
I had the pleasure of attending the Universities South West (formerly HERDA-SW) annual conference last week which was starting to get to grips with these new proposals – though with the very significant caveat that the devil was most definitely going to be in the detail. 
This SLIM-Comment addresses the new framework for the future success of higher education which sets out the important role universities and further education providers of HE will play in securing the country’s economic recovery and long-term prosperity. 
The report recognises that universities and further education colleges have done well both financially and in terms of international recognition. It sets out a series of key measures of the ‘Higher Ambitions’ strategy that include:

· encouraging more competition, giving greater priority to programmes that meet the need for high-level skills 

· getting business to fund and design programmes and sponsor students and work placements 

· creating more part-time, work-based and foundation degrees to make it easier for adults to go to universities, with routes from apprenticeships through to foundation degrees and other vocational programmes 

· encouraging universities to consider more data in their admissions systems 

· clarifying what students can expect from the courses offered 

· concentrating research funding where needed to maintain world-class research 

· encouraging collaboration on world-class research, especially in high-cost science

This SLIM-Comment looks at this important new publication and we have included a number of links to useful articles and information for those wishing to explore the issues further.

I hope you find this SLIM-Comment useful.
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INTRODUCTION

"The challenge for the next decade is to offer a wider range of new study opportunities - part-time, work-based, foundation degrees and studying whilst at home – to a greater range of people." Lord Mandelson

In the long-delayed framework for higher education, Higher Ambitions: The Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy, the Government outlines a raft of proposals to align higher education activity with the needs of the economy.

The Government has unveiled a new framework for the future success of higher education, setting out the important role higher education providers will play in securing the country’s economic recovery and long-term prosperity.

The higher education framework, Higher Ambitions, sets out a strategy for higher education to remain world class, providing the nation with the high-level skills needed to remain competitive, while continuing to attract the brightest students and researchers.

Lord Mandelson’s vision to sustain higher education success in more challenging and competitive times sets out the Government’s approach on the major issues facing providers, including the need to make greater contributions to the economy, widening access and strengthening research capacity. In the House of Lords Lord Mandelson said:

 “We have made great progress in the number of young people going to university at 18 or 19 to do a three year degree. But the challenge for the next decade is to offer a wider range of new study opportunities – part-time, work-based, foundation degrees and studying whilst at home – to a greater range of people.

“All students must continue to enter higher education on their merit. But I believe this means taking account of a student’s academic attainment, their aptitude and their potential. Many universities are already developing their use of contextual data in admissions and we hope that all universities will look at their examples and consider incorporating such data in their admissions processes.

“The Government also want universities to make an even bigger contribution to Britain’s economic recovery and future growth.

“We have therefore decided to give greater priority to programmes that meet the need for high level skills, especially in key areas such as science, technology, engineering and maths. There will be a greater element of competition between universities for new contestable funding as an incentive to fulfil this priority. With employers and universities, we will identify where the supply of graduates is not meeting demand for key skills. And we will seek to re-balance this, by asking HEFCE to prioritise the courses and subjects which match these skills needs.

“We will look to business to be more active partners with our universities. We want employers to be fully engaged in the funding and design of university programmes, the sponsorship of students, and offering work placements.”

The Department for Business, Innovation and Skills also announced that Sir Martin Harris, the Director for Fair Access, will consult with Vice Chancellors and provide the Government with a report on what further action could be taken to widen access to highly selective universities for those from under privileged backgrounds.

SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

The strategy for sustaining the strength of higher education is set out in six main areas. Each of these is dealt with below.
Contribution to economic recovery and future growth
Existing organisations will have additional roles. The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) is to devise new funding incentives to develop higher education programmes that deliver the higher-level skills needed. Whilst universities, further education colleges, employers, HEFCE and the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) will identify and tackle specific areas where supply is not meeting demand for key skills, and will expect all HE providers to describe how they enhance students’ employability. Universities are also to be asked to publish a statement on how they ‘promote student employability’.

There is a belief here that the majority of businesses that invest in high-level skills do not make enough use of higher education.  Expectations of business will continue to rise: they need to be active partners, not passive customers.

