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I.
Introduction
Can I start by saying what a pleasure it is to visit the University of Warsaw once again.  I am very grateful for the invitation to deliver this Lecture.  One reason why I have views on the development of universities is that I was for four years the Vice-Chancellor of Oxford University, the equivalent of the office of Rector of the University of Warsaw.  I might also add that, during my period as Vice-Chancellor at Oxford, I chaired a major Commission of Inquiry into the whole structure, organisation, and future of Oxford University.  So I have had to gaze into my crystal ball in order to determine where my University, now some 800 years old, should be heading in the next Millennium.

I ought also to mention that it was not only my University which has been concerned recently to look at its future.  This whole issue has been addressed nationally, in that about four years ago, there was established the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education, under the chairmanship of Ron Dearing.  That Committee reported in 1997 and produced a major 400-page report, with nine supporting volumes of evidence.  What that report has done is to set the context of debate which is ongoing as to the form, shape and direction of Higher Education in the United Kingdom.  The report also provides a valuable range of data, both on the changes that there have been and on the Higher Education system as it now is.  In the course of this lecture I shall call upon some of the data both in that report and in the report of my own Oxford Commission of Inquiry.

II
The Pattern of Change
I hope that you will forgive some statistics but they do illustrate the way that our University system has changed and place the present system into context.  It should also be noted that some of the change is very recent.  Let me look at this pattern of change under a number of heads:

A.
Increased chance of going to University
In 1900, just over 1% of the school-leaving population in the United Kingdom went to University.  That figure had just about doubled by the outbreak of the Second World War but had only reached about 6% at the time that I went to University in the late 1950s.  If we look at the position today, it is estimated that nearly 60% of the population will during the course of their lifetime have the opportunity of some University experience – whether as full-time students when leaving school, as mature students coming into University life rather later in their careers, as part-time students working on degrees or diplomas during their working life or as students who come into the University system to re-train for new careers or to update their expertise in their existing careers.

These percentage increases of course translate into actual numbers.  Looking again at the start of the Second World War, there were about 50,000 University students in the United Kingdom and about a quarter of those went to the two ancient Universities, Oxford and Cambridge.  The figure now is dramatically different.  There are something like 1.6 million University students in the United Kingdom and only 30,000 of those are to be found in Oxford and Cambridge.  Only half of the total number of those students are full-time undergraduate first degree students, the other half are part-time and post-graduate students.  This growth in the number of students has led to a very significant growth in the number of Universities.  A major report on Higher Education in the mid-1960s reported that there were 31 Universities in the United Kingdom.  The Dearing report in 1997 indicated that there were 176 Higher Education institutions, 115 of which had the title of “University”.  Not all of this is due to the creation of new Universities.  Some is a consequence of re-branding.  We used to have a system in which there was what is called a “binary line” between Universities on the one hand and Polytechnics on the other.  The latter tended to admit rather less able students than did Universities and concentrated on vocational courses and, where they did research, it was usually of an applied kind.  One of the problems of this system was that some of the best Polytechnics might be regarded as academically superior to some of the least good Universities and, so, eventually this binary line was abolished, about a decade ago and all the Polytechnics were re-branded as Universities.  Oxford used to have two major Higher Education institutions – Oxford University and Oxford Polytechnic.  Now it has two Universities, namely the ancient University and the new Oxford Brookes University.

Another way of assessing this expansion is to look at the changes in the participation rates of school-leavers going on to University.  In 1961, just 5% of school leavers went to University.  Ten years ago that figure had risen to 15%.  It is now around 35%.  So there has been a more than doubling of the participation rates of school-leavers over a decade.  As I will try to indicate later, this increase has had a major impact on the nature and form of Universities and will have a significant impact on funding issues.  It is worth asking whether the country is satisfied with that rate of increase.  The answer to that question depends on who you ask.  The Dearing Report suggested the percentage ought to go up to about 45%.  The business community has indicated that it would like to see an increase to about 40% and our present Government also would like to see a significant increase over the next five years.

Of course, as is often the case statistics may appear misleading.  The United Kingdom’s participation rate of school-leavers is, in fact, one of the lowest in the European Union which might indicate that we have a comparatively low proportion of graduates in our work force.  In fact that is not the case because if you look at the number of people who graduate from our Universities, rather than who enter them, then you will find that the United Kingdom has almost the highest percentage in Europe.  That is because our drop-out rate is very low indeed.  In my University it is about 1% a year.  In other words, we only admit people who are going to succeed in getting degrees within the allotted time span of three or four years, and who are going to get good degrees as well.  The consequence is that our systems are extremely efficient in turning out graduates, even though we admit a lower percentage of school-leavers.

