Universities UK ‘disappointed’ by Innovation, Universities, Science and Skills Committee final report

Responding to the IUSS Committee report on ‘Students and Universities’, Diana Warwick, Chief Executive, Universities UK, said: “While there are some useful recommendations in this report, we are disappointed that so much of the work that universities are doing to improve the student experience has been ignored, and that the picture being painted of the HE sector in many areas is so negative. It’s particularly disappointing when elsewhere the Chair of the Committee has praised the UK’s outstanding university system.

“Maintaining standards is absolutely vital but we reject the suggestion that the way to improve the system that protects standards is to create some super-quango or Ofsted-style Quality and Standards Agency. This seems to us a sledgehammer to crack a nut. For inspectors to judge content and level of achievement could logically lead to national exams based on a national curriculum, just as we have in schools. It has been recognised – internationally and by successive UK Governments - that autonomy is key to a successful and responsive higher education system. 

“The raft of centralising recommendations appear to us ill thought-through, disproportionate to the scale of any problem identified, and made without supporting evidence. They also give no acknowledgement of the costs of some of the proposals. This is unhelpful at a time of financial constraints and when our priorities must be on front line teaching and maintaining the quality of the student experience.

“All universities will support the report’s commitment to ensuring fair access. In particular we welcome the Committee’s recognition that the key to widening participation is improving attainment in schools. However, the report does not acknowledge the large number of initiatives in place to ensure a fair and transparent admissions system, particularly the improvements to the applications process implemented by the Delivery Partnership and the Supporting Professionalism in Admissions programme. 

“We’re also surprised the Committee calls for a review to see how the Schwartz Report’s recommendations have been taken forward – a review was completed last year. However, the Committee makes no reference to the review’s findings that there has been a continuous process of improvement on a number of areas including increasing transparency, and making more information available on entry requirements. 

“UUK has been calling for equity of treatment in student support for part-time and mature students and for this to be included in the upcoming independent review of fees, so we support the Committee’s call for this.

“Finally, we are frustrated that our attempts to explain and describe the work that universities are doing were seen as defensive and complacent. We don’t recognise a lack of appetite ‘to investigate important questions’. The sector’s work on trialling alternatives to the degree classification system, and the work we are doing with schools, colleges and business to ensure fair access and widen participation have been well documented.”

Ends

Notes

1. Universities UK provided written and oral evidence to the IUSS Select Committee inquiry that produced this report.

2. To view Universities UK's evidence to the Committee, visit: http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmdius/uc170-i/uc17002.htm 

3. Universities UK is the major representative body and membership organisation for the higher education sector. It represents the UK's universities and some higher education colleges. Its 133 members are the executive heads of these institutions. Universities UK works closely with policy makers and key education stakeholders to advance the interests of universities and to spread good practice throughout the higher education sector. Founded in 1918 and formerly known as the Committee for Vice-Chancellors and Principals (CVCP), Universities UK celebrated its 90th anniversary in 2008.