As part of the existing New Industry, New Jobs (NINJ) strategy, there will be a need to strengthen the flow of skills at the highest level into key sectors of the economy. The Government will conclude a review into the future of postgraduate provision – with a particular nod to generating future academics.
There is a new term - Strategically Important and Vulnerable Subjects (SIVS) – and HEFCE is to make the system for supporting these subjects more ‘proactive’; presumably by expanding it to support the kinds of priorities identified in the NINJ strategy paper. This includes areas where there is a major mismatch between supply and demand, and subjects which are not yet vulnerable but are at risk of becoming so.
Of particular note – and already generating significant research (see STEM: Demand and Supply of Skills in the South West in the Links section below) is the proposed enhanced support for the ‘STEM’ subjects – degrees in the sciences, technology, engineering, and mathematics – and other skills that ‘underwrite this country’s competitive advantages’. This will be in addition to the £20m national higher education STEM programme HEFCE have already developed which aims to deliver a sustained increase in STEM graduates, focussed specifically on under-represented groups.
Strengthen the research capacity of our universities, and its translation into economic impact
There is a focus here upon supporting partnerships and a need for concentrating research excellence as well as achieving ‘impact’.

The context is that in a more challenging climate for research, recognising the tighter fiscal constraints the public sector will be faced with plus increased competition from other countries, we will need to carefully protect the excellence of our research base. HE in the UK is still well thought of internationally and scores highly against most overseas comparators. 

The suggestion is that a greater focus on world-class research will need greater recognition of the potential benefits of research concentration in key areas. In future this should mean more research concentration, not less, especially in the high cost scientific disciplines. There are pockets of research excellence across a very wide number of institutions, but a more sustainable model for the future may involve new forms of collaboration between universities so that the best researchers can cooperate rather than compete against each other for scarce funds.
With regard to achieving ‘impact’, the Government are already establishing strong new incentives to increase the economic and social impact of research. The new Research Excellence Framework, which will drive HEFCE’s allocation of the research block grant, will for the first time explicitly assess the impact of past research on the economy and society.

The Government will support stronger long-term relationships between business and universities, continued investment in collaborative research via the Research Councils and the Technology Strategy Board, and will further build upon the success of the HEFCE Higher Education Innovation Fund.
Promote excellent teaching for all students in higher education, with universities and FE competing to attract students
Placing the student experience closer to the heart of provision is deemed vitally important here, particularly if universities and further education providers of HE are to compete more and more for overseas students and for a diminishing supply of UK students (through demography, I should note).
The suggestion is that all HE providers should publish a standard set of information setting out what students can expect in terms of the nature and quality of their programme and that they should strengthen the role of the external examiner system.
Strengthen the role of higher education at the heart of our communities and shared intellectual life

The aim here is to build on the contribution that universities and further education providers of HE have made, in partnership with Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and local business, to regional economic development.  The Government also believes that RDAs have a key role to play in working with business at local and regional level to support knowledge transfer activities and deepen links with local and regional businesses: this is crucial to improving the quality of management in Britain and Britain’s future success as an innovation economy.

However, the importance of the international context is not forgotten. Government will champion the international standing of our universities and empower them ‘to be world leaders in the growing market in transnational education based on e-learning’.
Government is committed to the enhancement of locally accessible higher education that can create new opportunities for individuals and their communities. This will be achieved, as resources allow, through innovative partnerships between universities and further education colleges, and by support for new local higher education centres under the New University Challenge initiative.
The Department for Children, Schools and Families is currently developing pilots of two types of innovative 14-19 institutions, Studio Schools and University Technical Colleges (UTCs), which will enable young people to develop specialist technical, vocational and entrepreneurial skills through strong links with local businesses, further education and higher education.

Ensure that our higher education continue to maintain excellence, even under tighter public financial constraints

There will be less money. So, the Government will need to direct funding more strategically if the resources provided are to achieve public policy goals. 
In future, new priorities will be chiefly supported by redistribution of existing funds and, importantly, leverage of private investment rather than provision of new money.  In future the burden of financing higher education’s diversity of excellence will need to be more equitably shared between employers, the taxpayer, and individuals.

Government favours a shift towards greater contestability in the way the public purse funds universities. Of course, some public funding and all private funding is already contestable. Broadly, Government policy is that an institution should only be able to grow on the back of taxpayer-funded support if it does so by successfully competing for strategic funds.
But not all higher education is delivered in universities. There is a long tradition of delivery of higher education by further education colleges. The report states that this will continue, especially in areas ‘dominated by vocational and strategic skills’.

“Further education colleges are… a valuable part of the higher education landscape. We have no view on what proportion of higher education learners should be taught in further education colleges. That should be the outcome of learner and employer choices, not an administrative target. As we made clear in our 2006 White Paper, the focus of higher education provision in further education colleges should be on skills, and on qualifications up to and including foundation degree level. But wherever higher education courses are delivered through further education colleges the highest standards must be assured.”
Finally, the Government will launch a review of the fees structure in English universities.  This will assess the contribution of students and employers to the cost of the education, from which they benefit, while ensuring that the cost of a university education remains no bar to the widest possible access to higher learning.
SLIM COMMENTS

A big, not very hidden, fear in HE is really whether (and perhaps when) universities are divided into research-focussed and teaching-focussed. Consequently, a number of the more traditional universities have moved heaven and earth to get as high up the research assessment frameworks as possible.