The impact of the substantial increase in numbers of the past decade has led to increasing differences within the British University system.  Ours is far from being a uniform system and this has considerable implications for the way the system will develop in the future.  If I might compare my own University with some others, nearly all the people that Oxford admits are very highly-qualified school-leavers, with the highest possible grades in their school-leaving examinations.  There are very few mature students admitted to the University and effectively no part-time students.  Admission is highly competitive.  The standards seem ever to be rising and I am sure that if I applied now with my school record of forty years ago I would find it very difficult to gain admission.  If we look at the University system as a whole, we see that the national percentage of mature students is 58%.  The percentage of part-time students is just about 35%.  So that means some Universities will have a majority of mature and part-time students.  The consequence of that is that the nature of the courses in Universities with very different student populations is also going to vary considerably.

Twenty years ago admission to University was highly competitive in terms of school academic performance.  It is now the case that virtually anyone who finishes their secondary school course and passes the exams that are done by those who leave school at the age of 18, whatever the level of those passes, will be admitted to University.  Indeed there have been suggestions this summer that a number of people who have failed to pass the requisite number of courses, at any standard, are being admitted to Universities in order to make up the numbers, though on condition that they do a “foundation course” for the first year to bring them up (hopefully) to the required level.  The expansion of mature students has meant that it is now estimated that very soon over half the entry to British universities will be by students who do not have academic qualifications of the requisite standard at the school-leaving level, but who have either career experience or rather different vocational qualifications.  What all this means is that the United Kingdom has, in the space of about fifteen years, moved from a small academically elite University system to one of mass University education; and the pressures for continuing that process are considerable.

B.
The basic position of funding and numbers
In order to understand how the United Kingdom system operates, it is necessary to address the issue of how Universities are funded and how numbers are controlled.  

On the issue of funding, it is the case that all United Kingdom Universities are in receipt of public funds with one exception.  That is the University of Buckingham which was created as a private University about twenty years ago.  It has been a rather limited success and has only about 1000 students of whom half study Law. Even in this case, however, the students receive public funding support, through loans, for the provision of living costs.  One consequence of our provisions on public funding is that all British students and others from within the European Union have their tuition fees paid for them.  This means that a student from France or Germany is put in the same position as one from England, just as would be the case if an English student went to a French or German University.  It has in fact been the case for the last couple of years that students from within the European Union, including British students, have to pay a fee themselves in addition to the public funding provided and that fee is currently just over Ł1,000.  I will come later to the question of changes that might arise in that position.  In addition to the public funding of the Universities and the payment of tuition fees on their behalf, all United Kingdom students have the opportunity to obtain loans from the State to support their living costs during their University careers, and these are at a very low rate of interest equal only to the rate of inflation, which in the United Kingdom has been very low for the past few years.

It is, however, worth commenting that, in the case of the major Universities in the United Kingdom, the proportion of their funding which comes from public funds has been going down.  This is because they have been energetic in raising funds either through development campaigns or in terms of securing research funding to support their varied activities.  Oxford is in fact one of the British universities with the lowest proportion of public funding in terms of its overall income.  Direct Government funds account for only about a third of its income, though in addition a sizeable proportion of its research funding comes from Government sponsored bodies of one kind or another.

The issue of funding links to that of numbers.  The Government, through semi-autonomous bodies, called Funding Councils, controls the numbers of British and other European Union students who are admitted into the British university system.  The main reason for these controls is because the grants that universities receive from public funds are directly linked to the number of students from within the European Union that the University admits. Each university is told exactly how many European Union publicly funded students it can admit and in what broad subject bands.  If a university overshoot in its admissions, it receives no extra block grant.  Furthermore, if a University overshoots by more than a very small percentage, it also receives no fees in relation to those students.  In some subjects, for example Medicine, the control is absolute and there is no capacity to overshoot even by a very small percentage.  You simply lose the public funds relating to those students if you undershoot and, furthermore, you receive no funds in relation to extra students if you overshoot. In combination, these are very tight controls on funds and numbers.  

One issue, to which I will return later, is whether British universities should “break free” of public funding and become entirely private as Oxford and Cambridge were a hundred years ago.  That is something which it is not realistic to do at the moment under current funding arrangements, but one “solution” to some of the funding difficulties relating to the control on numbers has been to take more students from outside the European Union.  In such circumstances, universities are free to charge their own fees, though in fact they charge fees very closely related to the amount of money which they receive for British students in combined terms of fees and public funding per student.  Nevertheless, there has been a great temptation for universities, in recent years, to increase the number of overseas students.  In Oxford this is seen most clearly in terms of graduate students where about 50% of our graduate student intake is from overseas.  There are risks and concerns about going too far down this route.  The first is political, in that we are talking about British universities which have not been established primarily to educate people from outside Britain and the rest of the European Union; though to have a reasonable number of overseas students is of course very good both socially and intellectually.  The other inhibiting factor is that it is dangerous to put too much reliance on the strength of foreign economies which may enable governments, students or their families to afford our fees. The difficulties have been seen very clearly with the collapse of the Asian economies, given that there have been large numbers of students from, for example, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Singapore at British universities. 

