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NEWS

The new president of the British 
Academy has called for more “humil-
ity”, “clarity” and “care” among 
academics engaging with public pol-
icy issues.

Lord Stern of Brentford, who 
takes up the post on 18 July, has been 
chief economist at the World Bank 
and second permanent secretary at 
the Treasury. He is also the author 
of a major report on climate change 
for the UK  government. 

Lord Stern is keen for the British 
Academy to develop its public 
engagement work, “where you are 
not necessarily driving towards 
 recommendations but trying to 
bring the social sciences and human-
ities to bear on the real  problems of 
our times”. 

Speaking to Times Higher Edu
cation, he pointed to questions such 
as ageing; immigration and migra-
tion; well-being and public policy; 
and the broader international 
 challenge of “the fraying of trust in 
political life and institutions”.

But although the British Academy 
should exercise some leadership and 
can help in encouraging directions 
through its research grant activities, 
Lord Stern said that an even more 
fundamental aspect of its work was 
“celebrating what academics do”. 

This can involve exploring topics 
for their own sake beyond any 
 policy agenda because “sometimes 
it’s good just to understand how 
things happen”. His own favourite 
research project, for example, is a 
“micro, micro, micro” study of a 
single  village in Uttar Pradesh called 
Palanpur over the past 50 years, 
drawing on the experiences of indi-
vidual families to illuminate “how 
it forms an example and a reflection 
of the way India is changing”. 

Asked about the responsibility of 
academic economists for the bank-
ing crisis, Lord Stern acknowledged  
that “we need more humility and a 
recognition of how our subjects are 
themselves subject to fashion. In the 
1980s and 1990s there was a naive 
belief in what the unfettered market 
could deliver in terms of growth, 
stability and income distribution. 
That came back to bite us.

“There’s a special responsibility 
for those involved in policy to be 
clear and careful. Sometimes simple-
mindedness  masquerades as clarity, 
without care.”
matthew.reisz@tsleducation.com 

England’s funding council has moved 
closer to choosing its next chief exec-
utive, holding interviews for argu-
ably the biggest job in the  sector.

Names said to be in the frame  
to lead the Higher Education Fund-
ing Council for England include Sir 
Ian Diamond, vice-chancellor of the 
University of Aberdeen; Dame Julia 
King, vice-chancellor of Aston Uni-
versity; Dame Julia Goodfellow, 
vice-chancellor of the University of 
Kent; and Janet Beer, vice-chancellor 
of Oxford Brookes University.

Steve Egan, Hefce’s deputy chief 
executive, who has a background in 
accountancy, has been the favoured 

choice for some senior figures in the 
sector. However, Hefce’s previous 
five chief executives since its foun-
dation in 1992 have all been former 
vice-chancellors.

There has never been a female 
Hefce chief executive or Universities 
UK president – the sector’s other 
most senior position – so the 
appointment of a woman would be 
warmly welcomed by many.

Hefce held interviews on 12 July 
for the post, thought likely to come 
with a salary of about £230,000 
a year. 

The appointment will be made 
by the business secretary, Vince 

Cable, on the advice of the funding 
council.

The choice of candidate may 
reflect the fact that research will be 
an even bigger priority for Hefce in 
the future. Research funding will 
form the vast bulk of the money it 
allocates as teaching grant dimin-
ishes and is replaced by tuition fee 
income.

Andy Westwood, chief executive 
of GuildHE, said that the looming 
prospect of the research excellence 
framework and its consequences 
“may make all the difference” to  
the choice. This was “in many ways 
a bigger issue for Hefce in the com-
ing period” than tuition fees and 
 student number controls, he added.

Wealth of experience
Sir Ian is a former chief executive of 
the Economic and Social Research 
Council (and author of a 2011 UUK 
report, Efficiency and Effectiveness 
in Higher Education), while Pro-
fessor Goodfellow is a former chief 
executive of the Biotechnology  
and Biological Sciences Research 
Council. 

Professor King is a council 
 member of the Engineering and 
Physical Sciences Research Council 
and has a wealth of experience on 
the applied side of research, includ-
ing senior executive posts at Rolls-
Royce. 

Her role as a member of the 
Browne Review panel will make her 
an unpopular choice for some, but 
it will have given her experience of 
politics and policy.

Sir Alan Langlands, Hefce’s 
 current chief executive, becomes 
vice-chancellor of the University of 
Leeds on 1 October. 

He is thought to be leaving 
because he favours a job closer to 
his home near York (Hefce’s offices 
are in London and Bristol). 

