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Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System

Comments by the Academy of Social Sciences

Introduction

1. The Academy welcomes the opportunity to comment on the proposals made in the White Paper Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System published by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills in July 2011. The White Paper gives details of the Government’s final decisions with regard to the recommendations made in the report of the committee on student fees and funding chaired by Lord Browne published in October 2010, and supplements the Government’s initial decisions with regard to these recommendations. It also addresses some other issues which fell outside the remit of Lord Browne’s committee. The Academy welcomes this somewhat more comprehensive approach – with two reservations. 
· First, although widened, the scope of the White Paper’s primary focus remains on the funding of undergraduate students and of teaching. It still excludes key topics of great importance for the future of higher education in England. The overall effect of these exclusions is to contribute to an impression, no doubt inaccurate, that in the eyes of the Government the exclusive purposes of higher education are ‘consumerist’, to meet the immediate demands of potential students, and ‘instrumental’, to satisfy short-term political and market demands. The most notable gap is research which is to be the subject of a separate White Paper this autumn. In consequence, this White Paper concentrates narrowly on impact, technology, innovation and links with industry; it does not consider in any detail the role of science and scholarship in higher education in general or the links between research and teaching. Another gap is that the White Paper does not consider possible changes in the governance and management of higher education institutions in response to the significant proposals in relation to student funding made by the Government, except in the context of accountability and a restatement of HEFCE’s role in monitoring the financial health of institutions. And, as we note later, the implications of the changes in funding for postgraduate taught courses are largely ignored.
· Secondly, compared with the earlier enquiries into the future of higher education led by Lord Robbins (1963) and Lord Dearing (1998) the present process has been incremental. This process began early in 2010 under the previous Government when Lord Mandelson as First Secretary initially established Lord Browne’s committee. It has had to cope with significant changes in the political landscape notably the new Government’s determination to eliminate the ‘structural’ deficit in the nation’s finances during the course of a single Parliament, which has necessitated significant additional reductions in public expenditure.
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Initial proposals have had to be elaborated in the course of the process. Also the unforeseen consequences of proposals made at earlier stages in the processes having been identified have had to be addressed – although a large degree of uncertainty remains about the impact of some of the Government’s proposals. The incremental character of the process has been compounded by the fact that, again in contrast with Robbins and Dearing, little research has been commissioned (which is a matter of particular regret to the Academy). It is hardly surprising, therefore, that one result is that the sector is left with considerable uncertainty. The Academy very much regrets the failure to exploit existing social science research and to make adequate use of the considerable research resources in most social science disciplines.
Student information

2. The Academy welcomes the Government’s proposals to improve the information that is made available to potential students and those who advise them. The higher education system in England has become – necessarily – complex as new subjects, courses and modes of delivery have been introduced. In particular the Academy welcomes the proposal that all institutions should provide a standard set of information. This may help to mitigate some of the adverse effects of unofficial league tables that use different forms of data and rely on different methodologies, which have tended to add to the confusion in the minds of some potential applicants.

3. However, the Academy believes it is very important that:

a) Information which institutions will be obliged to publish is based on robust data;

b) Methodologies used to present this information are robust and transparent and, in particular, their statistical significance is clearly stated;

c) Relevant contextual information is included, especially when potential students are invited to make comparisons between institutions and courses. 
4. It is not convinced that employment rates among graduates, as currently reported, are necessarily a reliable indication of longer-term employment prospects given the career paths now followed by many graduates (particularly those who work in small and medium sized enterprises found in some of the most innovative sectors of the national economy). It is also concerned that comparative data on the entry grades of past students are open to serious misinterpretation if the strong correlations with school experience and social class are overlooked. Finally, it is not convinced that data about the qualifications of teaching staff, apart from their possession of higher degrees, are sufficient robust to provide meaningful comparisons.
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Higher Education Funding Council for England