The inter-relation of the question of numbers with that of funding can be illustrated as follows.  Over the past twenty-five years or so, public expenditure on Higher Education in the United Kingdom has, in constant pounds, gone from about five and a half billion pounds to something over seven billion pounds.  So that looks like a considerable increase in the amount of tax payers' money which has been put into Higher Education.  On the other hand, this increase has been far outstripped by the increase in numbers, i.e. the movement from a very selective Higher Education system to much more of a mass one.  The consequence has been that the unit funding per student has dropped by something of the order of 40%.  This of course has had very significant financial implications for Universities as they have expanded to meet the increased student numbers.  If one compared the Higher Education sector with industry, it would be an extremely efficient industry which had succeeded in producing productivity gains amounting to a drop in unit cost of 40%.  Many industries would simply have gone bankrupt.  

As I indicated earlier, the funding of Universities in the United Kingdom does require some financial contribution, now just over a Ł1000 a year, from individual students or their families.  This is a recent introduction.  The National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education which reported in 1997 had recommended such a move which the current Labour Government accepted.  The perception that the Committee had of this charge was that it was to be regarded as a contribution by all graduates to their education which was then to be paid back through their future earnings which would have been enhanced by that education.  The Government, on the other hand, regards the fee as a payment by individual current students with the result that it is means tested.  Whether you have to pay all, some or none of the fee depends in effect on the income of your parents; and about a third of students fall into each category.  A further move which affects students very directly was that the Government abolished all grants to provide board and lodging maintenance for students so the financial support now provided by the State is simply through a State Loans scheme.  The consequence of this new requirement that students pay fees is not that the funding of universities has gone up by Ł1000 for every student who attends because, as I indicated, only about a third pay the full fee.  So this change has made a contribution, but not a dramatically significant one, to addressing the financial needs of universities.  What it has done is to open-up the issue, in the on-going debate as to how best to fund our universities, of more substantial fees being paid by students. That is not, however, a universally-agreed approach.  The present Government is ambivalent on this issue; and, indeed, the Scottish Parliament, since issues of Higher Education have been devolved from the Parliament in London to the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh, has decided to abolish the student fee for those attending Scottish universities.  I will return to this funding issue a little later.  

C.
Challenges and opportunities
I want at this point to look at a number of current issues which the University system in the United Kingdom is having to address.  Some undoubtedly constitute problems, but others clearly give rise to opportunities.
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A major issue in this context is whether one continues to develop a mass higher education system or whether one accepts that part at least of it will be intellectually elitist.  If, as the United Kingdom has been doing, one moves evermore to a mass system, and as I indicated earlier there are pressures to increase quite markedly the proportion of school-leavers going into Higher Education, how do you sustain the intellectually elite end?  If one was looking on a world scale of Universities, I suspect that there are about five or six institutions in the United Kingdom which would rank as major world Universities and about another ten to fifteen which would rank as very significant European universities.  But that amounts to a small proportion of the system as a whole and real pressures arise within the system if funding is diverted to the elite at the expense of the others.  Diversity has in fact been applauded both by those who have inquired into our system and by Government but diversity is much more difficult to deliver if it needs, as it does,  differential funding formulae.  One has to devise systems which are open and transparent and appear to be fair but which channel a higher proportion of public funding to those Universities which are at the elite end because they are simply more expensive to run.  Their research establishments are bigger and their competition for academic staff is on a world-wide basis.  What this leads back to is an informal binary line, of a somewhat blurred kind, which has the effect of channelling funds in this way.  It means acceptance that universities very clearly differ in mission and not just in status. The tensions over this can be seen in terms of the research funding in British Universities where for a successful research University, like my own, that research success is translated very clearly into increased public funds. Furthermore, it leads to continuing support by the research active Universities for the research assessment exercise, held every four or five years, under which the quality of research in every department in every university is assessed on a 7-point scale.  Research excellence, assessed under this scheme, has an immediate impact on the public funding of that university - as my own illustrates with 92% of all academic staff in departments rated in the top 2 categories.  You can see immediately the sort of institutional jealousy which will follow.  The other less research-active universities say that it is equally challenging to teach large numbers of students who come from very varied academic backgrounds.  It needs quite a tough political will to support the diversity that has emerged in the United Kingdom and to resist inevitable pressures for equalisation.  


b.
Market forces
It might be suggested that one could avoid all of these difficulties simply by letting market forces settle the issue.  Allow universities to charge such fees as their reputation will justify in the market place. To do that, however, it is generally agreed that there have to be enough funds available to support what the Americans call “needs-blind admission”.  This is the system whereby students are admitted whether or not they can pay the fees charged, and only then are their financial circumstances investigated, with major scholarship schemes available to assist those with inadequate funds.