There is an awful lot still to be worked out here and what there is, frankly, all sounds rather familiar: the ‘demand-side shift’, the focus upon the learner experience, the need for increased partnerships and specialisation and increased competition between supply-side organisations. Crikey, it could almost be FE. 

The new Research Excellence Framework, which will drive HEFCE’s allocation of the research block grant, will, for the first time, explicitly assess the impact of past research on the economy and society. The problem here is… just how do you measure this? Do you leave it to HE to judge or do you include RDAs, Government Departments and Local Authorities? Plus, would you measure individual academics or departments? And, as many outward-facing services are carried out by non-academics… just how do you measure their impact? My best guess is that, fearful of money moving to the newer universities with more of a history of working with local organisations and agencies, the traditional universities will ensure only academics can be returned and that the ‘impact’ will be determined by a committee of academics. 

In terms of money… the report states that ‘in future the burden of financing higher education’s diversity of excellence will need to be more equitably shared between employers, the taxpayer, and individuals.’ Clearly, this close to an election we are not going to get any announcements regarding increases in the levels of fees that universities are able to charge. However we should confidently expect this to happen. Though fees may be viewed by many as unacceptable… those that have already committed £12–20,000 p.a. on a child’s private school education may view the current, comparatively small, fees, rather differently. As to just how high fees levels go, this will depend upon how politically-brave… or far enough away from an election… the decision is taken. We can confidently predict an expansion of the bursary and grants scheme for less well off students. It will be intriguing to see just how more money is secured from businesses in a difficult economy.
SLIM welcomes the moves to improve the advice and encouragement that students receive earlier in their education with respect to setting their sights on higher education. This links to the new Careers Education Strategy. SLIM also welcomes moves to embed employability within provision. 

Many universities are already developing new ways to use contextual data in their admissions procedures to assess the aptitude and potential to succeed of those from poor backgrounds. SLIM hopes this will be extended to all and monitored. 

We also welcome new types of higher education programmes that widen opportunities for flexible study for young people and adults, and reflect the reality of modern working lives. This should mean giving priority to growing a diverse range of models of higher education. These include options such as part-time and workplace-based courses aimed particularly at mature students or those from non-traditional backgrounds. FE will be crucial here.

Higher education is increasingly successfully provided by and with FE colleges. The commitment to the enhancement of this locally accessible higher education, that can create new opportunities for individuals and their communities, is particularly welcomed. 
Government should encourage the further expansion of the successful foundation degree, and more opportunities to progress from Apprenticeship programmes and vocational qualifications at ‘Technician’ level into higher education.

Ultimately, much more detail is required before the possible impact of these proposals can be judged. The relative international success of universities in the UK should stand in their favour as should the impressive record of FE in both delivering to non-traditional groups and in responding to national and local skills strategies.

LINKS

HIGHER AMBITIONS: The future of universities in a knowledge economy (Exec Summary)
http://www.bis.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/publications/Higher-Ambitions-Summary.pdf 

HIGHER AMBITIONS: The future of universities in a knowledge economy (Full Report)
http://www.bis.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/publications/Higher-Ambitions.pdf 

HIGHER AMBITIONS: Speech by Lord Mandelson

http://www.bis.gov.uk/higher-ambitions 

New Industry New Jobs

http://www.dius.gov.uk/~/media/publications/N/new_industry_new_jobs 

STEM: Demand and Supply of Skills in the South West http://www.stemsw.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=41:stem-sw-news-home&catid=11:headline&Itemid=75
Peter Mandelson’s speech to House of Lords

http://services.parliament.uk/hansard/Lords/bydate/20091103/mainchamberdebates/part008.html 

What are universities for? - Article in the Independent
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/what-are-universities-for-1814045.html 

Business firmly woven into the fabric of new framework - THE Article
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=408936&c=2
The Russell Group Response

http://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/news/2009/russell-group-welcomes-bis-higher-education-framework.html 

CBI Response

http://www.cbi.org.uk/ndbs/press.nsf/0363c1f07c6ca12a8025671c00381cc7/7a63622d763b187e80257663005a2012?OpenDocument
TUC Response

http://www.tuc.org.uk/skills/tuc-17190-f0.cfm 

HEFCE Response

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/news/hefce/2009/framework.htm 

Universities UK Response 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/Newsroom/Media-Releases/Pages/UniversitiesUKrespondstoGovernmentframeworkforuniversities.aspx.
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