a remarkable transformation in a much shorter space of time.  In 1960, the visible part of the English University System was small, academic, liberal arts oriented and socially elitist.  Today, it is an extensive system where the emphasis is on mass higher education with a practical bent.  Superficially there are similarities with the United States. The English system, however, is a top down historical system which lacks the North American diversity.  Relevance is all.  Training is increasingly replacing education as the core purpose.  Whether diversity of institutions will survive is in question.  Examining the contrast  between these two systems - an analysis of the past and a pretentious peek into the future - is the underlying purpose of the lecture and its sequel, to be given at the Institute for Government Studies later this week.

(a)
The Emergence of English Higher Education
Most institutions in England are covered in the mists of the Medieval; most are also basically the creation of Victorian reformers.  Higher Education falls neatly within that tradition.  It operated, however, in an England which owed its style to a parallel political structure.  The Act of Settlement of 1701, signaling the end of the Glorious Revolution, could have been implemented, as the Philadelphia Convention was to be, as a political system with the separation of powers, replete with checks and balances.  As it developed, however, by the 1720’s the Prime Ministerial System under Walpole had produced a highly centralised form of what Lord Hailsham was to call in the 1980’s “elected dictatorship”.  Yet as early as Thomas Gordon’s Letters of Cato, in the 1720’s, the inherently authoritarian and centralized nature of responsible government had been under attack.
  The running of the country had, by then, been left to the Whig aristocracy - subject only to George III’s attempts to regain control, leading to an unfortunate contretemps with the thirteen colonies.  By the middle of the nineteenth century the new liberal professional middle class, its arrival most firmly noted with the establishment of the modern civil service by the Northcote - Trevelyan Reforms in the 1850’s, had taken control.  It was this class which put its intellectual seal of approval on the political solution of responsible government, linked with parliamentary sovereignty, with the publication of Dicey’s Law of the Constitution in the 1880’s.  It was this linking that enshrined the top down centralised basis of British government.  This was the political setting in which the revival of the English university occurred.

It was one of the sons of the new intellectual middle class, John Ruskin, who observed that “revivals are of things which never existed”.  So it was with universities.  Oxford and Cambridge had emerged in the twelfth and thirteenth century.  By the Reformation they had become institutions providing what Cranmer, in his Bidding Prayer for the new Church of England, referred to as producing “a supply of persons duly qualified to serve Thee in Church and State”.  Those universities provided such a cadre until the Civil War in the seventeenth century, but in the more settled times of the Whig oligarchy, their purpose became predominantly social.   Only in the Mathematics Tripos at Cambridge could it be said the English led Europe in intellectual terms.  Yet, as Higher Education in the United States was reborn out of the excesses of Jacksonian Democracy, in England the tertiary sector of education re-emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century out of a plethora of blue books - the new professional middle classes’ secret weapon.

While there were certain inklings of reform at Oxford in the first half of the nineteenth century, it was the Reform Commission of 1850 which first forced Oxford to look to the future rather than the past.
  When Lord John Russell ultimately imposed the Royal Commission in 1850, the sloth in both teaching and research was castigated.  With the exception of Francis Jeune, the Master of Pembroke, the University was opposed to all change, defending its clerical and collegiate soul in a report published by the universities’ governing body, Hebdomadal Council.  The Commission was anxious to make Oxford a centre of research and proposed a university dominated by scholarly and well-paid professors, with power ebbing from the Heads of House, the Colleges and private tutors.  Needless to say, the Colleges won and the Oxford University Act of 1854, drafted by Gladstone, looked to reform of the Colleges, to be conducted by them through an Executive Commission, rather than to reform of the University.  The most radical step was to make it easier for dissenters to enter the University, although most Colleges abolished restrictions on scholarships and fellowships and the new Hebdomadal Council began the process of weakening the position of Head of House.  The rise of the power of the College fellows led ultimately to Parliament repealing the religious tests at Oxford in 1871.

The reforms of Oxford continued.  As part of the Colleges’ redrafting of their statutes, some colleges had abolished - in whole or in part - restrictions on fellows’ marrying.  The 1877 Commission largely abandoned clerical requirements for Heads of House and any religious tests for undergraduates.  The battles between the researchers and the College men, however, continued.  The former lost their battle to establish research professorships, although the rank of Reader was established.  The reform of University government was politely passed over.
  The reality was that the professors and readers were to do research, the college fellows to teach by the tutorial method.  It was one of those bizarre English compromises that was to last for a hundred years.
  

The world outside Oxford was, however, changing far more rapidly.  In the 1830’s Durham University - modeled on Oxford - had been founded, as had the University of London, composed then of University College London and King’s College.  This latter development was particularly important because UCL had no religious tests and was consciously open to all.  The umbrella organization, the University of London, was geared to providing external degrees, open to both men and women.  This enabled Owens College in Manchester (founded 1850) and Mason College in Birmingham (founded 1875) to develop, designed as they were for local students and willing to teach subjects which included the vocational.  In 1884, Manchester, Liverpool and Leeds combined to offer degrees of their own and in 1884, Parliament began a modest grant to university colleges.  By the First World War, the number of students at the so-called provincial universities exceeded the numbers at Oxford and Cambridge, while Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Manchester and Sheffield had all received charters as independent universities.  There were, in addition, university colleges at Nottingham, Newcastle, Reading, Exeter and Southampton.  In London, the London School of Economics (1895) emphasised the social sciences, ignored by the older universities.  A national system of secondary education to supplement the public (independent) and grammar schools was founded in 1902.

Meanwhile the Technical Instruction Act of 1889 began the long and painful attempt for England to provide “a good system of industrial education for the masters and managers of factories and workshops”.  It had been a long uphill battle.  Birkbeck had started as the London Mechanics Institute in 1823 and by 1850 there were 600,000 members of the 622 mechanics’ institutions.  The movement largely failed because of the lack of education of the mechanics (compulsory primary education only arrived in 1870) and because the science relevant to industry and technology had not developed as a discipline.  The institutes fell into the hands of the middle class; with artisans left to develop their skills through examinations provided by those remarkable Victorian institutions, the Royal Society of Arts (1856) and the City and Guilds of London Institute (1879).  After the 1889 Act, local councils might levy a penny rate and the London County Council spent heavily on technical colleges.  By the 1930’s, in most parts of the country technical colleges were providing important support programs for local industries and were beginning to supplement secondary education and providing rudimentary access to other parts of higher education..  

By the First World War, therefore, England had two old universities, teaching traditional classical subjects, augmented by then with history, english and, almost as remote as the Sheffield Scientific School at Yale, scientific subjects.  Most of their customers were affluent members of what we would now call the establishment, living relatively expensively and luxuriously in residential colleges, but with some scholarship students from the grammar schools which emerged from the charitable institutions, founded after the Reformation.  Reformed by the Charity Commissions in the Nineteenth Century they enabled middle and lower middle class students to obtain a secondary education, and, in appropriate cases to go on to university.  Among these were the new civic universities, still largely non-residential, willing to invest heavily in science and engineering and catering primarily to the new affluent Victorian middle class.  Finally there was a growing technical education for the skilled and semi-skilled artesan, of varying quality and utility, but clearly separate from the academic secondary schools.  These divides were to plague English education from that day to this; a problem only marginally ameliorated by the Workers Education Association and other efforts at working class education.

The First World War helped to focus the scientific needs of the nation.  Modest grants from central government had become the norm.  When the War ended, the Committee on Grants to University Colleges (1889) was transformed by a Treasury Minute in 1919 to the University Grants Committee.  The Committee was responsible for advising the government on how much to give the universities as a whole and then deciding which universities should get the money.  It was a body with a majority of academics, who provided a buffer between the Treasury which provided the money and the recipients. The Board (Department) of Education was not involved because its civil servants were not thought of as being “intellectuals” and might want to be directive.  It was a cosy arrangement.

The inter-War years were not happy ones for Britain.  Economic decline, social unrest and political stalemate were the order of the day.  The Long Week-End, as social historians came to call the period, saw the creation of two new university colleges - Leicester and Hull - and Reading became a university.  The forerunner of the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals was founded, as were the forerunners of the Association of University Teachers and the National Union of Students.  Overall education remained depressed and the universities surprisingly irrelevant.  School was only mandatory until 14 and in 1938 only 4 percent of 17 year olds were still in school.  The norm was for students, whether in private or public education, to end their careers at 16 or 17.  University education was rare and arguably becoming less relevant, particularly as the civic (provincial) universities were alleged to be increasingly trying to ape the Oxbridge model.  Technical education, while patchy, was undistinguished.  It was in this atmosphere that it was perhaps surprising that Rutherford was inspired in his laboratories at Cambridge to split the atom, turning down a professorship at Yale because it involved teaching undergraduates.

(b)
From the Education Act of 1944 to the Student Protests
The Education Act of 1944 was for universities, as for other levels of education in Britain, a remarkable turning point.  Secondary education became free; the school leaving age was raised to 15; and the basis was laid for the financial support of students (both through fees and maintenance) at universities.  Yet if one were to stop the clock in 1950, there was a distinctly Victorian air in the tertiary sector.  Less than two percent of  the College - age cohort went to universities.  Physicians and surgeons, while they might do a basic degree at university, often received their whole medical training at a London hospital school, which, while treated as part of the university sector, provided a purely professional experience.  More than 90 percent of solicitors had not attended university - except under a work release scheme.  Their legal training was through an apprenticeship (articles); and the majority of barristers had either not been to university or had not read law at the university; they had “picked up” law at a crammers while preparing for the bar exams or later in pupilage (apprenticeship) in Chambers.  Nurses’ training, at nursing schools run by the hospitals, included a varying amount of theoretical instruction but was predominantly on the job training; the bulk of the teaching profession was trained at a network of 2-year teacher training colleges, frequently church-related.  With few exceptions, such as the Whitworth Scholarships, engineers were trained through apprenticeships, monitored by various levels of examinations run by the professional associations.  Those planning to be pharmacists still did apprenticeships, supplemented by some work in the local technical colleges.  Except for a handful of graduates recruited by the national papers, journalists learned on the job.  The idea that travel agents or sports organizers needed a degree would have been unthinkable.  Banks were not interested in recruiting graduates and industry was only beginning to think about it.