What this market forces approach in its starkest form means is that Universities should simply shake off Government involvement altogether.  They, or some of them, should opt out of the publicly-funded system and simply settle their own fees and do so at a level which ensures their international competitiveness.  Such an approach poses a number of difficulties.  The first is that in the United Kingdom it would need a significant culture change and would probably not be very easy to achieve rapidly.  In so far as it required universities to raise funds from their alumni, there is a well-known argument which runs as follows: why should we pay for others to go to university when we did not have to pay ourselves?  Furthermore, the principle of free education at the tertiary level, which we have substantially enjoyed since the end of the Second World War, is deeply culturally embedded.  Another difficulty relates to the size of the funds needed for universities to `go it alone'.  In very round terms, Oxford would need to raise additional capital of about two billion pounds to provide an income stream, in addition to the current fees, simply to substitute for its current Government grant income.  On one basis, it has been said that it would take a hundred years to raise that money from private funds and, of course, inflation would mean that the capital sum to be raised would be ever increasing.  A third problem is that of access.  There is great pressure in the United Kingdom at the moment to ensure that everybody has a full opportunity to go to university when they leave school, irrespective of the educational, social or cultural background from which they come.  Moving to a system where individuals had to pay a great deal more money would certainly be seen as an inhibition of access; and the `needs-blind' scholarship schemes that would need to be put in place would have to be very effective to minimise the access concerns.  What that means is that the fee that an individual would pay would have to be considerably more than was needed for the education of that individual in order to build up scholarship schemes for those unable to pay.  

It would be very hard for one or two Universities to make these changes on an isolated basis.  I believe that such change will only come about if there was a willingness to change the whole system.  At the moment, the present Government seems to have set its mind against such fundamental change but there may be some flexibility.  It was a major issue for the present Government to accept the introduction of tuition fees paid by each student.  That door is now partially open and there is an expectation that the present Government, if returned to power in our next election, will find it very difficult to resist an increase in that fee not least because there is an inescapable need for additional funding in the university system.

That political pressure has been increased by proposals from the main Opposition party, the Conservatives.  Their view is that Universities should have their endowments increased from public funds so that they would be able to break free from the State and from the cost that is imposed by having a State-regulated system.  It has been estimated in this context that Oxford, for example, would need State funds of about Ł1.5 billion to set it free in this way.  That is not far removed from my estimated figure of Ł2 billion.  Certainly, Americans commenting on our situation believe that some such change is needed.


“The diagnosis is in – British universities need enormous transfusions of cash and they need them now.  Without this treatment the prognosis looks gloomy.  It is time for drastic measures.”

One of the difficulties with the Conservatives’ proposal is that universities would have to agree, as their part of the bargain, that they would not independently charge fees as well - but their proposed endowment would not be sufficient to meet current needs.  A further difficulty is that it is hard to imagine a Government in power which would be willing to transfer such very large amounts of tax-payers' money without very tight controls being imposed on universities as to how it was managed and spent.  The end result would be that the universities which received such endowment would be no better off financially than they are now and would still be subject to a range of Government constraints.  Indeed, it has been said recently that "Even if universities wanted to opt out of state funding, there is no cheque that any Chancellor of the Exchequer would write that would replace this money, allow for expansion and create endowments for access across the sector."  What is needed at the moment is more money and fewer constraints.  To achieve this may well require a fracturing of the present structure of the university system and its funding mechanisms.  


c.
Types of Courses
One of the consequences of moving to a mass Higher Educational system is that it not only extends opportunities across the community at large, but inevitably reaches lower down the system in terms of ability.  Undoubtedly, such a system catches those of real ability who would not otherwise think of going to university, and that is good.  It also gives an opportunity to those with less good academic results to experience a University education.  The problem is to ask whether that University education should be structured in the same way as one which was designed for a smaller number of higher achievers.  So the challenge is to manage a more diverse system.  There has been much public acknowledgement of diversity, though one of the problems is that the current formulae for the distribution of public funds to universities tend to drive in the opposite direction.  For example, if research excellence in a university brings in more money, then it will be a driver to cause universities which are well placed to teach large numbers of students instead to develop their research activity in order to secure increased funds, quite possibly at the expense of their teaching activities.

One of the consequences of this increased diversity in academic ability is that there has been a pressure to move to a greater range of types of courses and indeed of structures for the academic year.  It is only a minority of universities in the United Kingdom which now retain our traditional three-term academic year; a majority have moved over to a two-semester system.  One of the advantages of that move is that it makes the introduction of modular courses, and indeed of credit transfer between universities, easier to achieve.  It is also the case that shorter modular courses may well be suited to a majority of university students who will be able to study a wider range of subjects, though in less depth than in the more traditional universities, like mine, which have retained concentrated in-depth study of a small number of subjects.  The real problem for the system as a whole is to sustain diversity while combining excellence within a mass education system, coupled with a funding system which meets the needs of all. 


d.
Lifetime learning
It has become clearly very important that higher educational opportunities should be made available for people during their adult life, and not just at the beginning of it.  This has led to a concentration of effort in the development of lifetime learning systems.  I can illustrate this from Oxford which has the largest Continuing Education Department in the United Kingdom, with as many students on courses developed by that department as there are full-time students in the main university.  The challenges here are of providing for a whole range of needs in the field of lifetime learning.  These include the need for continuing professional development which many of our professional bodies, such as lawyers and accountants, now require as a condition of continuing to practice in that area, the concerns and demands of part-time students, or of students who for financial or personal reasons wish to devote say one year to study followed by a year at work to earn more money.  All this leads on to the issues of managing credit accumulation.  This is a phenomenon well known in the United States but much less common in the United Kingdom, whereby students can build up credit for the qualifications to a degree by taking courses in more than one university institution, eventually building up their accumulated credits to a level which would justify the award of a degree.