5. The Academy welcomes the Government’s decision to maintain and enhance the role of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). HEFCE has played a valuable role in the development of higher education in England over the past two decades and is also a repository of equally valuable expertise (which, regrettably, does not appear to have fully exploited either by the Browne committee or by the Department in developing the proposals contained in the White Paper).
6. The White Paper identifies two roles for HEFCE in the future. The first, on which the Government places particular stress, is as a regulator to ensure that the new market in student fees operates fairly and effectively. The second is to continue to fund strategic and vulnerable subjects, in particular science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) and clinical subjects such as medicine and veterinary science. The Academy hopes that HEFCE will be allowed the greatest possible discretion to identify the subjects that require funding in addition to that provided by the new market in student fees, and that the Department itself will not seek to identify these subjects in response to short-term political demands. 
7. However, there are two other roles for HEFCE which are equally important. The first, on which the White Paper is largely silent, is the role played by HEFCE in acting as a buffer between the State and higher education institutions. Clearly HEFCE cannot with the degree of independence from Government enjoyed by the former University Grants Committee. But it is in the interest of both Government and higher education that HEFCE is not simply reduced to the status of a ‘delivery organisation’. The second is that HEFCE should maintain its current role with regard to the funding of research in English higher education (see below).
Withdrawal of teaching funding for humanities and social sciences

8. The Academy accepts that the Government’s decision to raise the undergraduate fees cap to £9K means that direct T (teaching) funding for price group C and D subjects will no longer be required – because the additional fee, in most cases, will match or exceed the current income for these subjects in terms of grants and fees. However, it remains gravely concerned on three counts:

· The first is the impression that may have been created that the Government places a lower priority on these subjects than on STEM and other subjects. Although based on a partial misunderstanding of the Government’s proposals, the appearance of the State’s disinvestment in the arts, humanities and social sciences has already provoked significant controversy (and attracted critical commentary outside England). This impression is particularly damaging to the social sciences for two reasons. First, the value of the social sciences has been undermined by ignorant and populist attacks 
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which rely on caricatures of these subjects. In contrast the humanities have not been attacked in the same way. Secondly, there are several social science disciplines that 
have a valid claim to be regarded as strategic and vulnerable subjects (most notably some forms of quantitative social science) – as indeed is the case also with some humanities disciplines. The blanket withdrawal of T funding may make it more difficult to sustain these valid claims;
· The second is that perceptions of increasing levels of debt (which may not be mitigated by the proposals in the White Paper to encourage wider access) may discourage students from socially disadvantaged backgrounds from applying to higher education at all – or may encourage them to apply for courses in the most obviously vocational subjects (which include some but not most of the social sciences). Any narrowing of the social base is to be deplored in any discipline in a modern higher education system; but it is especially damaging to the social sciences, many of which depend for their creativity on broad social engagement. Both the academic quality and the intellectual potential of some social sciences would be undermined if access to higher education became restricted to more advantaged social groups;

· The third is that the impact of the new student fees market will be felt more directly and intensely in the social sciences (and humanities and other subjects from which T funding is to be withdrawn) than in STEM and other strategic and valuable subjects which will retain a degree of direct public support. So any behavioural effects will have a greater and more immediate effect. Such effects, of course, are difficult to predict (and some aspects of the changes may, as we note below, favour the social sciences in aggregate). 
Impact on student demand

9. The Academy is concerned about the impact of the proposed student fees market on overall student demand. A great deal of uncertainty already surrounds future projections of demand for higher education places:

· The number of young adults is shortly to peak and will subsequently decline; this decline is especially precipitate on the North East, the North West and Yorkshire and Humberside. This pattern points to a significant decline in overall demand.
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· On the other hand, it has been argued by the Higher Education Policy Institute and others that little or no decline is expected in the social groups from which the majority of higher education students are drawn (broadly speaking, the middle classes and ethnic minorities). It is further pointed out that previous declines in the number of young adults have not been reflected in reduced demand for higher education, which is driven independently by occupational and socio-cultural factors. These factors would suggest that demand for higher education would continue to increase. 
10. But, even before accounting for the effect of higher fees, there was considerable uncertainty about the future pattern of student demand. At a minimum that uncertainty will increase as a result of the introduction of the new student fees market. Higher fees are unlikely to stimulate demand, especially among social groups with little prior direct family experience of higher education. Most institutions are planning on the basis of a 10 to 20-per-cent reduction in student demand. Even if these planning assumptions prove to be pessimistic, most institutions are likely to respond to uncertainty by a process of retrenchment – for example, by strengthening cash balances and increasing surpluses rather than investing in new courses, staff and buildings. This retrenchment is likely to be especially marked when the present Research Excellence Framework cycle is complete. Logical enough as such behaviour might appear to be from the perspective of individual institutions, its aggregate effect could be very damaging at a time when other countries are continuing to invest in higher education despite fiscal retrenchment. In the wake of the White Paper the Government should, as a matter of urgency, take measures to reduce the uncertainty – for both institutions and individual applicants.     
Controlling student numbers

11.  The Academy accepts that one of the Government’s overriding objectives is to remove the nation’s ‘structural’ deficit within a single Parliament, which will require substantial reductions in public expenditure. It also accepts that, since the introduction of tuition fees by the previous Government (initially in the wake of the Dearing report and then by the former Secretary of State, Charles Clarke, in 2006), the principle of ‘cost sharing’ between students / graduates and taxpayers has been clearly established. It acknowledges the proposals the Government has made to mitigate the effects of higher fees by raising (and index-linking) the payment threshold (although this will mean, according to reliable projections, that a substantial proportion of all graduates – and a majority of female graduates – will never pay off the full amount of their loans over their working careers). It also recognises the dilemmas the Government has faced in attempting to introduce a student fees market while capping the overall public expenditure commitment. 
12. However, the Academy is concerned about the impact of the restrictions on total student numbers, which are the only realistic means whereby the overall public expenditure 
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commitment can be capped in line with the Government’s overall target of reducing the deficit. In effect, the White Paper proposes three separate caps: (i) no limit on the number of candidates with AAB at A level (or their equivalent) – although, of course, this number will be regulated by the number and distribution of these grades awarded by A-level examiners; (ii) a pool of, initially, 20,000 student places for which institutions charging on average less than £7.5K can bid; and (iii) the reinforcement of the existing student number cap on candidates with less than AAB grades who have applied to institutions charging average fees of £7.5K or more. The grounds for the Academy’s concern are three-fold:
· First, the admissions system will be highly complex to administer – in particular, in the case of applicants who are predicted to get AAB (or its equivalent) but fail to do so. In addition to the standard academic judgment about whether they should still be offered places there will be an administrative hurdle created by the institution’s need to manage its overall student number cap;

· Secondly, the effect could well be to skew student populations to those subjects in which applicants have a higher proportion of AAB grades. This would favour some social science disciplines and disadvantage others – but it would be a largely random process. It would almost certainly disadvantage most STEM subjects at the expense of many arts and social science subjects, so undermining the natural balance of academic disciplines across institutions (and possibly reducing the potential for interdisciplinary courses).
· Thirdly, there is clear research evidence that pupils from private schools over-perform at A level in relation to their actual achievement in HE and the reverse is the case for pupils from state schools. So the new arrangements clearly discriminate to some degree against the latter and in favour of the former. 
13. The outcomes in terms of institutional fortunes are also likely to be highly unpredictable.

