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NEWS

England’s funding council is set to 
consult the sector on plans for a new 
contract aimed at wielding control 
over universities and their multi­
billion-pound injection of publicly 
backed student loans funding.

The Higher Education Funding 
Council for England has also warned 
that attempts to regulate the new 
system without a higher education 
bill – shelved indefinitely by the gov­
ernment – mean that current legisla­
tion is being “pushed to the limit”.

Under the old funding system of 
Hefce-allocated direct teaching 
grant, the funding council was able 
to attach terms and conditions to 
grants in the guise of the financial 
memorandum. 

This allowed fines to be imposed 
on universities recruiting too many 
students, required sound systems of 
financial management and placed 

limits on the disposal of assets and 
on borrowing.

The switch to a different system 
– in which Hefce-allocated grant is 
replaced by funding routed via the 
Student Loans Company – means 
that Hefce must be given new 
powers if it is to exercise control 
over universities and their loans 
funding, backed by the taxpayer.

However, the government’s failure 
to introduce a higher education bill 
has put paid to its original plan to 
grant Hefce new powers under legis­
lation. Instead, the funding council 
is undertaking its own work on a 
replacement financial memorandum.

Minutes of the March meeting of 
the Hefce-SLC Regulatory Partner­
ship Group, published recently, say 
that a consultation on the new mem­
orandum is expected to take place 
in the summer.

But an update on progress attrib­
uted in the minutes to Steve Egan, 
Hefce deputy chief executive, states: 
“The requirement to develop a new 
regulatory system…by administra­
tive means rather than through leg­
islation means that the provisions 
of existing legislation are being 
pushed to the limits.”

Dennis Farrington, co-author of 
The Law of Higher Education and 
visiting fellow at the Oxford Centre 
for Higher Education Policy Studies, 
said the discussion illustrated the 
major changes since 1992 when the 
Further and Higher Education Act 
established Hefce’s powers, “nota­
bly the rise of providers who do not 

receive public funding”. 
He added: “The act envisaged 

Hefce being a body to administer a 
formula and be accountable for pub­
lic funds, so [it] specifically prohibits 
it from imposing any conditions on 
funds which it does not provide.”

Dr Farrington continued: “Quite 
clearly, the legislation of 21 years 
ago is in need of overhaul, and this 
is what we [originally] expected. 

“My opinion is that it would be 
a good opportunity to rationalise all 
the many laws which relate to higher 
education and create one framework 
within which all the institutions and 
agencies can operate effectively.”
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

You might imagine that school 
pupils from a tough council estate 
in East London would have the most 
difficulty in reaching the universities 
of Oxford and Cambridge. 

But statistics show that the sons 
and daughters of former mining 
towns in the valleys north of Cardiff 
are just as unlikely to attend the  
elite institutions, according to the 
Welsh government’s new “Oxbridge 
ambassador”. 

Paul Murphy is the Labour MP 
for Torfaen, where he grew up as a 
“working-class boy from the val­
leys” before going on to study at 
Oriel College, Oxford. 

His ambassadorial appointment 
has not met with universal approval, 
with critics saying that the Cardiff 
government should concentrate on 
improving its own universities, and 
that encouraging students to leave 
Wales will drain the country’s coffers.

“Generally speaking, Wales is 

sending far fewer people to 
Oxbridge than they did in the past 
30 to 40 years,” Mr Murphy said, 
a point he has made repeatedly in 
the country’s press. 

According to a report released 
last year by Mr Murphy’s office, 
there was one application to 
Oxbridge for every 36 people in the 
City of London between 2006 and 
2009, while in Blaenau Gwent, a 
valley to the west of Torfaen, there 
was one application for every 6,000 
people in the same period.

Mr Murphy added that the 
problem lay with acceptances as well 
as application rates. A young person 
from the southwest valleys is 10 
times less likely to go to Oxbridge 
than someone from Hertfordshire, 
the report argues, and five times less 
likely to apply. 

The blame for this lay not with the 
universities but rather with a variety 
of other factors, Mr Murphy said.

Devolution in Wales has meant 
that “people are more conscious of 
their Welshness”, he said, so there 
was “a tendency to stay local”. 

Mr Murphy added that as a boy 
he had Oxbridge graduates as 
teachers, but with the expansion in 
Welsh universities over the past 
couple of decades, the “majority of 
teachers [in Wales] would have 
degrees from a Welsh university so 
there’s an assumption you go to a 
Welsh university”.

Some Welsh schools exhibited an 
outright “hostility” to Oxbridge 
that needed to end, he said. 

