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This paper has three main arguments.  Firstly that the value of Higher Education has been redefined through a process of massification of the sector; that different elements, and institutions, of Higher Education are valued differently and, that the over emphasis on the economic value of HE has led to simplistic appreciation of the whole value of Higher Education in society. 

I have always been conscious that ‘management’ in Higher Education has been, and I would argue still is, a contested area of practice. Historically, Universities were associations with an exclusive membership and self managed by peers undertaking necessary tasks when required. We still have the remnants  of this practice in some ‘old’ universities. Temporary roles for heads of department, Pro Vice Chancellors etc. However as Universities have had to become more conscious of the perceptions of their ‘value’ as organisations, more professional ‘management’ has taken hold. I have lived and experienced both practices and would argue that management remains ambiguous, it is not possible to lead unless others will follow so management remains, in HE at least, a process of debate and negotiation. This is important to the question of ‘valuing’ HE because it creates a particular ‘business’. In the UK our Higher Education system is ‘not-for-profit’ with only one real exception. This presents some interesting questions about value. However many would argue that for profit HE, in the USA for example, are heavily involved in producing value for the public good so perhaps it is not that simple. 

HE is both a producer of knowledge and an educator of the leaders of society. Both these areas require autonomy. It has been the case that in previous generations it was argued that it is not for governments to determine what knowledge can or will be created or for that matter what knowledge should be included in the curriculum of HE programmes. The value of HE was, in this argument, in itself, judged by itself and presented to society as simply essential. 

It is this position, this older perception of the value of HE that has been challenged and is now much more difficult to maintain. It is interesting that these challenges come as a higher proportion of the population is entering HE and when universities’ budgets are becoming less dependent on public funds   Introducing fees in 1997 for undergraduate home students and then increasing these in 2003 has changed the nature of  most HE budgets (although the public purse is still paying as fees are no-longer upfront).  It is also the case that international student fees have also changed the balance sheets and have created higher education as a highly successful business exporter for UK PLC. 

Higher Education has increasingly needed to justify its funding both from government and from private individuals. The watershed in my mind is 1981 when the Thatcher government cut funds to HE significantly, nearly sending several Universities to the wall. Something had changed in the way Higher Education was perceived. It was no longer an area where the government was lucky to be providing funds rather its value was given a price.  The Tory government created another major challenge to traditional HE values when in 1992 so-called ‘new’ Universities were formed. This opening up of the sector was seen as a major opportunity for competition. Polytechnics had led the way on growth during the late 1980s/early 1990s, although reducing the value of the unit of resource, and Thatcher saw this as a way of freeing up the system. Higher Education numbers expanded significantly during the early 1990s, as much because the new Universities brought with them new ‘products’, new curriculum initiatives such as media studies that were highly attractive, they were also happy to embrace new learners such as adult returners who studied on Access courses, presenting another ‘new product’. Older Universities followed and Higher Education became much more mainstream within society. Thus began the new debate of the value of Higher Education . 

At the time HE was being starved of funds as the unit of resource was reducing,  more students were entering the system with the costs of research increasing.  The research selectivity exercise was not so much designed to assess quality but value; to place a hierarchy for funding for research within increasingly limited resources. Decisions were made on the value of different types of research rather than just volume. 

In 1996, the debate of the value of HE was placed in the hands of Lord Dearing and his committee reporting as the Labour government came to power in 1997. The introduction of the Dearing report set out its ambitions to review of HE ‘ to make recommendations on how the purposes, shape, structure, size and funding of Higher Education , including support for students, should develop to meet the needs of the United Kingdom over the next 20 years, recognising that Higher Education  embraces teaching, learning, scholarship and research’ (The National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education,1997:2).  While Dearing made many recommendations, most of which have been implemented making significant changes to HE, it is the economic elements that had the most significant impact.  The argument that the public, through government, would not solely fund HE and that those who benefited from HE itself should pay a contribution towards these benefits. The economic argument on the value of HE has dominated the public debate ever since. 