· On the one hand, there is a risk that heartland of English higher education, i.e. the bulk of institutions that only recruit comparatively modest numbers of AAB, will become a ‘squeezed middle’, caught between the small number of universities already with a preponderance of AAB students (which, on the Matthew principle, will now be encouraged to recruit even more) and low-free institutions (whether further education colleges or private providers);
· But, on the other hand, it is possible that a significant number of universities will revise their fee structures to bring them below the average £7.5K threshold, mainly by transforming bursaries and scholarships into fee waivers, in order to protect their existing student numbers: 
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a. One effect, of course, would be to reduce the average fee and so the overall public expenditure exposure in terms of student loans (which presumably would be welcomed by the Treasury). 
b. However, another effect would be to deny students immediate financial support in exchange for a reduced burden of debt in the future. This could well undermine the Government’s laudable proposals to promote access as set out in the White Paper. 
c. A third effect would be reduce the unit-of-resource below the current level because only in the lowest-cost classroom-based subjects would a £7.5K fee be equivalent to T funding plus fee which institutions receive at present. A likely institutional response could be to cut back on more expensive price group C subjects (including geography, psychology, health studies and other social science disciplines with a significant field work or laboratory element). 
Impact on postgraduate studies

14.   One of the most serious omissions in the White paper is any serious consideration of the impact of the new fees proposals on the demand for postgraduate study, especially for postgraduate taught (PGT) courses (the Academy will consider the impact on postgraduate research degrees following the publication of the Research White Paper).  The significance of postgraduate education for advanced skills and employment is briefly acknowledged but the withdrawal of the T grant in this case is not matched (as it is for undergraduate degrees) by any alternative proposals for student support. The White Paper tasks HEFCE (and Sir Adrian Smith) with reviewing the impact of its changes on postgraduate study but that is all, and no time scale is mentioned for these reviews to be completed. Yet it is already clear that fees for these courses are rising sharply and the Academy believes that the consequences for access to such courses, which are of particular importance across the social sciences, will be serious.
15.  The increased barriers to PGT courses – rising fees with no financial support for students – will be enhanced by the disincentive effects of higher undergraduate debt and it is obvious that entry to such courses, already more socially selective than to undergraduate degrees will become more so. In 2009 the Milburn Report suggested that the lack of adequate postgraduate funding for access to the professions had serious implications for social mobility, that effect will now be enhanced. More widely the effects of these changes will be highly damaging in areas such as teaching where the government itself has previously encouraged and supported professional up skilling through Masters provision and, more generally, on the ability of able social science graduates to gain the advanced skills needed in the modern labour market. The Academy calls on the Government to bring forward proposals to address this situation as a matter of urgency.
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Impact on research
16.  Finally, the Academy is concerned about the impact of the proposed student fees market on research. The impact is likely to be indirect because the White Paper does not really address research policy.
· First, there may be renewed pressure to abandon the current dual-support system by transferring / adding QR funding to the overheads paid by research councils – on the grounds that the main focus of HEFCE’s responsibilities in future will be on regulating the new student fees market. The Academy believes it is vital that the 
dual-support system of research funding is maintained. QR funding plays an especially significant role in supporting some forms of social science research, while many externally funded research projects in the social sciences are supported by agencies and organisations unable or unwilling to pay for additional overheads;

· Secondly, as has already been pointed out, higher fees may produce changes in student behaviour which could undermine research capacity. This is especially likely to occur in the case of subjects which no longer receive any direct public support in terms of T funding from HEFCE, which includes the social sciences. Also institutions that charge average fees of less than £7.5K will suffer a reduction in their unit-of-resource which will make it more difficult for them to maintain adequate research capacity. In some STEM subjects where there is a strong case for increased research concentration this would have less harmful effects than in the social sciences where the intellectual creativity stimulated by a diversity of research sites is often more important than any benefits of critical mass.
Conclusion

17. The Academy has been grateful for the opportunity to comment on the proposals made in the White Paper. Although critical of the (perhaps unintended) consequences of some of these proposals, its major concern is the degree of uncertainty in the sector. It believes that the Government should take every opportunity to mitigate this uncertainty. The Academy is ready to offer any practical advice or help that may be required.
13th September 2011
Academy of Social Sciences
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