e.
Challenges of IT
We are all now living in an increasingly globalised world.  We communicate by email and buy books on the Internet.  That is a phenomenon whose impact will increase, not least with the convergence of technologies.  One challenge for universities is that of capital investment in IT.  There is no doubt that the advantages that the computer-age has brought have been great, but they have led to our having an ability to do more rather than to reduce the costs of what was already being done.  There is also a danger of assuming that modern technology is a real substitute for people.  Clearly, distance learning through on-line systems has huge advantages in taking education to people who would not otherwise enjoy it.  On the other hand, I think disaster lies ahead if IT is seen as a substitute for contact between teacher and student.  Indeed one of our new universities, Thames Valley University, which went over very much to the use of technology as a teaching tool within the University found itself in real difficulty over this because the cost of the system proved to be extremely high, coupled with considerable student dissatisfaction over the educational experience being delivered.  That is not to say that IT does not have a very important role to play in teaching and research.  Frankly, it is invaluable and I think we shall move evermore to a system where the benefits of the Internet are combined with the traditional teaching values from within a university.  It has to be understood, however, that the expectations of those students who attend a university in person are very different from those who embark on one of the ever-increasing globalised distance-learning programmes. 

There are, however, huge international opportunities from IT, such as the ability for students on one side of the world to listen to lectures being given on another and to interact directly with the professor through video conferencing or forms of interactive television.  Clearly there are challenges posed by such arrangements.  I was giving a lecture in Australia a year or two ago and posed the example of a Professor in Australia lecturing there to an audience which was in Europe, or vice versa.  One simple issue to be resolved is if the whole process is `live' which party, the Professor or the audience, should be operating in daytime and which in night-time, given the substantial time difference between Europe and Australia.  I have little doubt that the Professor should be lecturing in daytime and students listening in night-time.  Each is more characteristic of the behaviour of Professors and students respectively.


f.
International links
There is no doubt that over the past twenty years, both in Europe and elsewhere, universities have grown much closer together.  The development of international links between universities is important, whether it be at the student level or in terms of faculty and research projects.  The European Union has long supported schemes for the movement of students between universities in Western Europe.  That has not always been easy because of the differing university structures country by country, and certainly in the United Kingdom we have difficulties in fitting into our system students who come to study just for one year.  We also have something of a problem in that there tend to be more students who wish to come to the United Kingdom than British students who wish to go to other European universities.  Much of this is to do with the use of the English language.  We are linguistically much less good than are our European counterparts in speaking foreign languages.  Many European students arrive in Oxford speaking impeccable English.

The development of research collaboration on an international basis becomes ever more significant; and email and the Internet are fundamentally important in achieving this.  I do have doubts, however, about the extent to which a university central administration can or should decree that there be links between that university and others.  I recall seeing in a University in the Pacific region a map on the Vice-Chancellor’s wall indicating the 57 links that his University had with others throughout the world.  It may be nice to attend formal ceremonies to establish those links, but actually sustaining that many links in a real way is very difficult.  So I am much more a supporter of universities assisting faculties, departments and researchers to develop links in a `bottom-up' way, than trying to impose such connections from the top.  They will only flourish if there are people in the respective institutions who have a real academic need to collaborate.  Nevertheless, I think that the strengthening of these links, however difficult it may be from time to time, is something on which we all have to work. The European Union is, and will continue to be, a major player in this endeavour.


g.
The heavy weight of bureaucracy
This is a problem which very clearly afflicts British universities.  I have talked about the centralist Government structures in relation to funding, but the problems of bureaucratic intervention extend much further.  One of the most controversial areas at the moment, is that of the centralised systems for assessing the quality of what universities do.  This stems from the understandable concern that there should be an accountability for the public funds that are provided to universities, and transparency in the process by which that is done.  The result has been that universities are continually assessed on a regular basis, department by department, on the quality of their teaching provision; the university as a whole is subject every few years to an audit of the structures which it has in place for addressing teaching issues; and, as I indicated earlier, every four or five years every department in every university is assessed on a seven-point scale as to the quality of the research output of that department.  Success, or lack of it, in these assessments has very significant implications for levels of public funding.  All of these assessment processes are very burdensome and expensive and there is a gathering groundswell of opposition to them.  Sir Alec Broers, the current Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge University has described this system recently as “the suffocating bureaucracy of Government assessment”.  He is a strong supporter of the view that this process should be eliminated and that students should choose universities on the basis of the quality of what they actually deliver, saying, “if a University does not maintain its own quality then its students will go elsewhere”.