What was remarkable during these days of what was thought of as the most radical government that Britain had ever seen (Labour 1945-51) was just how irrelevant the tertiary sector seemed.  As G.I.’s raced back from the Second World War to take the benefits of the GI Bill at universities and colleges across America, the British Tommies returned to a society where tertiary education was virtually unknown, and in any event, they would have been unlikely to consider it or be considered by it.  The vast bulk of the country’s secondary education - in so-called secondary modern education - finished at 15.  Even for those at the grammar schools (the academic high schools) whether local or maintained or at the direct grant or independent schools, education ended with the taking of national exams - the School Certificate, still known generally as the School Leaving Certificate - the forerunner of today’s GCSE, taken at 16.  Industry and much of commerce recruited their managerial class at 16 or possibly 18.  If any particular industry felt the need for testing, it could be provided by the City and Guilds.  Each industry had its own system of apprenticeship ranging from the excellent to the appalling.  Public School (the powerful English private schools) headmasters regarded with contempt American Preparatory Schools which prepared students for College and University.  A good secondary education, culminating in the School Certificate or possibly the Higher School Certificate (the forerunner for today’s A levels) was all a “chap” needed to face the world.  Going on to University was something one did if one wanted to be a higher civil servant, barrister, Anglican clergyman, consultant physician, or teacher in a public or a “good” grammar school.  Some country families still used Oxbridge as a finishing school, at least for boys.  Universities were no place for women, or at least, ladies.

By 1954, there were some 82,000 students at English universities (with 28,000 in Teacher Training Colleges and 12,000 in full-time further education that is taking higher education programs in mainly local technical colleges) 
.  Although only a fifth of university students were at Oxford or Cambridge, those two universities continued to dominate a society which was highly centralized and where the Civil Service was both all-powerful and Oxbridge educated.  Thus even at the height of the socialist revolution (the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir Stafford Cripps, opposed the U.K.’s adherence to the European Convention on Human Rights because it was “inconsistent with a planned economy”) the old elite system of higher education survived untouched.  There was much to admire in that.  The University Grants Committee continued to decide what universities needed and the Treasury continued to honour the requests, allowing the UGC - dominated by academics - to determine which universities should get what.  The technical colleges, run by Local Education Authorities, had to rely on the generosity of the local councils (who in turn were dependant on the goodwill of ratepayers (property tax payers)).  The universities retained their charmed and elitist lives.  By 1950 students who had two passes in the Higher School Certificate, the forerunner of  A level normally had their fees and means tested maintenance provided at university if they in fact gained a place through scholarships awarded by the universities, state scholarships and county bursaries.  The economic exclusion of the thirties was largely dead; although it survived among students in LEA funded colleges and for part-time students.

Perhaps that made no real difference in a society that saw little or no role for the entrepreneur.  The idea that universities should contribute to the economic success of Britain was not even thought of; and the intellectual wing of the Labour Party, while it might harbour hostility towards the Public Schools, remained largely loyal to the universities - and especially Oxbridge and London where they had been educated.  Yet the dominance of Oxbridge, while it may have protected the universities, had a high social price.  As Edward Shils of the University of Chicago said of this period: “If a young man, talking to an educated stranger, refers to his University, he is asked Oxford or Cambridge?  And if he says Aberystwyth or Nottingham, there is disappointment on the one side and embarrassment on the other.  It has always been that way”.
  It was not a system that could survive.

As the post-War bulge emerged from the universities, the demand for university places did not decline; indeed the reverse was true.  There were many causes although the most obvious was the availability of funding.  By the early fifties the economic decline in Britain was obvious.  The economic recovery which was becoming more obvious in the countries defeated in World War II -  Germany and Japan - did not extend to the U.K.  The Suez fiasco of 1956 brought home to the British people the fact that the country no longer had an independent imperial future; it had to earn its own way.  Finger pointing, looking for the culprits of Britain’s demise, flourished.  Management and the unions were declared defective; but so was the educational system.  Public Schools and Grammar Schools were under attack, but so were the universities and especially Oxbridge.

The university world was, however, changing.  The Education Act of 1944 was beginning to bite.  In 1938 only 4 percent of 17 year olds had been in full time education; by 1962 it was 15 percent.  In 1954 4.3 percent of the age group achieved university entrance qualifications and 3.2 percent went to university.  By 1961 the figures were 6.9 percent and 4.1 percent.  The real pressure, however, was showing in Teacher Training Colleges (where the numbers between 1954 and 1961 rose from 28,000 to 55,000) and full-time students in Further Education Colleges (LEAs run colleges) from 12,000 to 43,000, with a rise from 29,000 to 54,000 in part-time students.

While the number of students at universities had reached 113,000 by 1961, the pressure on the system was growing.  Already, however, Sir Keith Murray, who became Chair of the UGC in 1953 was taking seriously an additional responsibility that the Treasury had added to the UGC’s role in the late 1940s “to ensure that they [the universities] are fully adequate to national needs”.  By 1963 Murray had created seven new universities - Sussex, York, Lancaster, Warwick, Essex, Kent and East Anglia, while cutting the formal links that held Newcastle and Dundee to Durham and St. Andrews.  In the meantime the Committee on Higher Education had been appointed by Prime Minster Macmillan in 1961 “to review the pattern of full-time higher education in Great Britain and in the light of national needs and resources to advise HMG on what principles its long-term development should be based”.  It is said that the Committee, under Lord Robbins, professor of economics at the LSE, would have been called a Commission but for the memories of Oxford dons about the nineteenth century Commissions.  

In truth, they need not have worried, although the dominance of Oxbridge was attacked.  For the most part Robbins reaffirmed the English tradition of higher education.  Teaching in small groups was favoured;  universities were to be predominantly residential; students would be full time and should spend their vacations studying; degrees should be broader and the sciences should have joint billing with the liberal arts; there should be a balance between teaching and research; the uniformity of pay and standards for staff was assumed; maintenance grants should be the norm, although Robbins saw the time when loans would have to arrive.  As a result of the Anderson Committee Report, (1960) standard systems of support replaced the old County Scholarships and State Scholarships, although both the maintenance payments and fees remained means-tested (i.e. students were supported on the basis of their parents’ wealth).  At this point, however, the College fees at Oxford and Cambridge were not automatically included.  In retrospect it is the dissent in the Anderson Report that makes the most interesting reading.  The dissenters warned that the abolition of a parental contribution would lead to real dangers to university independence and the possibility of “centralized bureaucratic control”.  They even picked up future dangers fearing that abolition of the contribution would put “public pressure on university authorities to provide a convincing explanation of the reason for rejection of every unsuccessful student”.
  The effect of Anderson and Robbins was to cause students - led by the NUS - to regard grants and payment of fees as a right rather than a social benefit.  In some ways this is understandable.  It was a bullish period.  The Government White Paper of 1963 accepting Robbins announced: “courses of higher education should be available for all those who are qualified by ability and attainment to pursue this and who wish to do so”.  Most remarkable in retrospect was the government’s announcement “plans are being put in hand and resources will be provided accordingly”.

In other areas the Robbins Report pushed the thinking on Higher Education into new fields.  There was to be a move towards science and technology throughout the system (the problem was there were never enough students wanting to study scientific subjects).  There were already special institutions of scientific and technological education and research - Imperial College and the Colleges of Science and Technology at Manchester and Glasgow; with outstanding reputations.  There were also to be new Colleges of Advanced Technology - technological universities
 brought under the umbrella of the UGC.  Local and Regional technical colleges - still under the aegis of LEAs - could give degree courses with degrees awarded under the aegis of a Council for National Academic Awards.  Teacher Training Colleges were to be linked to local universities and for students who stayed for a fourth year there could be degrees.  The number in Higher Education in England and Wales was predicted to jump from 185,000 (108,000 in Universities, 49,000 in Colleges of Education and 3,000 HE Students in FE Colleges) in 1962 to 481,000 (291,000 in Universities, 131,000 in Colleges of Education and 59,000 in FE Colleges), in 1980.

In so many ways what was most interesting about Robbins was the matters that were not implemented: the links between the Oxbridge and the state schools, the development of aptitude tests,
 seven new universities beyond the Murray universities, 30 percent of graduates going on to post-graduate work with generous grants and an independent body on pay for academic staff.  These omissions were to dog the university system for the remainder of the century.  Perhaps most intriguing was the accommodation, clearly made with the intention of protecting the UGC, as parliament became increasingly interested in the costs of universities, of a Minister of Arts and Sciences, inter alia, to “co-ordinate” the UGC.  The Conservative government (or, in the English way, the Head of the Civil Service, Sir Laurence Helsby) opted for the dissenting view in the Robbins Report by H. C. Shearman, Chair of the Education Committee of the London County Council, that the seamless web of education required a single responsible minister.  As a sop for the “High Church” view there was to be a separate Minister for Higher Education and Science and a separate Permanent Secretary.  Basically, however, universities were henceforth under the Ministry of Education with its traditions of regulation and close contact with LEA’s and the teaching unions.  The Universities Branch now handled the UGC.  Unlike the Treasury, the Ministry was thought not only to be unsympathetic to intellectuals, but to excellence itself.

