REPORT ON 23/1 FORUM ON THE FUTURE OF HIGHER EDUCATION, SRHE LONDON
Bob Brecher Reader in Moral Philosophy at Brighton University, opened the Forum hoping for ‘an opportunity to implement the infinite need to resist’ with ‘a campaign for critical education’; critical = ‘a habitually rational approach’ as Mill; ‘not how to do things but what things mean’ as compared with ‘neo-liberal education [which] requires people not to think but to be stupid.  Think of the way we live.  Think of Iraq or the environment.. So what do we do? 1/ Think across disciplines and across faculties: lawyers, chemists, shoemakers all need to think.  Schools cannot lay the foundation because teachers in schools and FE are much more closely controlled than academics who still have some critical space.. So how do we start?  Take soft key skills seriously.  Ensure our courses contain the structures to enable students to think, eg. in small groups – more is less.  Students are not a distraction from our research.  Students are the future, not our enemies but our allies.  To do this we need to understand the power we have as academics.  It means saying “No!”  Despite New Labour’s best efforts in schools, all students are not stupid.  Work together, not in competition.  Not careers first.  Not waxing nostalgic about the good old days.  Take widening participation seriously.  Bring politics back into the university.  Call the neoliberals’ bluff.  Over to you!’

Then Roger Brown, Professor of HE Policy at Liverpool Hope University, made ‘four quick points’: ‘1/ the review of the cap is not just a question of fees but a debate about the future of HE.  2/ The many inequalities in UK HE between institutions and their resources, different groups of students etc., are all the results of policy decisions and not inevitable.  3/ It is very important that this debate is evidence based – which rules out most Vice Chancellors!  4/ If we want to avoid what has happened in the USA we have to resist raising the cap and make a case for publicly funded HE.  If the cap is raised we must insist that extra money goes to student learning.  Institutions must meet their HEFCE base marks.’  He warned against ‘fripperies’ to attract students instead of reducing staff-student ratios.
Colin Waugh, Editor of PSE, related how he became a lecturer in 1969 when an increase in apprenticeships led to ‘a dilution in technical education’ with ‘general education a valid practice for those young people that we tried to defend’.  He drew five lessons of this battle: ‘1/ We underestimated the relation of our struggle to the larger economy.  2/ It is important to be positive as well as critical.  3/ Our struggle was undertheorised and really only practitioners can theorise – the people who do it have to work out that practice for themselves.  4/ It is impossible to theorise without democratic, free and open discussion.  5/ We must retain our independence.’  He concluded by saying that despite their mistakes, ‘we were right to resist’.

Wes Streeting, Education V-P NUS, endorsed what Roger Brown had said about the fees review and the need for a real debate, ‘not just how the last three years had gone but government’s recent refusal to fund equivalent and lower qualifications was a poor precedent.  Perhaps there would be a Royal Commission before the election reporting afterwards, like Dearing.  NUS had a long-standing commitment to free publicly-funded HE with seven principles: 1/ The expansion of HE is necessary for equity and competitiveness.  2/ The state contribution to HE funding should be increased.  3/ There should be a structured business contribution to HE.  4/ Getting rid of upfront payments was a step in the right direction but there were problems with means testing – parents don’t pay!  The bursary system was a shambles.  5/ Part-time students should be funded comparably with full-time.  6/ Further reviews looking at post-graduate and international student fees.  7/ The impact of devolution in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland on UK HE.’
Discussion chaired by Gary Day, Principle Lecturer in English de Montfort University, began with questions about Foundation ‘degrees’ which FE colleges had been given authority to award by the FE Act and in which there was already a market.  ‘Where are the spaces to engage in criticality?’ asked another participant.  In reply, Colin suggested integrating criticality/ theory with mainstream content, not only in the teaching but also in assessment.  The National Student Forum shouldn’t just be ‘ventriloquism for Ministers who were going round campuses getting warm feelings from listening to students’ juries,’ said Wes.  Bob agreed with Colin that we have to look back historically to understand our current situation as ‘in ordinary universities students nowadays have half the time for study as students 30 years ago.  Let’s be honest about this and tell them real HE starts at Masters level so as to be ‘proactive and not reactive’, while Roger asked ‘How long can we go on running old-style academic courses for the students entering HE now, which is not to disparage the students or the schools they are coming from?’  He said equality in HE was impossible without addressing social inequalities.