The real difficulty here seems to be that, in the United Kingdom, we have become more concerned about the mechanisms for assessing teaching quality than we are about the actual quality of the teaching that is delivered.  Furthermore, as Sir Alec points out, such assessment systems, if centrally managed, have to be done so on a formulaic basis which challenges the individuality of institutions.  There are also other problems because continuously to assess parts or the whole of a university is not only very expensive and time consuming, it also has an impact on the morale of the faculty.  It introduces a sense of mistrust in the system as a whole.

The concern in this area is one that links into the issues in relation to funding.  There is a feeling of frustration in the United Kingdom university system that central controls on funding and on assessment are inhibiting the development of a range of good universities.  The very high quality of a number of our universities is being achieved, despite, rather than because of, these government controls.


h.
Clash between teaching and research
The funding mechanisms to which I have referred have accentuated a tension between the teaching and research activities of universities and indeed of individual faculty members.  This is not a problem unique to the United Kingdom.  Such tensions also exist in major United States universities.  There is no doubt, however, that the funding mechanisms in the United Kingdom have put a strong emphasis on research and that this has raised anxieties about the significance and status of teaching ability.  There is a danger that the successful researcher will become more highly regarded in the system than the very effective teacher.  Furthermore, research is very expensive and can only be funded differentially between universities.  The consequence of that is that there is inevitably some “seepage” between the research and teaching functions within a university; this means that there is more teaching support in those universities which are better funded as a consequence of their research excellence.  This tends to undermine the diversity of our university system.


i.
Research and Industry
One of the very encouraging features of the university system in the United Kingdom over the past two decades or so has been the development of much closer links between universities and industry.  This is coupled with a growing realisation that the ideas, particularly scientific though not exclusively so, developed in a University need to be used for the benefit of the community at large.  This has led to increased activity in the field of “technology transfer”.  It takes many forms:  the licensing of ideas to commercial enterprises, consultancy agreements between faculty and industrial companies and, increasingly, the development of spin-off companies from within the university.  This is highly important both for the universities and for the country at large.  Strikingly, some of these companies, particularly in the bio-science field, are very successful and that success also brings much-needed funds into the university.  My own University has a system whereby a company which is developed in this way is jointly owned by the inventors, the department in question and the University.  That holding clearly gets diminished when the company needs venture capital to develop more but there are significant benefits once such a company is floated on the London Stock Market.  Indeed, the range of such companies is not limited to bio-science but includes one of the major industrial magnet companies in the world, Oxford Instruments, and one of the most sophisticated laser companies, Oxford Lasers.  The current Stock Market capitalisation of companies spun off from the University in the past five years has now reached the figure of Ł1.5bn.  So this is really a very important activity, intellectually as well as financially.  It poses challenges for universities in managing the interests of the inventors and of their time, but it makes it possible for funding from central university funds to sustain the development of a company as it moves from what I would describe as laboratory bench to work bench.  

There is, however, a very important difference between the development of new basic science and taking its applications into the industrial world, as compared with simply using Universities to do jobs for which industry ought to be better equipped.  This again was put very aptly by the Vice Chancellor of Cambridge a week or two ago:  


Industry may support universities by paying for academics to pursue their research, or, better, it may have its own researchers join with the academics to pursue mutual research aims.  For universities to maintain intellectual freedom it is necessary(.for the aims of the industrial supporter to be genuinely in the pursuit of research.  If the aim is the development of new products(then collaboration should be avoided.


j.
What types of skills should universities produce?
This is a matter of important debate in the United Kingdom.  Traditionally, the British approach was that universities should construct their courses, over the whole range of academic disciplines, in order to stretch the minds of their students.  This was done without having very clear regard to the skills that the nation needed or that students should take out from their university into the wider community.  Of course, in some disciplines there was very career-specific knowledge which was being acquired.  That seemed certainly to be true in areas of applied science and, indeed, in my own discipline of law.  But that focus on career skills may in many cases have been more apparent than real.  The new graduate may be well-informed about the details of the discipline which he or she is going to pursue as a professional career, but very rapidly that information will become out of date.  His or her career will become ever more specialised and more and more of what was learnt at University becomes more and more irrelevant to the career being pursued.

What needs to be focused on much more directly is the need to develop “key skills” or “transferable skills”.  This recognises that most of the information which students acquire at university is never going to be used again in the world outside.  Or, as in my case, became rapidly diminishingly important.  What it is important to ensure is that students leave University with developed skills in numeracy and literacy, IT skills, linguistic skills, the ability to research on one’s own, the ability to work in a team, the ability to organise and run projects, to manage time and with a developed capacity for initiative and leadership.  This means that teaching methods and assessment systems, and indeed course structures, need regularly to be re-examined to see how far those skills are actually being developed through the medium of the subject that is being studied.  I do not believe that sufficient attention is currently paid to this over-arching purpose of a university education.  In no way does it diminish the continuing need to stretch and open the minds of students.  It is also the case, in the United Kingdom at least, that extra-curricular activities may play an important part in developing skills which employers need.  Potential employes may well ask: How far has a student run some student activity, whether sporting, cultural, social or political?  That experience develops skills which are of considerable use in the business and commercial world.  It is very interesting to see the extent to which employers look for people who have had that wider experience during their university career in addition to the scholarly activity which they have pursued.  This pressure will, I think grow in terms of what employers need.  