The atmosphere was not one of concern, however.  Universities were the flavour of the month.  They continued to be funded under the five year block grants.  The arrival of a new Labour government under Harold Wilson in 1964 seemed to add credence to the new University crusade, although, in fact, the Conservatives had already accepted the goals of expansion, at least down to 1967, and had committed the money.  An expanded construction program was pushed through the Treasury and five research councils were established.  Wilson’s enthusiasm for the “white heat of technology” gave an impetus to the movement and the establishment of the University of the Air, which was the way the Open University was then described, could only add to the momentum.

After a brief hiatus, Harold Wilson (a former economics don at University College, Oxford), appointed Tony Crosland (a former economics don at Trinity College, Oxford) as Secretary of State for Education and Science.  (He had previously offered the job to Roy Jenkins, who preferred to wait for one of the “great offices of state”).
  Wilson and Crosland cordially disliked and distrusted one another.  Crosland was a fascinating figure.  The son of Plymouth Brethren who believed neither in war no alcohol and were trained to show no emotion, Tony Crosland saw very active army service in World War II, drank prodigiously, and slept with a wide range of men and women until he married his second (American) wife.  Crosland found the Vice-Chancellors, and particularly their lectures to him, a pain.  He complained to his wife: “I can understand about micro-economics.  I can understand about sex.  What I cannot understand is the desire of human beings to hear their own voices.  And, if one is to be truthful, I’m not frightfully interested in the universities.”
  His intellectual, and in many ways moderate socialism, was channeled into traditional Labour concerns.  He appointed yet another Public Schools Commission under Sir John Newsom.  While it talked about integration and assisted places, the thrust of the Report was to do nothing.  Critics of the schools probably felt it was not worth doing much since the public schools were thought to be on the decline.
  The Direct Grant Schools were examined in the Donnison Report.  The core of both the Labour and Conservative party were committed to the comprehensive solution; Tony Crosland was obsessed with it:  “If it’s the last thing I do” he pledged to his wife “……I’m going to destroy every fucking grammar school in England.  And Wales.  And Northern Ireland”.
  (In fact, he was not responsible for Northern Ireland.)

Crosland only began the process of destroying the grammar schools.  More actually went under Edward Heath and his Education Secretary Margaret Thatcher.  Some LEA’s never went comprehensive; there are grammar schools in Gloucester, Kent, Buckinghamshire and a few other counties to this day.  In Northern Ireland they have flourished - both the Protestant and Catholic varieties - enabling English universities, which recruit vigorously there, to claim a higher percentage of state school students, for these grammar school students are extremely well trained.  This, of course, may change as Martin McGinnis, translated from IRA terrorist to Minister of Education in the Province under the Good Friday Agreement, has announced plans to abolish them.

Thus, in an effort to rid the country of the dreaded 11 plus, and the tripartite grammar, secondary modern and largely undeveloped technical schools, Crosland and his Tory and Labour successors were responsible for the comprehensives, which, like the American High Schools they were attempting to emulate, ranged from the relatively good to the perfectly appalling.  In place of the socially disruptive 11-plus, England by the 1970’s had schools which at their best had serious sixth forms, but, at their worst had little sense of academic purpose or even educational purpose.  Moreover, it was unfortunate that the development of comprehensives coincided with a move to change teaching methods.  The “open classroom” and “child-centered” education might have worked if they had been well funded.  They were not.  The new comprehensives were, in the eyes of many, doomed before they started.  The grammar schools, which had taken bright and motivated members of the (mainly) lower middle and middle class and catapulted them into the leading universities were - with few exceptions - dead.  Oxford and Cambridge, which had done a remarkable job of democratising themselves since 1944 - by 1960 the majority of students were from state schools - found themselves with a decreasing supply of academically qualified students from the state sector.

Meanwhile the Direct Grant Schools found themselves sucked into the vortex of the loss of confidence in the grammar schools.  They had been established early in the century, taking some state money in return for some state regulation.  While nominally independent they in fact provided grammar school education in the areas where they existed.  Some now opted to join local comprehensive schemes, but the majority opted to return to their independent status.  The Public Schools Commission under Sir John Newson, appointed by Crosland, reported in July 1968 with a series of undistinguished suggestions for integrating the public schools with the state schools - all rapidly forgotten.  The irony of the Crosland years was that his destruction of the grammar schools coincided with a rapid increase in the numbers and prosperity of public schools and the willingness of parents to use them.  While American middle class parents were busily saving for College and University, as the result of the acceptance of the Anderson Report, all but the most affluent English parent had the fees (and real academic cost) of higher education paid and their children were provided with means-tested maintenance grants.  Since English universities remained primarily the preserve of the middle class, the logical use of resources was to spend [                    ] on private secondary education.  Public schools, which had been on the decline in the early sixties, were thriving again by the early seventies.

Before Tony Crosland left education in 1967 he was responsible for another important milestone in the history of English higher education.  Already there was movement away from the Robbins’ recommendations: Robbins had seen the universities basically as running the whole of the Higher Education sector.  Colleges of Education were to be linked (in effect controlled by) the universities. Local and Regional Technical Colleges might be considered for university status as things developed - which may well have been an euphemism for looking more like universities with a preference of full time students.  Indeed Robbins referred to a “gratifying waiting list” of such institutions.  While the Conservatives had accepted this aspect of Robbins, Labour was much less clear that putting technical colleges into an inferior position made sense. Eric Robinson of Enfield College of Technology,
 an influential member of the Labour Party, fought vigorously for technical education arguing that “understanding the polytechnics is impossible without an acknowledgement of British class structures and class prejudice”.

Crosland himself was much influenced by Sir Toby Weaver, Deputy Secretary for Higher Education Policy - a former local government official - who persuaded Crosland not to follow Robbins in these matters. Crosland began to talk about higher education “for working people and their children”. He worried that, if incorporated into the university system, there would be “academic drift” in the technical colleges.  The CAT’s, established in 1956, had come to look like and ape the academic style of universities and were now under the UGC. As Crosland put it: “For more than a century, colleges founded in the technical college traditions have gradually exchanged it for that of the universities.  They have aspired to an increasing level of work, to a narrowing of student intake, to a rationalization of course structure and to a more academic course content”.
  

From 1961 onwards, there had been great emphasis on technical colleges.  The emphasis coincided with the growth in universities and the “Golden Period” in the UGC.  The question of how to look at the whole was settled by Crosland in his famous, or infamous, Woolwich speech on 27 April 1965, the core of which said: “On the one hand we have what has come to be called the autonomous sector, represented by the universities, in whose number, of course, I now include the colleges of advanced technology.  On the other hand, we have the public sector, represented by the leading technical colleges and the colleges of education.  The government accepts this dual system…..”.  While Crosland is later said to have regretted the binary divide, it was to shape English higher education until 1992 and beyond. Moreover, the decision also effectively ensured the demise of the plan to link Colleges of Education with universities.  They drifted to the Polys.

The new Polys were to be under a separate funding agency.  Responsibility for the establishment of the polytechnics fell to Roy Prentice, then a junior minister.  He set out the goals in a 1976 White Paper: institutions which catered for full-time and part-time students, those on sandwich courses and those seeking qualifications below university level.  The suggestion was that 50 existing institutions be reorganized into 28 Polys (increased to 30 by 1973 and by 1992 thee were 34)
.  

The government had added a vitally important sector to higher education whose goals were very different from the existing universities which saw themselves as bastions of the liberal arts and cultural values.  Universities were to be unique.  There was a more honourable reason for the change.  By the sixties it had become increasingly clear that Britain’s economic performance was falling badly behind that of other European nations.  As Crosland put it “there is an ever increasing need and demand for vocational professional and industrial-based courses in higher education.”  It was hoped that what became known as the Poly’s would provide that technical expertise, in conjunction with the Industrial Training Act of 1964.  The Industrial Training Boards were designed to prop up the declining system of apprenticeship in British industry.  Few thought it a success.  Such developments certainly did little to halt Britain’s industrial decline.
  Whether the idea that universities (and indeed the whole of higher education) was inextricably linked with growth of the GDP came from government or the universities is unclear.
  What is clear is that it launched an alleged relationship from that day to this and been the catalyst for the transformation of the primary purpose of higher education from education to training.  Equally, it has transformed higher education from a liberal education for an elite to mass higher education for the benefit of the economy.

The seven new universities recommended by Robbins had already been abandoned; but the UGC continued on its way with respect to the existing universities and CAT’s, requesting funds which it expected to be met and making quinquennial awards.  The economic climate made this increasingly unrealistic.  Structural change was, however, in the wind.  Soon after the arrival of Labour in 1964, the second Permanent Secretary for Higher Education was abolished.  In 1965 the Public Accounts Committee of the House of Commons gained access to the UGC and university accounts; and while in the early years the Comptroller and Auditor General went gently with the universities, it was finally established that the piper could call the tune.  As the UGC oversaw the doubling of university students (from 113,000 in 1962 to 225,000 in 1972) the quinquennial grant called for a tripling in funding in a period of moderate inflation.  At first all seemed well with the new quinquennial grant in 1967; the proposed recurrent grants for the next four years were generous.

The return of Labour in 1964 has seen a run on the pound.  Healey, Jenkins and Crosland urged devaluation on Wilson. He refused to discuss it.  It eventually came in 1966, and Jenkins took over from Callaghan as Chancellor of the Exchequer.  Jenkins managed to stave off a further devaluation in 1967 and finances gradually improved. It was not, however, a time when the universities, now predominantly funded by government, could expect to be left untouched.  Parliament was increasingly asking questions about universities and especially the expense of new campuses.  In July 1965, Callaghan, as Chancellor of the Exchequer “deferred” some of the building money; ultimately a fifth of the proposed construction for the quinquennium was lost.  The National Incomes Commission looked at academics’ pay (nationally there was then a so-called income policy) and were not generous
 and even later the increase was not implemented because of a pay freeze.  Staff at universities increasingly unionised and government was more reluctant to fund pay awards.  There was also disappointment that science students were not appearing at the universities, an increase in whose numbers had been part of the reasoning of the Robbins Report.  Rather social science, sometimes in its more absurd forms, took pride of place.