This debate came to a head in 2004 in the Higher Education Act, with the introduction of fees with an upper limit of £3000 in 2006, which nearly every institution in the country charged. The argument was, and remains, that ‘dustmen should not have to pay for doctor’s children to go to University’. Those that ‘value’ HE, that gain the value of HE should pay for that ‘value’. The economic dividend of a degree was widely publicised although the figures are still contested. 

Of course some students have always paid, for example part-time students (as an OU student myself I put myself through most of my degree before I was told by the OU that I was eligible for a bursary).  Postgraduate students have also always paid variable fees but it was the introduction of fees for first cycle full time HE education that created the furore. And essentially it was a debate about ‘value’. Who values HE enough to pay? And can HE compete with other ‘worthy causes’ for public funds such as the health service or school education? – Do tax payers value HE sufficiently to pay more and the answer was no. The battle now seems to formulating itself around thus far and no further. Does this mean that the ‘value’ of a degree is around £9000 to an individual while the cost is so much more? 

Governments have found it increasingly difficult to pay out lots of public funds (still quite a lot of public funds £7,476 million in 2008-09 for England alone) and have no influence on how it is spent. This initiated the era of ‘jam-jar funding’ or initiative driven practice. Jam-jar funding is in itself about value, the government determined to get what it defines as value for money at a time when HE can diversify its income away from state funding. 

At heart, I am arguing that the debate about value has become more significant as the sector has massified. It has been about a move from an aesthetic elite to a mass system.  Value was seen as intrinsic when HE was in the hands of a small elite within the institutions themselves and did not effect the mass – (although of course it did, as HE ‘trained’ the elite). The control of the value of HE has moved from this elite to a wider populous. 

In the last few years we have seen an onslaught on the purpose of HE and its value;  the value of certain qualifications – government ministers calling media studies Mickey Mouse degrees, musing on whether the state should fund the study of the classics, the government’s chief scientific officer questioning the funding of blue skies research, the role of HE in developing skills for work.  Behind all of these debates lies the question of what the purpose of Higher Education is in our society. While the value of the sector can no longer be controlled by the sector itself, the public and government is not entirely certain of the purpose of HE. This can be seen in the debate about mission differentiation. It seems that government wants and believes that HE should be diverse with different institutions holding different missions.  What follows from this position is that government sees HE as having many purposes but it is clear these different purposes have different value. Newspapers create league tables which place different weight on different elements of HE metrics.  For example if you want to make a difference to your league table position in nearly every single one the metrics you should change A level points and proportion of firsts and 2.1s that students get once they leave University. There may of course be a relationship between these but the point is that these elements are more heavily weighted than other metrics used. Those who produce league tables also apply a ‘reality check’, (CHERI, 2008), ensuring that the ‘right’  institutions are placed in the ‘right’ order. 

As well as league tables creating a table of value, funding allocations also indicate how different elements are ‘valued’. Funding for teaching in the UK is based on ‘completion’, HE providers get public funding according to student completion. ‘Completion’ is not necessarily a simple matter. The funding bodies define the idea of completion from time to time and what a completion is currently favours students who complete their degree straight through, taking all credit and getting through in the shortest possible time. This is seen as ‘efficient’ but it does not take account of students who need longer or struggle through because of other challenges in their lives. In other words some students are more ‘valued’ than others.  Funding methodologies seem prosaic but do send signals about value and will affect behaviour. Managers in Higher Education have to balance funding and the signals these funding drivers send with their institution’s mission and values. This creates ambiguities and suggests to me that the value of Higher Education cannot just be seen in economic terms.  I remain convinced that Higher Education is in essence transformative and that is where its real value lies. Whether it is teaching, consultancy or research Higher Education is offering insights for the future even when studying the past. This cannot be reduced to a economic value or price.
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