D.
Challenges for Oxford
Whilst I have endeavoured to examine the United Kingdom university system as a whole, in terms of the way it is currently structured and the challenges that it faces, I might say a word about particular challenges faced by my own University because it is going through a period of very considerable change.  I have to point out that, being some 800 years old and the oldest University in the English-speaking world, I am not fearful that Oxford is likely suddenly to disappear but its current process of re-assessment is an important one.

As I indicated earlier, I chaired a major Commission of Inquiry into the whole organization of Oxford University, considering not only how it was run but the size it should be and the issues that needed to be addressed in terms of both teaching and research.  It is now just over two years since that Commission reported and the whole administrative structure of the University has just been changed.  This has been a root and branch reform, starting with the position of the head of the University, the Vice-Chancellor.  He or she will now hold office for seven years rather than four as I did, and the appointment to that office can be made from anybody, whether in Oxford or outside, whether currently in higher education or not.  There has been a very significant streamlining of the University's administrative processes. Here the general philosophy has been to devolve decisions down the system as far as is proper in terms of the nature of the decision to be taken and the appropriate control of finances.  This will mean that academics are far more obviously in control of their own destiny, but they will, however, have to address their minds to the planning of their faculties and departments in a much more focused way.  The University has been divided into 5 Divisions - Humanities, Social Sciences, Physical Sciences, Life Sciences and Medical Sciences.  It will be for each Division to determine the sub-structures below that level; this provides a considerable degree of autonomy.  The Divisions will propose plans for development of various areas of the University which will then come forward to the centre.  The plans will be either approved or disapproved.  If they are approved then the necessary funding will be made available and that will become clear University policy.  It will be a policy which then can be carried forward with external funding bodies, particularly those involved in funding major research.  The new structure will also enable a whole variety of issues relating to the organization of research and to the assessment of the effectiveness of teaching to be addressed in a more co-ordinated way.  One primary issue will be to examine the whole range of methods of teaching and of assessment within the University to ensure that they foster in students the transferable skills to which I referred earlier.

In terms of the size and shape of the University, there is a clear view that Oxford should not rapidly grow larger than its current number of approximately 15,000 students.  It is certainly the case that the undergraduate numbers should not grow, though slow growth so far as graduates are concerned is what is planned.  One of the challenges here is to ensure that opportunities are made available to able graduate students from across the world to come to study in Oxford.  Half our graduate students are from overseas and this is mirrored by the fact that we have graduates of the University in over 180 countries in the world.  It is important for us to attract very able students to Oxford and we believe that it is important that they take their academic experience back to the countries from which they have come.  One of the challenges here is funding and the University has recently decided to make available extra funds of over Ł2M a year to provide awards to enable foreign graduate students to study in Oxford.

Another of our challenges is that of equality of opportunity.  The United Kingdom has become an increasingly diverse country in terms of the backgrounds, cultural, racial, religious, of our citizens and we have to strive to ensure that the opportunity of studying at Oxford is open to all.  This is quite a difficult balance to strike as entry is competitive and it is not the case that everyone gets the same educational opportunities at the school level.  This is not because schools are not available but because schools in some areas are, frankly, much better than in others.  So one of our challenges will be to ensure that everyone, if academically able enough, has an opportunity to study in Oxford.  

One of the greatest challenges is going to be that of the internet age.  This takes a whole variety of forms.  The first is to make computing facilities available for all.  Not only is that a financial challenge but in a university like Oxford it is an architectural one.  Many of the buildings in my own college are 300 years old and to ensure that every room is ethernetted is quite an architectural challenge but it has been achieved.  This means that a student in his or her room can connect into the University's main computing system and then through that across to the rest of the world.  It opens up opportunities for study which are almost endless.  One interesting facet of this has been, for example, the development by our Department of Chemistry of material which is available free on the Web at school level.  Its purpose is to enable school children who may be interested in taking further their work in chemistry to get a greater understanding of just what is involved and, indeed, to have the opportunity to think about some of the challenges of that subject.  So the University is reaching straight into the school system.  Another challenge is that of lifelong learning and courses are available from our Department of Continuing Education to enable people to learn on the internet.  Only last month, the University entered into a partnership with Stanford, Princeton and Yale to establish a joint `distance learning' venture which will provide on-line courses in the arts and sciences initially to the 500,000 combined alumni of the four universities.  The objective is then to make the service available to a wider public in the future.

A cautionary word has to be said here in that we believe it very important to strike a balance between the opportunities that the computer brings to learning and the importance of face-to-face teaching.  Oxford has a tradition that students are taught in groups of literally one or two and we do not believe that the internet is a substitute for the experience of discussing with your professor for an hour each week the central issues about which you have been reading and studying that week.  On the other hand, enormous opportunities are available through the internet to facilitate that study, including the use of e-mail and web sites to facilitate the interlinking of study within a particular department.  None of that should, however, be at the expense of the personal contact week by week.  We regard that as essentially important, even though very expensive to sustain.