Worse still - at least in terms of government support - was the arrival of the student revolt.  Compared with Berkeley or the Sorbonne it was far more a protest than a revolution. (As A. J Liebling remarked, the problem with England is that it is “too couth”).  It could be argued, also, that whereas intellectuals and intellectualism was accepted in Paris and on the East and West Coast, it is frowned on in England.  In 1966 and 1967 student power appeared at the LSE and it spread to Essex and several other campuses, not really subsiding until 1973.  The net result was that the universities became a subject of hostility in middle England: in 1985 the Sun was still demanding the closure of the University of Essex.  

By 1970-1 there were 236,000 students in universities and 204,000 higher education students in the public sector, as the Polytechnics were still called.  The money to fund such growth, at least at the level to which universities had been accustomed, was just not there.  Shirley Williams, then the Higher Education Minister, put thirteen points to the universities, all suggesting that excellence needed to be tempered by economy.  The universities followed what was to become the norm - they effectively did not respond.
  The attitude was understandably thought to reflect arrogance and complacency.  Not only was Higher Education falling out of favour, but so was the Labour Party.  In 1970 Harold Wilson was replaced by Edward Heath.  The new Education Secretary was Margaret Thatcher.

(c)
From the Student Protests to the Thatcher Prime Ministership

By 1970 then, the world was beginning to change.  OPEC has appeared.  Serious economic problems had once more become clear in the British economy.  The student revolution had begun to dampen the public and politicians’ interest and enthusiasm for higher education.
  Cuts in building programs had occurred; could cuts in quinquennium grants be far behind?

The period between the Heath Conservative administration in 1970 and the Thatcher administration in 1979 represented the nadir of Britain’s post-war history.  The Head of the Civil Service, Sir William Armstrong, saw his role as “managing decline”.  On every economic scale Britain was falling behind both North America and the remainder of Europe.  Heath, himself, appeared as a believer in the market, but as industrial strife continued and indeed grew steadily worse, he wobbled back to Butskillism and capitulation to the unions  One has the impression of his government casting around for answers; and finding none.  In 1972, Heath took the UK into what was then the European Community and is now the European Union (and who knows may shortly be the United States of Europe).   To many it seemed the last throw of the dice.

Meanwhile the Conservative government sought to build on the 1969 Report of the Committee on Technical Courses and Examinations, attempting to strengthen vocational courses and apprenticeships to bring Britain into line with continental countries like Germany which seemed to be able to link apprenticeships and universities and at the same time appeared unstoppable economically.  Like so many things in the England of that day, the attempts went off half-cock.  The nationalisation - or at least centralisation - of apprenticeship had led to a decline in traditional apprenticeships and the establishment of vocational courses in Further Education Colleges of decidedly varying quality.  (By 1970-71 there were some 100,000 students in F. E. Colleges, far more than Robbins had predicted).  Nationally everything was going wrong.  The oil crisis was a great blow.  The government tried Labour’s solution of an incomes’ policy, but the miners’ strike and the three day week saw the end of the Tories in 1974. 

The Education Secretary during the Heath years was none other than Margaret Thatcher.  Her reaction to the permanent officials was not a positive one.  It was, she thought, an “awful department”.
  As she put it herself: “the ethics of the DES was self-righteously socialist.  For the most part, these were people who retained an almost reflex belief in the ability of central planners and social theorists to create a better world.”  It was a department she found in thrall to the unions, especially the National Union of Teachers.  “Equality in education was not only the overriding good, irrespective of the practical effects of egalitarian policies in particular schools; it was a stepping stone to achieving equality in society, which was itself an unquestioned good.”
  Mrs Thatcher tried to have Sir William Pile, the Permanent Secretary, fired.  She failed.  She tried to slow down the comprehensive movement in secondary education; she was largely unsuccessful.  Whatever her sympathy for the Black Papers, then questioning the prevailing wisdom of the educational establishment, there was little she could do.  With respect to universities, however, the Heath government celebrated its arrival by downgrading the Minister of State for Higher Education to Parliamentary Under-Secretary.

Mrs Thatcher had “no love for universities”, although she did save the Open University.  Her view of the universities reflected Malcolm Bradbury’s History Man, the contemporary (and hugely funny) novel, suggesting the new universities were the repository of mindless social science and social decadence, suffused with the ethos of the “loony left”.  Her contempt for sociology and the social sciences was considerable and after being physically attacked at Enfield College of Technology, her general view of students was not positive.  As she wrote in her memoirs of the period: 


“the student protests of the time, far from being in the vanguard of progress, were phenomena of a world that was about to pass away.  The universities had been expanded too quickly in the 1960’s.  In many cases standards had fallen and the traditional character of the universities had been lost.  Moreover, this had occurred at a time when market principles were in retreat and the assumption was near-universal that everyone had a right to a job and the state had the power to give it to them.  So these rootless young people lacked both the authority which had been imposed on their predecessors in the 1950’s and the discipline which the need to qualify for a good job would place on students in the eighties”

All the time, however, neither she nor the Department had the relentless economic and practical view of Higher Education which all parties eventually came to express.  As the 1972 White Paper, Education: A Framework for Expansion put it: “The government consider higher education valuable for its contribution to the personal development of those who pursue it; at the same time they value its continued expansion as an investment in the nation’s human talent in a time of rapid social change and technological developments.
  All of these assumptions were questioned by the disintegrating economic situation.  It was capped by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Anthony Barbor’s decision in December 1973 to cut the increased sum in the remainder of the quinquennium by a half which he cheerfully announced “could be accommodated without detriment to the planned growth of the universities.”  Shortly thereafter there was a fifty per cent cut in the inflation payment for universities.  The universities thus lost ten percent of their budgets within a month.  (It sounds faintly like California today). 
The return of Labour, led by Harold Wilson, in 1974 meant more of the same.   Britain’s economic decline continued.  Labour unrest continued;  there was less money for everything.  With less money for universities - and more universities - the UGC increasingly piped the government’s song.
  It had warned in 1970 that “it seems probable that the settlement for 1972-1977 will contain strong pressure to reduce unit costs.”  Money for buildings evaporated and the expected expansion of students in the natural and physical sciences proved to be an expansion in the social sciences.  This was increasingly frustrating to politicians and civil servants who had convinced themselves that more students in the sciences would ensure a higher GNP or GDP.  The polytechnics continued to thrive, - with their degrees - including by then graduate ones -validated by the Council for National Academic Awards.  Increasingly their students were full time.
  The universities changed little.  They and the polytechnics, under the Crosland formula, continued to report to different offices; the trade associations were different; the funding agencies were not the same.  Yet natural evolution operated.  The polytechnics yearned to be free; they wanted a more research orientated life and the right to give their own degrees - and secretly some of them wanted to be like the old universities.  And still the numbers grew.  When, under Mrs. Thatcher’s Secretaryship, universities were for the first time included in educational planning, the goal for higher education by 1981 was upped from 558,000 to 750,000.
  Most of these were in the Polys and the Colleges of Further Education as the remaining technical colleges had now become.  The notion of manpower planning gave way to universities as an important part of “financial development” and, of course, economic growth. It was this scene that greeted Reg Prentice in 1974, Wilson’s Secretary of State for Education in his second administration.  It was not an inspired choice.  As the Senior Policy adviser in No. 10 put it: Prentice  “seemed inactive”.
  (He ultimately became a Conservative M.P.).

While Labour was positive about education and especially higher education, the disintegrating state of the economy and the voters’ alienation from the universities made help difficult.  Universities experienced a 10 percent cut in students, and academic posts were frozen.  Whatever fat that was left was squeezed out.  While the Treasury ultimately put back a little into the pot, resources in the university sector were shrinking.   The situation was not helped, at least in that sector, when the Houghton Committee recommended and the government accepted, salary recommendations in the public sector (as the Poly technical colleges and education colleges were confusingly called) which in senior positions were higher than the national scale for university teachers.  The AUT demanded at least parity, went to arbitration, and won, but then under a freeze saw all wage claims limited to £312 per year.  This left a gap in salaries between universities and the public sector. The public’s loss of confidence prevented the solution of the “anomaly” for many years.  

There was more to follow.  By 1974 the UGC admitted that the DES exercised “strategic influence” on student numbers, while by 1976 it agreed the DES was responsible not only for student numbers but also the balance between arts and sciences and undergraduates and postgraduates.
  In short, the government decided not only how many students there should be, but what they should study.  Meanwhile the cuts continued.  The new government cut building programs to their lowest level in twenty years.  Building of subsidized student residences effectively ended.  The UGC urged universities to buy fewer books.  The Government also raised the fees for overseas students and compensated by cutting the UGC grant, a process repeated almost every year.  There was an important by product of all this.  As fees for both foreign and domestic students rose, since the government paid virtually all domestic fees, the UGC effectively lost its power to distinguish between universities as it distributed its funds.  The government had discovered what was to become the “unit of resource”, decided by the government without the intervention of the UGC.  By the time the Quinquennium ended in 1977, funding was effectively on an annual basis.