A participant from the London University of the Arts spoke for those who had rejected the Research Assessment Exercise to teach for criticality.  Bob Brecher saw the concentration of research leaving teaching-only institutions and part of ‘an intention to change the nature of HE’.  ‘It is government policy to increase inequality,’ he said.  But he saw widening participation as a chance to resist policy ‘with an energetic influx of young people into universities’.  Nevertheless, a participant from the floor urged him not to abandon undergraduate HE although his institution, Plymouth Uni, was piloting two-year degrees.  Bob replied that he was not undervaluing undergraduate education but ‘being realistic about it’ and ‘not pretending all degrees are still equal’.  As to part-time students – ‘apart from a minority in a few privileged institutions, all our students are part-time.’  He had ‘never understood what learning for its own sake means’ but he was ‘not in the job of giving students what they want.’  Wes said NUS has to talk about ‘employability skills’ because students were under pressure to think instrumentally.  NUS also had to welcome improved facilities but student accommodation, for instance, was also important to students’ experience.
From Bradford Uni ‘where a lot of what we do is FE, our cultural understanding of HE is not meeting what is happening on the ground anymore’ so ‘we should redefine our terms’, suggesting ‘tertiary education’ for everything over 18.  Roger Brown responded that conventionally HE devised its own curriculum while FE followed others but he asked how much this was still the case. He noted Sector Skills Councils had gone unmentioned but they were ‘another part of the plan for HE to become even more closely engaged with the labour market’.  Bob Becher was in favour of exploiting ‘employer hogwash’ in favour of critical thinking and thought we could also exploit the rhetoric around widening participation and class – ‘why not have one-to-one Oxbridge tutorials for all students?’  Responding to a request to look for positive examples from abroad, he pointed out they had far longer degrees although they were being shortened.

A speaker from London Met drew attention to ‘Increasing inequalities in the system, especially between HE and FE [which are] to do with class but also within the HE sector, particularly the elite and the rest, were also becoming increasingly segregated by class, race and gender – there were more women in poorer resourced institutions.’  ‘It was not a case of if the cap comes off but when and how high it will be lifted urged on by those universities that want it removed,’ said another participant.
‘How do we make the case for a national bursary scheme?’ asked a contributor from Chester Uni.  Wes said, ‘When NUS says national bursary scheme we mean an increase in student grants.’  Roger Brown said a national bursary scheme was not as satisfactory as the old grant system.  Claire Callender, Professor of Higher Education at Birkbeck College had just returned from studying bursaries in America.  She said they were used not only to widen participation but to shape the student body, ‘crafting a class’ as they call it.  Scholarships for ‘merit’ were also ‘deeply inequitable’ benefiting middle-class students who didn’t need bursaries to go to HE.  She warned against the government using bursaries to bring in variable fees by the back door, ‘a Trojan Horse for an extension of the market’, as Wes said.  A speaker from Oxford said there was already ‘a buyers’ market in undergraduate education’ so that ‘the higher your UCAS points, the higher your bursary’.
A lecturer from de Montfort Uni said that, although academics had expertise, ‘to talk about not giving students what they want sounds arrogant’, adding that ‘there are lots of things we don’t know and students do.’  He spoke about engaging with students following Paolo Friere instead of ‘constantly retreating from confronting inequalities’.  But Colin said that critical education was not to be confused with elitism and criticised Friere for his uncritical translation of Mao Tse-Tung who spoke of teachers merely giving back to students what they already knew.
A lecturer from East London Uni didn’t mind the utilitarian interest of students and this was traditional in medicine and law but students also wanted a better lifestyle and status, transformation ‘to leave with what they didn’t come in with’ but ‘Even if they don’t get what they want, they might leave with what they need.’  Roger Brown defined HE as ‘independent development through enquiry’ which could also take place in a school or college.  Wes said the National Student Survey would include HE in FE this year.  He predicted ‘diplomas would be a disaster.’
The meeting broke into groups around the panellists reporting back in conclusion when Roger Brown urged ‘a focus for a campaign mustering argument and evidence to present to, for example, the HE Commission if there is one, a locus to oppose likely moves by the state towards either the US model or a regulated utilities type of set up.  We had to draw some lines in the sand – those over which academics agree they will maintain their authority – accreditation, intellectual property and academic freedom.’  As Claire Callender had said, we should develop a research agenda to challenge political allegations with evidence.’
Bob Brecher drew up an agenda covering what is critical HE, widening participation and elitism, widening critical space, cooperation rather than competition and ‘academics uncharacteristically learning they have power and how to use it’.  Contributions on these subjects would be collected by the Society for Research into Higher Education and circulated to all participants in the Forum for their comments before publication.
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