Sir Alan is also said to feel that 
the Hefce role is no longer the job 
he took on in April 2009 – a result 
of the organisation’s shrinking 
importance under the new fees and 
funding system, in which it will 
 allocate a far smaller proportion  
of total funding and carry less 
 influence.
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

Stern words  
for scholars in 
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Hefce interviews for chief executive post: will a 
woman get the nod at last? John Morgan reports 

Big names in frame 
for diminishing role

A student who excels at university, 
racks up plenty of work experience 
and is awarded a first-class degree 
might expect to be able to have  
the pick of graduate jobs when they 
leave.

But a sizeable proportion of the 
most sought-after employers are 
demanding a minimum number of 
Ucas entry tariff points at A level or 
the equivalent – and the grades they 
require are rising.

In the eyes of critics, this hurdle 
limits social mobility and also sug-
gests that employers do not trust 
university degree classes to signal 
minimum standards.

According to a survey of 100 
graduate recruiters released in  
June, a quarter of employers specify 
a minimum Ucas tariff, ranging  
from 260 to 340 points, the equiva-

lent of BCC to AAB at A level.
This tariff is higher than the fig-

ures the previous year, when recruit-
ers wanted 240-320 Ucas points, 
said Martin Birchall, managing 
director of High Fliers Research, 
which  produced The Graduate Mar
ket in 2013 survey.

A separate poll, The AGR Gradu
ate Recruitment Survey 2013, 
 published by the Association of 
Graduate Recruiters, puts the pro-
portion of employers requiring a 
minimum Ucas tariff at 35.3 per 
cent.

According to Stephen Isherwood, 
the AGR’s chief executive, this is 
because firms do not believe that a  
first or a 2:1 indicates a common 
 standard.

“The reality [is] the degree classi-
fication system was never designed 

to be consistent between institu-
tions,” he said. 

It is “impossible to compare insti-
tution with institution”, Mr Isher-
wood argued.

Pam Tatlow, chief executive of 
Million+, which represents post-
1992 universities, said: “This is an 
old-fashioned and lazy approach to 
recruitment that will lead to employ-
ers missing out on talented and 
entrepreneurial graduates who are 
keen to get on in life.”

Hurdle to mobility
The use of Ucas tariff points was 
sharply criticised in a report by Alan 
Milburn, the government’s “social 
mobility tsar”, which demanded that 
“all employers should stop this prac-
tice immediately”.

“The tariff was not designed for 
this purpose and using it in this way 
disadvantages older learners who 
may have taken their qualifications 
before 2001, as well as those who 

may have taken less traditional 
routes into university,” says Univer
sity Challenge: How Higher Educa
tion Can Advance Social Mobility, 
which was released last October.

At KPMG, one of the UK’s “Big 
Four” accountancy firms, the “gen-
eral rule” is that graduate recruits 
must have 320 tariff points – gained 
from their top three A-level results 
– as well as a B in GCSE  English and 
maths. 

Matthew Parker, a graduate 
recruitment manager at the firm, said 
that A levels “illustrate an ability to 
get to a certain standard”, adding that 
starting work at KPMG was a “com-
pletely different environment to [stu-
dents’] experience at  university”. 

He and Mr Isherwood stressed 
that the Ucas tariff rule was not set 
in stone, and could be relaxed if 
there were extenuating circum-
stances that explained why an appli-
cant did not have the right grades. 
david.matthews@tsleducation.com

Graduate recruiters doubt comparability  
of degree results. David Matthews reports

A first is no guarantee of a good 
job, as employers raise Ucas tariff   

Unexpected debt yield: parents and stUdents in line for rUde awakening

Students and parents 
are underestimating 
the true cost of univer-
sity, a survey carried 
out on behalf of the 
Association of Invest-
ment Companies has 
suggested.

While the average 
debt for students  
starting in 2012-13  
is expected to be 
£53,000 upon gradua-
tion, the average  
student expects to leave 
university owing just 
£24,436. Meanwhile, 

parents expect a debt  
of just £18,333.

Students and parents 
also differ in their expec-
tations about accommo-
dation. Just 18 per cent 
of students say they are 
likely to live at home 
while at university to save 
money,  compared with 
nearly half of  parents.

The online survey  
of 1,006 parents and 
1,021 students was 
 conducted by market 
research firm Opinium.

Elizabeth Gibney

Estimates of debt at graduation for students starting in 2012

Source: Association of Investment Companies. Average debt figure comes from Push.co.uk

…but only 6 per cent 
of would-be students 
entertain the prospect 

Predicted average Student estimate Parent estimate

23 per cent of parents 
would recommend 
that their child choose 
a lower-charging 
university…

Mismatch: Percentage of respondents who say students are likely to live at home to save money
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Leadership quality clockwise from top left: Sir Ian Diamond,  
Janet Beer, Dame Julia King and Dame Julia Goodfellow