Reg Prentice’s successor was Fred Mulley (1975),
 and he commissioned the first comprehensive study of the sector since Robbins.  This so called Brown Paper,
 finally published in 1978 was the work of Gordon Oakes, the Higher Education Minister.  While it produced more honest figures (although still assuming that student numbers would decline with a dropping birthrate) it was lacking in ideas, except for a proposed two year degree for abler students (the Treasury preferred a two year degree for the less able students because they could absorb less!).  The pressures to respond to social exclusiveness and economic goals were already there.  By this time the Education Secretary was Shirley Williams: bright, articulate and indecisive.  The situation continued to drift.  What was abundantly clear from the Brown Paper, however, was that it was the government’s job to plan and fund higher education.  Indeed when an independent university was founded at Buckingham, inspired by the political scientist Max Beloff, politicians and civil servants were uniformly disapproving.

Other pressures appeared.  As the Wilson government proposed devolution, both Scottish and Welsh politicians showed an interest in “controlling” “their” universities.  It was a warning of problems to come.  There were, however, wider problems galore for the Labour government, led after 1976 by James Callaghan.  In his famous Ruskin College Speech, to the horror of the teaching unions and the Education Department, he asserted more rigor and basic standards in the State Schools
 Callaghan, who had not been to university may have been the last Prime Minister greatly to care for them.  Against his Cabinet’s view, he even had a grudging belief in grammar schools.  His attentions, however, were elsewhere.  Economic disasters forced Britain to be bailed out in his first year by the IMF,
 the political situation disintegrated still further.  One of the recommendations of the IMF was that Britain should cease subsidizing overseas students.  It was a recommendation that Shirley Williams accepted although, for reasons that are unclear, the opprobrium fell on the incoming Conservative government which had to implement her decision, by ceasing to reimburse universities for the cost of teaching overseas students.  Remarkably, to make her decision more politically palatable, Williams agreed, having raised the fees for all students, to pay the whole fee, though still means-tested, for domestic students.  (Included in this were the Oxbridge College fees - to become a source of great bitterness).  This remarkable gift to the affluent further strengthened the public schools which had become particularly attractive as Shirley Williams did her best to finish off the last of the Grammar Schools.  Nationally, the situation deteriorated.  The “Winter of Discontent” (1978-9), rife with industrial strife, ensured the return of Mrs Thatcher, the relatively new Conservative leader, in 1979.

(d)
The Thatcher Years 1979-1990
By the end of the 1970’s then, along with the remainder of Britain, the universities were suffering from loss of public confidence caused by the student revolution, growth in numbers which inevitably caused increasing interest in what were, by then, the massive funds going into the tertiary sector and the distressed state of British economy.  Yet visitors in the late seventies still talked of the leading British universities as on a par with the leading American universities and European commentators rated English universities as the best in Europe.  It was a situation which was to change relatively rapidly.

Mrs Thatcher who, in the United States is renowned as the guru of  freedom and the market, privatization and the curbing of the unions, and did indeed shake up the British economy, nevertheless despised universities.  She, partly deliberately, and possibly partly unconsciously, set out to undermine them.  She (or her administration) curbed the independence of universities dramatically and set up a system of central control, worthy of India, Cuba, Russia or China at their most extreme stage of central planning.
  Already, as we saw, the quinquennial grant had been abandoned by 1974 and as early as 1968 the UGC had conceded the need “for at least the outline of a central strategy”.  In addition to the protection of independence provided by the UGC, the notional survival of fees gave a further boost, in effect providing a student with a voucher to use at the university of his or her choice.  During the seventies the Treasury refused to increase the size of university fees, paid through the local authorities, in line with inflation, because it meant simply that the Treasury had to increase the budgets of local authorities.  (This was especially true after Shirley Williams had abandoned parental contribution).  That decision, however, meant that universities were ever more dependent on central funds.  Shortly the new government decided to halve fees, quite deliberately because they wanted to control universities more effectively.

Such matters of high principle were not what kept the universities on their toes in the early years of the new administration.  The new Secretary of State for Education was Mark Carlisle, whose period at the Ministry - as it then was - was marked chiefly by reports of his return “bleeding” from encounters with the Treasury.  By 1981, he had been replaced by Sir Keith Joseph, a prophet of the free market (indeed many thought he inspired Mrs. Thatcher’s attitude).  He believed in cutting government spending and lowering taxes.  He made little effort to stop the Treasury reducing his departmental budget.  By the time Carlisle had discussed spending for 1980-81, the Treasury looked for an 8 percent cut compared with 1979.  The following years were to have cuts of 5 percent in real terms.
  In 1981 the universities were given a month to make an 18 per- cent cut in their budgets; tougher than Sacramento!
  Three thousand academic posts were eliminated.  Some universities have never recovered from these singeing cuts.

The UGC rather ineffectively tried to  become  a planning agency, with efforts to quantify the research productivity of departments.
  As Sir Edward Parkes, the Chair of the UGC warned, however, “the greatest threat to the United Kingdom universities today is not a financial one”.  It was not just that Sir Keith Joseph was cutting the grants for the then new universities - Bradford, Salford and Aston - by thirty percent, he was suggesting the end of tenure.  Moreover it was increasingly obvious that the Government was unhappy with a UGC that had such a “cozy” relationship with Universities.  The UGC, as it managed decline, was increasingly seen as the Government’s agent.

Keith Joseph
 is an interesting figure.  Highly intelligent, not very worldly, he was dubbed by the satirical magazine, Private Eye, the Mad Monk.  He was not a particularly effective lobbyist in the spending rounds when Ministers have to argue their departments’ case with the Treasury (which performs the role taken by the OMB in the U.S.).  Perhaps it was that Joseph had little sympathy with much that had happened.  He thought the expansion of Higher Education had gone too far and that students and universities has lost their way.  At one point he even asked the Treasury for further cuts.  He wanted fewer students (there was still an incorrect assumption that as the number of eighteen year olds dropped, student numbers would drop) and, in any event, more of them in polytechnics rather than universities.  At the Secondary level he was opposed to comprehensives and developed the Assisted Places Scheme - to bring bright students from the state schools to the private schools.  He toyed with vouchers for parents choosing secondary education.  

The students were outraged by the cuts in numbers and Joseph was physically attacked in Brighton.  Academics, too, accustomed to protective funding, could not adjust to the loss of public esteem and ring fenced funding.  Not only did they continue their somewhat pretentious habit of signing petitions about political situations in all parts of the world, they increasingly started attacking the government.  Three hundred and sixty four economists attacked Geoffrey Howe’s budget, a budget by which the Chancellor of the Exchequer began the  process of moving Britain away from the planned economy.
  Even before that, however, the academics had been outraged by the 1979 decision to charge economic fees to overseas students, which the Treasury proposed to compensate for by reducing university grants.  In the end the universities capitulated and higher fees came in.
  The anger about the increases and the cuts remained, however, and after the return of the Conservatives, basking in “the Falklands effect” in 1983, the Oxford leadership decided to award Mrs Thatcher - an Oxford graduate, an honorary degree.  Oxford had always awarded an honorary DCL to Oxonian Prime Ministers.  Congregation, the legislature of Oxford academics, very publicly rejected it.  No doubt the dons felt better, but they lost the public relations battle.
  While Halsey reported the gradual move in the political views of academics towards the left, the British public showed greater faith in Mrs Thatcher.

1984 was indeed the year of Big Brother, at least in the eyes of many academics.  Pressure from the DES (Department of  Education and Science) had already seen efforts to merge or eliminate weak university departments coupled with money for early retirement to reduce the number of academics.  In 1984, under pressure from the DES, the UGC announced that “to ensure that resources for research are allocated and managed to their best advantage” resources should be allocated selectively, rather than distributed primarily through the block grant in an egalitarian way (pro rata according to the number of students) to the then existing universities.  No longer would the universities and the UGC be the primary determinants of research.  The Advisory Board for Research Councils became far more pro-active.
  While leading scientists at the major universities protested, the move in fact protected research in these universities as the country moved to a more egalitarian general funding base for the bulk of universities.

By 1984, academics, picking up the Conservatives’ interest - amounting almost to an obsession - with the link between university research and graduates on the one hand and economic growth on the other, argued that the ongoing cuts in university funding were harming industry.  As early as 1982, William Waldgrave had argued that “Government, Industry and Higher Education must work together to match the output of qualified personnel with industry’s needs”.
  Keith Joseph, kept on after the 1983 Election more because of his loyalty to Margaret Thatcher than because of his competence as a Minister, thought he saw a way of closing the fiscal gap, and pushing far more money towards science.  On November 12 1984, Joseph announced that the university maintenance grant would have lower thresholds for means-testing, meaning the affluent would pay more.  More terrifying to Middle England, he announced a £725 to £4,000 university fee, means-tested, to be paid by richer parents.  Moreover, the increases were to become effective at once.  Conservative back-benchers, prodded by Tory voters, were outraged.  Joseph was denounced as “a secret socialist” and 180 Tory M.P.’s signed a hostile motion.
  On December 4, 250 Tory M.P.’s met in Committee Room 14 and Joseph was subjected to a vicious verbal attack by the irate mob of table pounding Tory back-benchers who, in the words of Nigel Lawson, believed “Keith had no political judgment”.  The following day Mrs. Thatcher withdrew her support for the proposal claiming that she had not been properly briefed; 
 and Keith Joseph cut the funding of science research to fill the gap.

Some Conservative back-benchers, of course, had more intellectual concerns.  Enoch Powell observed: “it is barbarism to attempt to evaluate the contents of higher education in terms of economic performance, or to set a value upon the consequences of higher education in terms of monetary cost-benefit analysis”.  Powell had been a Professor of Greek.  Robert Rhodes James M.P., a former Cambridge don, put it differently: the DES “had no understanding of the purpose of a university”.  George Walden who was PPS and then Parliamentary Under Secretary in the DES from 1983 to 1987, with special responsibility for higher education, has recorded the mood during these years.  Walden, an intellectual, was allowed to make speeches on such non-Thatcherite subjects as the classics, philosophy and art history.  He concluded:


“Overall our strategy on higher education seemed right: expand student numbers in the polytechnics, rationalise the universities by concentrating some subjects in centres of excellence rather than having mediocre departments on every campus,
 put more emphasis on teaching and encourage both sides of the binary line to be more entrepreneurial by setting up science parks and the rest.  But our rhetoric made it too easy for the universities to claim that we were a bunch of philistines with no idea what universities were for, and there was no lack of Tory M.P.’s to reinforce that suspicion.  ‘Why don’t we just make them give up this Shakespeare nonsense and do something useful?, was the contribution to policy I received from one backbencher”.

