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Preamble

The Council for the Defence of British Universities (CDBU) accepts that this Bill is very likely to

pass into legislation. It recognises that the proposed Office for Students (OfS) has a positive

potential for serving some of the interests of further and higher education students, and that the

Stern Review of the REF has provided a rationale for the consolidation of the Research Councils

into some such body as UKRI, as envisaged in the Bill. The areas of concern that are flagged up

in this document therefore relate to:

a) the likely consequences of these two developments;

b) the kinds of safeguard that should be built into the Bill in view of those likely

consequences, including constraints on particular powers that it gives the Secretary of

State or bodies acting on behalf of the Secretary of State; and

c) the nature of the ‘architecture’ (as the White Paper calls it) that it is proposed to construct

within and around those two key institutions.

In addition to the four issues that are highlighted in sections 1-4 below, CDBU shares with others

concerns that the legislative framework envisaged

• does not make it sufficiently clear how arrangements for research funding through UKRI

will relate to arrangements for funding universities in the various component parts of the

UK;

• does not make it clear where the responsibility for the support of postgraduate research

students will lie, and how this is intended to operate;

• makes no provision for the representation of students in the running of the OfS; and

• has not taken adequate account of the criticisms that have been made of the TEF,

particularly that it is designed to base evaluative judgements on statistical outcomes that

are beyond the control of universities and unrelated to any actual assessment of the

quality of the teaching they provide.

The issues on which CDBU would like to make specific arguments for amending the Bill are these:

1. The Dual Support System

While the Green Paper spelt out the importance of the dual support system for funding university

research in the UK, and while the White Paper contained an undertaking (p. 17; cf. pp. 69, 74) to

strengthen the existing protections of it in law, the requirement in §95 of the Bill that the

Secretary of State should “have regard to […] the balanced funding principle” appears vague, as

Andrew Smith mentioned in the Second Reading debate. The requirement on the Secretary of

State in this regard needs to be strengthened, e.g. in §66.

An approach to strengthening the wording in the Bill is suggested by a passage in the Stern

Review of the REF (paragraph 2), which states that, in addition to competitive grant funding, the

capacity of universities to sustain excellent research depends on “a long-term, stable block grant

that allows universities to invest strategically in research in ways which foster its future

development”. If all funding streams are administered through one body (i.e. UKRI), as currently

proposed, this endangers the separate purposes of the two funding streams.



2. Freedom of Inquiry

There is serious concern that the understanding of the Haldane Principle among Government

Ministers and their advisers has been narrowed in recent years, and that this is endangering the

scope for academics to exercise their own judgement as to what kinds of research should be

pursued.

This concern is aroused again by the requirement in §87 (4) of the Bill that Research Councils

should “have regard to the desirability of (a) contributing to economic growth in the United

Kingdom, and (b) improving quality of life (whether in the United Kingdom or elsewhere)”,

which could be seen as opening the way for academic research to come under undue pressure to

serve political ends.

The protection for academic freedom of inquiry that was written into the Further and Higher

Education Act of 1992 took the form of prohibiting the Secretary of State from placing terms and

conditions on grants to HEFCE with reference to particular programmes of research – but

HEFCE is about to be abolished under the new Bill. It is also unclear whether the wording in

§§93 (2) and 94 (2) of the Bill, which is taken over from section 68 of the Further and Higher

Education Act 1992 (as explained in the Briefing Paper on the Higher Education and Research

Bill
1
, p. 47) provides adequate protection for academic freedom from the effects of directions

issued by the Secretary of State.
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We would ask that this issue be carefully considered by the Public Bills Committee.

3. New Providers

While CDBU accepts that diversification of higher education provision is necessary and

desirable, it is concerned that the Bill will not place a sufficiently strong requirement on new

providers to demonstrate a high standard of educational provision before being considered for

independent degree-awarding powers, and that any weaknesses displayed by new providers in

this regard may have a detrimental effect on the reputation of the HE sector in the UK generally.

This concern relates as much to the question whether the courses offered by new providers will

meet adequate standards of academic rigour as it does to the nature of the criteria by which they

will be assessed through the TEF procedure.

We would ask that care is taken in the scrutiny of the Bill to ensure that, with regard to new

providers, there is no relaxation of the academic standards to be required of them by comparison

with those currently demanded by the QAA, and that these are consistently applied across the UK.

In order to provide an adequate safeguard for the international reputation of the HE sector in the

UK, we also take the view that the current requirement to demonstrate a track record of high

quality HE delivery for a minimum period of four years before a new institution can apply for

independent degree-awarding powers should be retained.
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 Available at http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7608#fullreport.
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 The full wording of section 68 can be found at http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1992/13/section/68.



4. The Monitoring of Academic Standards

One of the most significant effects of the Bill will be to replace the Quality Assurance Agency,

which is funded by subscriptions paid by HE institutions, with assessment by a body appointed

by the OfS and funded by fees chargeable to HE institutions (§§23-27). It will be for the OfS to

determine the terms in which quality is assessed, and the policy for this process outlined in the

White Paper, pp. 46-47, places a strong emphasis on metrics that bear no direct relation to the

actual quality of teaching.

There is concern about this concentration of powers in the hands of the OfS, and about the

potential conflict of interest that arises from the fact that it will be responsible for both the

implementation of the Government’s policies on higher education and the monitoring of

standards in the higher education system.

More particularly, there is serious concern that this change will have adverse consequences for

• relations between academic staff and students;

• the purposes that are intrinsic to the concept of higher education;

• the criteria by which individual institutions decide what should actually be taught; and

therefore also for

• the breadth of subject provision at many universities (as Carol Monaghan noted in the

Second Reading debate).

In the interests of maintaining the high academic standards on which the reputation of the HE

sector in the UK depends, CDBU would argue that responsibility for quality assurance should be

separated from the functions of the OfS.
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