In encouraging applications to 
Oxbridge, “not for one second am 
I saying that Welsh universities are 
not good enough”, he stressed.

But Simon Thomas, the Plaid 
Cymru shadow education minister, 
said that the appointment was 
“surprising”, as the first priority 
should be to improve Welsh 
universities. 

Regardless of where they study 
in the UK, Welsh students pay only 
a proportion of their tuition fees – 

from next year, the first £3,575 – 
with the Cardiff government making 
up the difference. Encouraging them 
to go to England will therefore 
decrease the amount that can be 
spent on Welsh institutions, Mr 
Thomas argued. 

He also questioned why Welsh 
students should not be encouraged 
to apply to “Edinburgh, Stanford, 
the LSE or Beijing and not just the 
traditionalism of Oxbridge”. 

It is the “prejudices of the 
Oxbridge colleges” rather than 
those of Welsh schools that explains 
why fewer students are accepted, 
Mr Thomas added. 

This is simply not true, according 
to a spokeswoman for the University 
of Cambridge. Welsh applicants had 
a success rate in 2011-12 of 23 per 
cent as opposed to a national aver­
age of 21 per cent she said. 

A spokeswoman for the Univer­
sity of Oxford said that the accept­
ance rate for Welsh students was 
“not significantly lower” than 
average.
david.matthews@tsleducation.com

Applications for the Athena SWAN 
Charter for Women in Science gen­
der equality award have soared since 
it was linked to research funding by 
the Department of Health. 

Sixty-eight higher education 
institutions, medical schools and 
science, engineering and technology 
departments were successful in the 
latest round of awards, announced 
on 25 April. 

Applications were more than 
treble those in the previous year, 
with almost a quarter coming from 
medical and dental schools and 
departments. 

This followed the DoH’s decision 
in 2011 that academic partners in 

the £800 million Biomedical 
Research Units and Centres scheme 
must achieve at least a silver award 
to be eligible for the next round of 
funding in 2015. 

Speculation that other funders 
might follow suit drove a rise in 
applications across the board, said 
Sarah Dickinson, who manages the 
Athena SWAN Charter at the Equal­
ity Challenge Unit. “It really did 
start this snowball effect,” she said.

The School of Biological Sciences 
at Queen’s University Belfast – 
where since 2006-07 the proportion 
of female lecturers has risen from 
22 per cent to almost 40 per cent 
– became only the third department 

to receive a gold award, which goes 
to “beacons” for gender equality.

Christine Maggs, head of the 
school, said that efforts to advance 
women’s careers had included ensur­
ing that working practices did not 
disadvantage part-time staff, intro­
ducing mentoring schemes and 
encouraging gender balance on 
committees.

Bronze awards went to 34 
departments, meaning they had 
identified good and bad practice and 
how to improve, while 13 received 
silver awards, for which they had to 
demonstrate measurable progress. 
Another 18 institutions received 
bronze awards, and Imperial Col­

lege London and the University of 
Nottingham were given institution-
wide silver status, joining Queen’s 
in the honour. 

Jonathan Sterne, head of the 
School of Social and Community 
Medicine at the University of Bristol, 
acknowledged that the DoH’s 
decision was behind its successful 
silver award application.

Despite the considerable admin­
istrative burden that an application 
entailed, the exercise was “one of a 
whole bunch of things that contrib­
ute to making an academic depart­
ment run well” and would also help 
to attract the best people, he said. 
elizabeth.gibney@tsleducation.com
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This map, adapted 
from a graphic 
contained in Torfaen 
MP Paul Murphy’s 
2012 report on 
Oxbridge access, 
shows how many 
people there were  
for each offer made  
by the universities  
of Oxford and Cam-
bridge in different 

parts of England and 
Wales in 2006-09. 

In Mr Murphy’s inter-
pretation, the data show 
that access to Oxbridge 
diminishes “the further 
away you come from the 
Home Counties”. 

“When the Oxbridge 
offer rate per capita is 
mapped across England 
and Wales, the dearth of 

Welsh students from 
Wales, especially in the 
valleys, is striking,” the 
report states. 

“The low offer rate 
experienced in the Welsh 
valleys is matched only  
in East London,” it adds, 
attributing the wide 
discrepancies to socio-
economic deprivation 
and low aspiration.

Number of people 
per offer

OXBRIDGE HOT SPOTS: DENSITY OF OFFERS ACROSS ENGLAND AND WALES

Source: Report on Oxbridge Access and Wales – Challenges and Solutions (2012)
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