Walden later admitted:


“Our policy seemed to replace a selective system by a mass system - the opposite in many ways to what we were trying to do in the schools.  And of course it was mass cultivation on the cheap.  Ever more students herded into ever expanding institutions to graze, untutored, on ever thinner pastures.  Even more ‘higher’ education based on the insecure foundation of chronically inadequate schools, whose poverty of aspiration and anti-elitist resentments seemed a poor preparation for ‘higher’ studies!”.

In 1987, Walden resigned, cynically observing his lasting contribution being that he “helped to cut the unit of resource by several percent.”

During the Thatcher years, while the numbers at universities remained almost stationary, the numbers in the public sector - on the other side of the binary divide - continued to grow.  By 1987, of those in Higher Education roughly 50 percent were by then in the public sector.  The leading Polys were anxious to become universities, while in the university sector there were those who felt some of their number should be demoted to the public sector. (Keele was a favourite example).  The attitude was underlined by Norman Tebbit, a right wing confidant of Margaret Thatcher who, in 1984, threatened that universities that did not co-operate with government policies would be demoted to polytechnics.
  With the White Paper of 1985 it became abundantly clear that the main purpose of higher education was to service the needs of the economy.

One of the ironies was that, as the Polys grew, they began to move away from their early concerns with engineering and education.
 (Seventeen also incorporated art schools).  Law began at Manchester Poly in 1966 and rapidly became a major concern of the Polys. By the late 80’s computing began to take off.  Modern languages were taught, not in connection with literature, but often as part of a business course. By the 1990’s, business was the largest subject, but many more had appeared. In the mid-70’s, recreation and leisure studies, together with sports studies; in the 80’s the allied medical professions bloomed at the Polys - physiotherapists and occupational therapists, together with nurses.  They adapted the American modular system and were much more willing to experiment with multi-disciplinary degrees than universities.  The CNAA became more willing to approve graduate degrees, particularly in Polys like Portsmouth, where research was thought of as important.  Meanwhile other Polys developed access courses to “make experience count” (Greenwich).  Hatfield had courses designed for mature women; Central London for trade unionists.

Whatever Mrs. Thatcher thought about universities, she did try to improve the quality of technical education.  Compared with Germany and Japan, students in Britain left school younger yet, compared with Germany, there were fewer apprenticeships.  The system of industrial training had largely collapsed under Labour’s efforts to rationize (or nationalize) it and it was also weakened by the rapid rise in unemployment.  (By 1981 20 percent of young males were unemployed).  The Manpower Services Commission was favoured by Mrs. Thatcher, which in 1983 established the Youth Training Scheme, emphasizing technical skills.  The Prime Minister saw this as the key to Britain’s economic success and a foil to the elitist attitude of the universities.  A new quango was created, the National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ) to create a certificate program, not necessarily restricted to the young, which were to be highly practical evidence of skills, learned and mastered on the job.  It was touted as a way of “upskilling” the workforce.  The early euphoria in the eighties gave way to a sense of failure in the nineties - as Britain failed again to press the right button to educate its traditionally under-skilled workforce.

In the meantime morale in the universities continued to sink.  The brain drain, especially to the United States, accelerated as academic salaries especially for outstanding academics, became in relative terms, ever more derisory.
   The national salary scale meant that universities were not able to respond to overseas offers; but the AUT remained firmly opposed to merit pay and the government’s proposals for more flexibility in salaries.  Nor did the universities’ fortunes change as the ministers changed.  In 1986, Kenneth Baker replaced Keith Joseph.  While Baker under New Labour became something of a supporter of universities, that was not how he was viewed during his time as Secretary of State.  Much of his prodigious energy and decisiveness was, it is true, devoted to establishing a national curriculum in the primary schools (in the secondary schools O levels - later GCSE’s - set the tone) in an effort to repair damage done by “progressive” educational philosophy.  Baker - and Margaret Thatcher - had little time for the teachers or the teaching unions, which they, with some justification, regarded as associates of the loony left and political correctness.

It was clear that the universities were not well run.  The Jarratt Report in 1985 included an embarrassing list of management failures.  At that time, however, there still seemed hope.  The Jarrett Report, commissioned by the universities, observed:


“The UK universities make outstanding contributions to our national life.  Their ….. degree courses are shorter than those of any other developed country and their wastage rate is low not least because of this emphasis on small group teaching and personal tuition.  They play the leading role in maintaining and advancing scholarship in the humanities and the social sciences, where their achievements are high by international standards.  They carry out the greater part of pure research in the United Kingdom and much of the applied research on which the future scientific and technological development depends…… They underpin in culture and the arts the quality of natural life.”

The universities, however, were soon giving Baker an opportunity to reorganize them too.  In 1985, on the recommendation of the Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals - as the current Vice-Chancellor of London University puts it, “in its classic posture of aiming a very powerful rifle at its feet and pulling the trigger”
 - the Government had appointed the Croham Committee to review the UGC’s constitutional position.
  That Committee found two major weaknesses.  It thought that there ought to be greater public control over the use of tax funds by universities - although it talked in terms of accountability; second, that the UGC should be given corporate status, reduced in size and that instead of having only academic members, the majority of members should be non-academics.  The government was happy to oblige.

At the end of 1986, the universities did receive a reasonable settlement as part of a Faustian Pact between Secretary Baker and Maurice Stock, Chair of the CVCP (then Vice Chancellor of Leicester and later Rector of Lincoln College, Oxford).  The government had demanded “real progress in the development of the policy of selectivity, the nationalization of small departments, better financial management and improved standards of teaching”.
  The UGC agreed to distribute research funds more selectively, it agreed the disciplines where small departments might be merged and agreed that tenure needed to be weakened.
  Shock, on behalf of the CVCP, offered assurances on academic standards - foreseeing a quality agency, within universities performance appraisal, implementation of the Jarrett Report, and an acceptance that something had to be done about tenure.
  These omissions led to the last serious increase in academic salaries.  The deal allowed Baker to make his famous Lancaster speech where he proposed doubling the participation in higher education over a fifteen year period to match the supply of graduates in the USA.  In fact the number increased by a third between 1986/7 and 1992/3 alone.  (In 1985/86 there were 909,300 students (596,100 full time); by 1992/3 there were 1,408,800 (822,800 full time)).
  It was a remarkable accomplishment.

The cuts had weakened and antagonized the universities.  The previously independent institutions deeply resented the attacks.  Baker shared Mrs. Thatcher’s view that the universities were “pushing out poison” and did not deserve more money to teach irrelevant subjects.  The 1987 White Paper, Meeting the Challenge left no doubt where they were going.  Instead of the universities deciding what the liberal arts and sciences called for, “a major determinant must also be the demands for highly qualified manpower, stimulated in part by the success of the Government’s own economic and social policies.”  There was “an urgent need, in the interests of the nation as a whole, and therefore of universities, polytechnics and colleges themselves, for higher education to take increasing account of the economic requirements of the country”.  The government and its “central funding agencies” were committed to bringing “higher education closer to the world of business”.  As Simon Jenkins observed: “The world of business was seen by ministers, few of whom had any experience of it, in a golden haze: it was a vague amalgam of the free market, hostility to unions and sympathy to the Tory party.”
  Whitehall would in future decide what the needs of industry would be and in a phrase which sounded more like the Cuban 5-year plan than the public reputation of Mrs. Thatcher, the White Paper announced “if evidence of student or employer demands suggests subsequently that graduate output will not be in line with the economy’s needs ….. Government will consider whether the planning framework should be adjusted”.
  Mrs. Thatcher’s free market Cabinet loved it!  They had destroyed the collegiate model and substituted the dependency model.
  British Telecom and British Rail might be privatized; the universities were to be nationalized.

Moreover, Baker was prepared to go further than Cobham.  Whereas the Cobham Committee had recommended the continuation of the block grant to universities, Baker abolished the UGC and replaced it with the Universities Funding Council (UFC) with a majority, not of academics, but of outsiders.  The Council was directly accountable to Parliament.  In addition to the block grant the internal contract was proposed.  In future the government would “buy certain services from universities…… The government will use the power which the situation gives it to press for higher quality and greater efficiency, just like Marks and Spencer.”
  The contracts would be for one year; and money would be withdrawn if the services were “inefficiently delivered”.  The sub-committees of the UFC assessing performance had difficulties.  Was popularity clear evidence of teaching ability?  Number of publications became the criteria for research quality.  The government was, as the economists would say, a monopsony; and it wanted universities to compete within the context of needs.  Moreover the DES had reserved prerogative powers if any university stepped out of line or the Department decided to change the subjects being offered - indeed the reserve powers gave the DES total control over universities.  (Power substantially reduced after strong opposition in the House of Lords).  British universities were now clearly part of the state apparatus of education.