Challenges for UK Legal Education
I was asked whether, in this lecture, I could conclude by focusing on some of the particular challenges for legal education in the United Kingdom.  I do this against the background of having been involved in legal education in my country in one form or another, for forty years.  I might start by pointing out that, in England, law degrees are undergraduate degrees, in other words the first degree that somebody does after leaving school.  If a law graduate wants to continue into the profession, then they have to do a one-year professional exam followed, if they are planning to be a solicitor, by two years' work in a solicitor's office or one year's work in a barrister's chambers - in order to gain professional experience.  It is also possible to enter the profession as a graduate who has got a degree in a subject other than law; and indeed my son-in-law has done just that.  In such a case, the non-law graduate has to do an extra one-year's study of law before working for the professional examinations.  It is the case that the profession has a strong influence on what counts as a law degree. Although we have a divided profession - divided into barristers and solicitors -both branches of the profession have concerns as to the range of subjects which have to be studied.  Undoubtedly this creates a tension with the law faculties in England.  Academic lawyers have a very clear view as to the range and scope of legal education that should be provided and they do undoubtedly feel inhibited by the degree of prescription which the professional bodies impose.

Most, though not all, British universities have law faculties.  Law is a very popular subject with young men and women leaving school not least because it provides the prospect of a rewarding career, both intellectually and financially.  The problem is that the expansion of numbers in British law schools does not match the number of places in the profession.  About half all law graduates do not enter the legal profession.  This situation is exacerbated by the fact that about one-third of the entry into the profession comes from graduates who have studied a subject other than law.  A consequence of this is that the professions have been steadily raising the minimum academic standards that are required before a law graduate can take part in one of the professional courses, courses which are essential to being able to qualify as a professional lawyer. The consquence is that an increasing proportion of law graduates have to enter a career other than in the law.

Another area of change has been the expansion of different areas of legal study.  The syllabus is much broader than it was when I was a student.  Not only are there important new subjects to be studied but some old ones - particularly, in Oxford, Roman Law - have disappeared or are disappearing from the syllabus.  Of course, a major impact on the study of the law in the United Kingdom comes from our membership of the European Union.  This has had a pervasive effect on legal studies.  Not only are there courses on the substantive European law, but our membership has, for example, changed the whole way that constitutional law is taught; it has had a major impact on comparative law because greater attention is now paid to the national laws of the Member States; and, for example, it has significantly altered the syllabus in my own special area of the law, namely private international law.  Another pressure for expansion of the syllabus comes from the globalisation of the world economy.  This has heightened interest in areas of international commerce, banking law, insurance law, the law of financial institutions and intellectual property law.  One of the interesting challenges of today is to examine the impact of the Internet on both our substantive national law and on our private international law.

A further change has been that some subjects which a decade or two ago were regarded as very intellectually undemanding, being areas of law which were rather mechanistically applied, have taken on a new intellectual vibrance.  Criminal law in England is perhaps the prime example of that.  The explanation for this is that one or two particular scholars have applied their considerable intellectual abilities to analysis of the criminal law and that has had a major impact on both practitioners and judges.  We are now seeing similar developments in such areas as media law, medicine and the law, gender issues in the law and, topically after the Olympic Games, sports law.  Changes in our educational structures have produced a growing interest in education law.  Coupled with all of that has been a broader focus on cultural, philosophical, and social approaches to legal study and thought.  Much work on that has been done in my own university which has a worldwide reputation for socio-legal studies, i.e. the examination of the law as it affects society at large.

So there is a paradox here.  The professions demand ever more in terms of subjects that must be studied; the universities wish evermore to expand the range of legal subjects worthy of intellectual study.  That has led to pressures for extending the normal law degree from three years to four years.  Many universities would like to see such a development but the Government is not prepared to make available the funds to achieve it.  It could only be achieved by reducing the number of law students by one-third.  One way round this difficulty is seen in the expansion of one-year Masters courses, but even those compete for resources with the standard undergraduate degree.

I have no doubt, therefore, that some of the challenges which face our universities in general are also mirrored in the challenges which face our law faculties in particular.  It is certainly the case that, for law students, their courses are becoming ever more demanding and that their early years in practice as professional lawyers are equally demanding.  What is striking is that law continues to be regarded as a university, and then professional, career which attracts some of the brightest of our young men and women.

Conclusion
Universities in my country have been, and are, going through a period of great change - with all the challenges and opportunities that that brings.  Law faculties are no exception to this, nor generally is my own university, Oxford.  The greatest challenges are to provide a high-class mass university education, with lower unit funding per student, whilst still ensuring that our best universities can compete on the world stage in terms of research output, and the attracting of both good staff and good graduate students.  No mean challenge!  It is also important that we are able to think laterally so as to benefit from all that is offered by the world of the Internet, without losing the close links between student and teacher which so enriches the lives of both.  Universities play a very important role in the life of a nation and they have never been better described than by a 19th century British Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli, as places of `light, of liberty and of learning'.