Many of these proposals were implemented by Kenneth Baker in the 1988 Education Reform Act.  That act also achieved the abolition of tenure, at least for new appointments or promotion.  It was sold as a measure to enable universities to rid themselves of poor teachers and non-performing researchers and to enshrine the American probationary period - something embarrassingly alien from many British universities.  It was a bitter psychological blow to academics.  Baker originally even refused to put an acknowledgement to academic freedom in the 1988 Bill.  Only when the Bill looked as if it might be defeated in the Lords that the Government accepted an amendment by Roy Jenkins along these lines.  John Griffiths, a liberal academic from the L.S.E., compared the Act to the dissolution of the monasteries.  Simon Jenkins commented: “if a government cuts your income each year without cutting its expectations, you not only run out of money, you run out of autonomy”.  What the government had promised as a review of management in the universities - badly needed - the Jarrett Report - although actually commissioned by the universities, was used to destroy the independence and pride of the universities.  Academics were apparently being punished for having failed to become “one of us”.  As Baker himself said, “the academic establishment at the universities was the first professional middle class group whose practices and interests were challenged by the Thatcher Government.” 
  Civil Servants, physicians, lawyers were to follow, although all proved tougher than Chesterton’s “remote and ineffectual dons”.  The fact that universities had become subject to a dirigiste system of central control was ignored by a cabinet wedded to the market.

There were changes too to the “public” sector - the other side of the binary divide, by then with fifty percent of students.  The 1988 Act took Polys away from Local Authorities and gave them their own funding agency - the Polytechnic and Colleges Funding Council (PCFC).  Now that the whole of the tertiary sector was controlled by the centre it became easier to bring costs under control.  Baker noted that while only 1 in 8 students went to university, Britain spent a higher proportion of its GDP on Higher Education than any western county except the Netherlands.  He claimed that the cost per student was higher than in California, although California’s GDP was twice that of the UK’s.  Baker’s goals were clear.  Talking of changes in the “unit of resource” he complained that “this formula became sacrosanct and meant that if student numbers were increased then the amount paid through the unit of resource had to be increased.  Since the student/lecturer ratio was never questioned, this meant the cost of expanding universities was very high”.

The answers seemed obvious to Baker.  Having imposed the National Curriculum on Primary Schools, and having noted that the Polytechnics had added to their numbers at lower marginal cost, the old university funding scheme was replaced by per capita funding, with different rates for arts, science and medical students.  Then there were increasing changes in the funding of students.  Keith Joseph had failed to increase maintenance grants in line with inflation; Kenneth Baker abolished social security (welfare) grants to students which had previously supplemented the maintenance grants and, in 1989, began to substitute loans.
  The 1988 White Paper, Top-up Loans for Students noted that the cost of maintenance grants had risen from £253 million in 1962-3 to £829 million in 1987.  Moreover the number of full-time students was to rise by 67 percent between 1988 and 1993.  Part of the maintenance grants was to be replaced by loans.  Loans helped the government on the maintenance front; the basic funding of universities remained in chaos and decline.  

By mid-1989, Baker was replaced by John McGregor, later famous for feeding his daughter beef burgers to show humans could not be infected with BSE.  John McGregor continued the Baker policy of favouring the polytechnics.  As he explained they had a “track record in meeting demand”, they were dedicated to “learning of practical applications, with courses “characteristically related to the needs of industry and commerce” and they brought “the benefits of higher education to many who would not otherwise have enjoyed them”
.  Early in November, McGregor was replaced by Ken Clarke.  At the end of November 1990, however, Mrs Thatcher was toppled by Tory Rebels and John Major became Prime Minister.  Margaret Thatcher had done more than any other Prime Minister to destroy the Newman view of the university.  She was proud of her contribution to secondary education - Assisted Places, Grant Maintained Schools and City Technology Colleges; but even she, looking back, agreed she may have been too hard on universities.

(e)
John Major and the End of the Tories
John Major’s most significant contribution to Higher Education was to abolish the binary divide and to merge the polytechnics (and some other colleges) into the university sector.  In the early 80’s, the Polys had grabbed some of the power from the degree controlling body, the CNAA.  The CNAA was left with quality control issues and that was later transferred to the HE Quality Council.  Finally, a remarkably casual White Paper, which read more like an executive summary than a services analysis was published in 1991,
 saying that Polys was not a term easily understood. It recommended that they be allowed to call themselves universities and to compete on equal terms with existing universities. Indeed in certain cases, Colleges of Higher Education, some of which had recently been “promoted” to Polys,
 were eligible to apply to become universities.  This was basically the history of the universities of Derby and Luton.

The PCFC, established in 1988 to fund the ‘public’ sector, was merged with the UFC - the replacement for the UGC - into a new umbrella organization - the Higher Education Funding Council (HEFC).  Major himself saw the change as attacking snobbery;
 and Ken Clarke, the new Education Secretary, a bluff barrister with a rumpled Rumpole style, delivered the appropriate legislation in 1992.  In retrospect a Conservative Minister of Higher Education called the change “another example of how class consciousness has decided educational policy”.
  Many Tory ministers had doubts; none had the courage to oppose the merger, and it passed unopposed in Cabinet.  It was moreover, difficult to deny that the Polys had made a vital contribution.
  The Polys wanted the change, overseas students wanted the change, it had political advantages for the Conservatives, yet it put Britain out of sync with most of Europe where similar institutions have continued to thrive.

In general what became known as the new universities were delighted with their enhanced status.  Directors became Vice Chancellors, sometimes better paid than their peers in the old universities, welcomed being members of the CVCP, being able to nominate persons for honours - a quaint British custom, and being invited to garden parties at Buckingham Palace.
  To their staff (faculty members), being able to claim research funds on an equal basis was an important breakthrough.  The government liked it too.  Historically Poly’s had operated on a far lower basis of funding than universities.  The latter’s expectations were in the process of being brought down to the Poly level.

The college of the binary system in 1992 was not accompanied by a Master Plan like the California system; any university might give any degree.  The typical Poly was normally based on a merger of the local technical college, the local teacher training college and the local art college; but their histories were sometimes very different.  As their status changed, some saw themselves, at least in part, as competitors with the older universities: for example Oxford Brooks University and the University of the West of England.  Such universities took on the middle class patina of the older universities for examples.  Some consciously clung to their original purpose as primarily centres of technical education, closely associated with local industry and occupations: the University of Derby, the University of East London, the South Bank University, the Southampton Institute.  Some had outstanding departments, like architecture and media at the University of Westminster or aeronautical engineering at the University of Hertfordshire.  Nottingham Trust ran what were regarded as the best professional training program for lawyers.  Some of the universities existed at the margins of the tertiary sector - the University of North London, Thames Valley University, the University of Luton, the University of Wolverhampton.  Some, such as Bournemouth University, had virtually no research profile.

The British, who had long sneered at American Higher Education because it was so practical and frequently far from the liberal arts, now had a vast array of new universities with not only a significant number of students doing media studies and tourism, but applied engineering and fashion.  Suddenly there were institutions offering programs in Caribbean Studies, Golf Management and even Yorkshire Studies.  The University of Northumbria had an Associates’ Program in Call Centre Studies - call centers are now the fastest growing sector in the British economy.  John Moores had a B.A. in pop music; Plymouth in Surf Sciences and Technology; Luton a B.A. in advertising.  The old universities sometimes followed suit: at Birmingham one may do a degree in gold management.  The diversity of American institutions had now arrived; it was, however, subject to a system of bureaucratic centralisation which made a mockery of real diversity.

As Simon Jenkins observed:

“Nothing better symbolized the standardization of British higher education than this uniform application of the word ‘university’.

The reason for this decision appears to have been twofold: to double Britain’s ‘university’ population at a stroke, and to bring all teaching and research under a single planning aegis.  The end of the polytechnic appeared a clear victory for the university, as the monopoly supplier of higher education in Britain.  Yet in my view it was not the university but the polytechnic that triumphed.  The constitutional status of the British University had been shattered   In its place was Baker’s concept of a work-oriented, vocational, commercial institution, run more like an externally accountable public corporation than a collegium of scholars.  This concept was essentially that of a polytechnic.  The local-authority sector may have lost the war, but it won the argument.  The polytechnics had not become universities.  The universities had become polytechnics.”

Jenkins’ idea was not original.  Eric Robinson, one of the princes of the Polytechnics, had argued in 1968 that:


“Sooner or later this country must face a comprehensive reform of education beyond school - a reform which will bring higher education out of the ivory tower and make it available to all.  This will be achieved through a bloodier battle than that for the comprehensive reform of secondary education.  In that battle the grammar school was the victim.  In the next, the victim will be the university - the commanding height of British education.  The shape and speed of this change to come depends upon the success with which the polytechnics are established”

By 1992, it seemed that Robinson’s vision was all but achieved.

Even Margaret Thatcher caught a sense of what had happened.  In her memoirs, she boasted first about what had been accomplished: 


“By exerting financial pressure we had increased administrative efficiency and provoked overdue rationalization.  Universities were developing closer links with business and becoming more entrepreneurial.  Student loans (which topped up grants) had also been introduced: these would make students more discriminating about the courses they chose. Limits placed on the security of tenure enjoyed by university staff also encouraged dons to pay closer attention to satisfying the teaching requirements made of them.”

In retrospect, however, Mrs Thatcher was more gracious and admitted that some critics “were genuinely concerned about the future autonomy and academic integrity of universities: I had to concede that these critics had a stronger case than I would have liked.  It made me concerned that many distinguished academics thought that Thatcherism in education meant a philistine subordination of scholarship to the immediate requirements of vocational training.”  Somewhat disingenuously she announced “That was certainly no part of my kind of Thatcherism”.  She claimed “That was why before I left office Brian Griffiths, with my encouragement, had started working on a scheme to give the leading universities much more independence.  The idea was to allow them to opt out of Treasury financial rules and raise and keep capital, owning their assets in trust.  It would have represented a radical decentralisation of the whole system.”
  It sounded very like the return of the UGC for the fortunate few.  It was not to be.

In retrospect some of the changes were inevitable.  The English tax system - and more of that in the next lecture - could not bear the burden of expansion at the level of the best.  The Major government insisted on 3 percent efficiency gains each year.  Normally 1 percent at Oxford they amounted to 3 percent.  The “unit of resource” fell by 47 percent during the Conservative years.  The civil servants in the Education Department were happy with the philosophy of the unions - the National Union of Teachers and the Association of University Teachers (and later the unions from the other side of the binary divide) - that equality, even if it meant mediocrity, was better than excellence if that involved social inequality.  They fought against any change of policy that they believed might be meritocratic, just as they had done in the Wilson years.

In this sense the Conservative years made some important changes.  By 1990 there were 1,100,000 full time students in universities and polytechnics.  The student loan program, begun in that year, probably made expansion possible.  In 1987 the Polytechnics had been freed from local control.  In 1993, the 480 Further Education and Sixth Form Colleges were freed from local control, giving central government immense power over the tertiary sector.  In 1988, against the bitter hostility of the AUT, the national system of salaries was freed up, at least at its upper levels.  (The AUT was willing to see Brain Drain rather than have the universities pay their faculty by merit.  In 1990 the average full professorial salary was higher in England than the US; it was just that the best were absurdly underpaid by US standards).  In 1989, in a move that saved any semblance of the research university in England, university block grants had their research and teaching components separated.  Teaching grants remained per capita grants, but research grants were in future to be formed on merit.  This was the beginning of the research assessment exercise, much hated in the universities, but actually a system which preserved centres of research excellence in the 1990’s.

As we saw in 1987 Kenneth Baker and the Treasury agreed that universities might recruit students on marginal fees.  It was a politically attractive arrangement, announced in a speech at Lancaster.  Both Baker and the Treasury had assumed the universities would not rise to the bait, pleading that the increase in numbers would affect quality.  It turned out that both universities and polys were more interested in cash.  While the explosion may have helped the Tories win the 1992 election, the cost for the Treasury both in fees and grants was horrendous.  In 1993, the now not very successful Education Secretary, John Pattern, a former Oxford don (Geography, Hertford), was forced to cut the fee and reimpose control on numbers.  This was followed by Kenneth Clarke’s drastic budget cuts (he had gone on from Secretary of Education to the Chancellor of the Exchequer) again impacting higher education.  Late in 1995, with the universities increasingly in financial difficulties and no longer able to play the gap by pushing in more students because of the Patten cap, Leslie Wagner, the Vice-Chancellor of Leeds Metropolitan Universities proposed that all universities impose a £300 top-up fee per student to bridge the gap.  Virginia Bottemley, who had replaced the unfortunate Patten, then colluded with Labour, to set up a Committee (the Dearing Committee) to report after the impeding election.  (Eventually held on May 1, 1997).

With Thatcher and the Binary divide gone, the Conservative administration thus survived, under John Major, until 1997.  The Treasury now made no bones about detailed supervision of the spending of public funds by universities.  The Research Assessment Exercises in general produced careful reports, ensuring that the bulk of research funding went to the major research universities.  All universities - or their staff - were free to apply to the research councils which operated under the aegis of the Department of Trade and Industry, but these too, understandably, went to departments in the leading universities who had the most distinguished scientists.  (These Councils were basically in the natural and physical sciences, but, despite Mrs Thatcher’s scepticism, the Social Science Research Council had survived but was renamed the Economic and Social Research Council.)  

In 1994 the Higher Education Funding Council spawned its own Quango - the Higher Education Quality Council - whose purpose was to monitor the quality of teaching in universities (there had always been a system of inspection in the polytechnics).  In this sense it mirrored the new independent Schools Inspectorate for Secondary and Primary Schools.  Originally initiated by the CVCP for fear the government might do something worse, it gradually fell under the sway of government, who appoint “observers”.  (In time it developed into the Quality Assurance Agency).  While good reports brought no extra money, bad ones were bad publicity for the university concerned.  The Department of Education now controlled not only most aspects of spending by the universities, it was able, through its quangos, to monitor every aspect of their teaching and research.  The DES put pressure on universities to move to “modular” courses (along American lines) and towards “continuous evaluation” - interests of the DES civil servants.  The DES proudly pointed out that the universities were still treated as part of the private sector in terms of the government’s accounts, and that made it possible for universities to borrow and start spin-off companies.  It was, also, however, a political convenience since it meant that the cost of universities did not appear on the governments’ books, something that was important as Brussels took an increasing interest in national budgets.  With greater freedom having been given to certain secondary schools, the tertiary sector was now, in many ways, more centralized and regulated than the primary and secondary sectors.  What was perhaps most interesting was that, during the Major years, the middle class became even more “uni” (as university education came to be called after 1992) minded than before.  55 percent of the children social class (professional) had gone to university in 1991/92; in 1995/6 it was 79%.  In social class v (unskilled) the relevant figures were 6 percent and 12 percent.  The potential for conflict was considerable.

Perhaps more encouragingly there was increasing interest in developing practical introduction in skills which would be of immediate value to UK industry.  As the university sector had grown by leaps and bounds, especially during the nineties, the industrial apprenticeship system had largely collapsed and it was difficult to see what had replaced it. As early as 1986 the National Council for Vocational Qualifications had been established and shortly thereafter the National Vocational Qualifications appeared.  They were designed to give parity of esteem with academic qualifications, but too often NVQ were dismissed by students as “No Value Qualifications”.  Nevertheless by 1996, there were 180 lead bodies defining “standards of competence” for different jobs and 794 different kinds of NVQ’s.  The “New Apprenticeship” had been born - but only about 40 of the 800 NVQ’s were seriously used.  The Conservative government, as NVQ’s faltered, invented the NCVQ’s, between A levels and NVQ’s, as usual, highly controlled from the center.  Again, in terms of the goals of half the industry and the “priority of esteem” NCVQ’s were not a great success.  They tended to be taken by students who could not make it via the A level route.  The NCVQ’s became “vocational A levels”
 as the result of yet another Dearing Report.
  Sir Ron (as he then was) bowing to industry, refined “core skills” to “key skills” and the strange, centralized, story of the redefined modern apprenticeship was on its way to the next leg of its journey.

Higher education itself limped towards the end of Conservative rule in 1997.  By 1995 the Student Loan Company - set up by the government to handle the loan scheme because the British commercial banks did not have the imagination to run it - was on the verge of collapse.  The new 1992 universities - varied as they were - continued to enjoy their new status.  It was the pre-1992 universities that suffered most.  A few thrived.  Oxford and Cambridge continued to receive not only a block grant from HEFCE but College fees through the LEA’s.  Understandably this was a system which was a cause of friction with other universities and generated a feeling of serious hostility among the egalitarians in the DofE.  After George Richardson’s reforms of the Oxford University Press, the University benefited from the immense commercial success of the OUP, while Cambridge had a strong income flow from its examining enterprises.  Warwick thrived through the entrepreneurial activities of its Registrar.
  The London School of Economics under its Director, John Ashworth, who had revolutionized Salford after its funds were dramatically cut, sought to impose a top up fee at the LSE, but the faculty - motivated by muddled notions of equality - failed to support him.  It was left to his successor, Anthony Giddens, to achieve the same result by different means.  As Tony Blair’s (and Bill Clinton’s) adviser on the Third Way, Giddens solved the LSE’s problems by expanding the program of taking primarily overseas students who, under the Thatcher dictat of 1981, paid the real cost of their education.  Increasingly universities (and Oxbridge Colleges) effectively funded UK (and later EU) students by packing in overseas students.  Many universities had links - and first year colleges in developing countries: Derby in Israel, Swansea with Malaysia and Cardiff with Nigeria.
That was the path increasingly followed by old and new universities - supplemented by taught masters’ programs for some of which, illogically, market fees were charged for all students including those from the UK - the more the better.  Rube Goldberg or Heath Robinson would have been proud of this arrangement.

The remarkable achievement was that between 1979 and 1997 the number of College age students going full-time to universities rose from 510,000 to 1,100,000.
  At the same time the amount the government paid the universities per student had been cut in half.  There were, by then, 87 Universities and 47 higher education colleges.  The faculty-student ratio fell from 1:9 to 1:17; and even at the best universities, there was a gradual decline in the quality of education.  At the less fortunate institutions, there was more rapid decline.  The academic community not unnaturally voted, with enthusiasm for New Labour in 1997.  On Thursday I shall endeavor to assess whether their enthusiasm was justified.

Robert Stevens(
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� You will see that I am confused about British and English.  For much of my life I have used the word ‘British’.  Indeed the word ‘English’ had faintly racist overtones, while the cross of St. George, the English flag was seen only on country churches on the feast of St. George.  Perhaps it was the rise of Scottish and Welsh nationalism, perhaps the economic and political decline of Britain, perhaps the EU which allowed Europeans - and especially the perfidious French - free access to British shores, but the cross of St. George is now prominent up to Hadrian’s Wall and the Welsh marches.  It flies from houses and pubs in a nation that - unlike the U.S. - never previously flew flags.  It now adorns the faces of young supporters at soccer, rugby and - God forbid - cricket games.  And since devolution to Scotland and Wales (and the restoration of the Northern Ireland Parliament), English is now a legitimate legal and political concept again.  Moreover, beginning with the dramatic changes in the University structure in 1992 funding has been by individual country.  Since 1998, Scottish Universities are the exclusive responsibility of the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly has oversight over the Welsh Universities.  Indeed Scotland has made more generous arrangements for primary, secondary and tertiary education, not to mention the Scottish National Health Service.  This is possible because of an outrageous scheme, known as the Barnett formula, which transfers tax collected from English taxpayers to subsidize a more generous welfare state north of the border.  I suspect, however, I should not pursue that line of argument lest I be accused of being an English nationalist. 
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