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TECHNICAL COLLEGES AND 
INDUSTRIAL RESEARCH 

I N his paper "Industrial Research and the National 
Economy" at the Midland Regional Conference of 

the Federation of British Industries on March 25, 
Sir William Larke stressed the important part which 
the technical colleges of Great Britain should play 
in the conduct of technical research. Mr. F. E. W. 
King, in a review of the Midland research organisa
tions at the same Conference, commented on the 
comparative neglect of research by the technical 
colleges in the past, and suggested that the imple
mentation of the recommendations of the Percy 
Report on Higher Technological Education should 
do much to remedy this position. More recently, at 
the Scottish Regional Conference of the Federation 
of British Industries, on April 25, Dr. W. M. Cum
mings also referred to the assistance which the 
technical colleges could give to industry, both in the 
way of technical research and in consulting work. 

Dr. Cummings went on to urge the need for closer 
contact and better mutual understanding between 
the technical colleges and industry in Britain, and 
although his remarks related more particularly to 
chemical industry in Scotland, it is clear from the 
report on "Industrial Research in Technical Colleges", 
to which Sir William Larke referred in his paper at 
Birmingham, that much of what Dr. Cummings said 
is true of all subjects and throughout Great Britain. 
This report, by a special sub-committee of the Indus
trial Research Sub-Committee of the Federation of 
British Industries which was appointed "to consider 
the results of a survey on the industrial research 
activities of Britain's technical colleges and the 
Ministry of Education's future plans for industrial 
research in technical colleges ; to report on the 
possibility of co-operation by industry and the form 
such co-operation might take", shows that, of the 
fifty-seven technical colleges selected from approxi
mately two hundred by the Ministry as likely to 
provide positive answers, thirteen were not carrying 
out research, twenty-nine, including the majority of 
the senior technical colleges, were carrying out some 
research, and in only fifteen colleges were more than 
five persons engaged in research. About ten of the 
colleges possess special equipment of value for indus
trial purposes; all have. close links with industry, 
and all but two possess satisfactory libraries. About 
250 research workers, of whom about 160 are staff, 
were reported in the returns in this category, as 
against 72, of whom 52 are staff, in the returns from 
the twenty-five colleges in the second category. 

The ov:erall picture gained from the survey of the 
most active colleges is one of progressive develop
ment, handicapped by inadequate facilities and 
equipment, and by lack of staff. Moreover, i.p only 
seven of the fifty-seven colleges questioned do 
research scholarships exist, although there are grants 
from the Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research to individual investigators and a few endow
ments from industry. Again, where there is close 
contact with local industry, it is normally through 
heads of departments, who act from time to time in 
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a consultant capacity. Frequently, testing for local 
industry is carried out by technical colleges, often 
with specialized equipment for the purpose. Develop
ment work in assisting in the application of the 
results of research is limited mainly to the special 
war-time requirements of local firms, and contacts 
with the research associations and the Department 
of Scientific and Industrial Research are limited and 
spasmodic. 

Commenting on the position revealed by the 
survey, the Sub-Committee, which consisted of Sir 
Robert Pickard (chairman), Dr. W. T. K. Braunholtz, 
Sir Arthur Fleming, Mr. Edward Meigl and Dr. 
B. J. A. Bard as secretary, considers that the amount 
ofresearch carried out, and the extent to which the 
technical colleges are assisting local industry in the 
way of research, development or advice, are inade
quate when measured either in terms of the resources 
and potentialities of technical colleges or the require
ments of industry. Moreover, it holds that industry 
is not, and has not been, made sufficiently aware of 
the facilities that exist in technical colleges, or the 
assistance they can provide in the solution of indus
trial problems and in the application of scientific 
knowledge for the ·benefit of local industry. More 
particularly, since the imparting of knowledge cannot 
be separated from its advancement, if teachers are 
to maintain their enthusiasm, and the right type is 
to be attracted to the profession, the Committee 
urges that opportunity for research by the teaching 
staff should be a sine qua non in all senior technical 
colleges, and that opportunity should simultaneously 
be provided for graduates and students to participate 
in original investigations related to local needs and 
interests. 

On the scope of such research the Committee 
recognizes that the primary responsibility of the 
technical college is to train men for technic8l positions 
in industry, and that accordingly any research 
prosecuted should bear some relation to this objective. 
The training of men for research posts in industry, 
however, is not necessarily outside the function of 
the technical college; and on the other hand, carrying 
out industrial investigations may assist members of 
the staff of the technical college to keep up to date 
in their knowledge of industrial practice and thus 
relate their teaching more closely to industrial needs. 
So far as long-range fundamental research is con
cerned, the Committee believes that such research is 
best carried out at a. university or independent 
institution, or by an industrial research association ; 
although on occasion such investigations may be 
suitable for technical colleges if they are adequately 
staffed and equipped. 

As to actual research for local industry, the Com
mittee endorses the views expressed by the Ministry 
of Education last year in Circular 94; but it sug
gests that investigations of which a manufacturing 
concern offers to bear the full cost, with a proviso 
prohibiting or restricting publication of results, 
should be considered with regard to the possible 
benefit to the college. Similarly, in regard to con
sultation with local industry, the Committee endorses 
the principles laid down in the statement "Principles 

suggested for a Code of Practice in respect of con
sulting and similar work accepted by members of 
whole-time academic staff" which was approved and 
issued last year by the Board of the Institute of 
Physics and the Council of the Royal Institute of 
Chemistry. 

The Committee believes that the plans for encour
aging research in the technical colleges outlined in 
the Ministry of Education's Circular lay a sound 
foundation, and most of the colleges have plans in 
hand for expanding their research effort. It is, 
nevertheless, considered that industry can contribute 
to the success of research work at technical colleges, 
and that this in turn will benefit industry itself. 
Industry should take increasing interest in the 
technical college, not only as a place where staff can be 
trained, but also as a centre which may be of supple
mentary assistance to the research activities of the 
industry and the private consultant in the solution 
of both general and particular industrial problems. 
Accordingly, the report recommends that industrial 
concerns with their own research departments should, 
wherever possible, place research work with their 
local technical college, and consult the college when 
an outside opinion or specialized advice within its 
competence is required. They should also provide 
financial help and equipment where required, to 
increase the capacity for service to industry, arrange 
for interchange of staff, for vacation and refresher 
courses and works visits from time to time, encourage 
the organisation by the college of a reference library 
and information service related to its field of activity, 
and generally develop the closest possible relations 
for their mutual benefit, including active participation 
on the governing body. 

Each trade association should ascertain which 
technical colleges in Great Britain can be of assistance 
to the industries it represents, and should assist 
financially in the provision of equipment or personnel 
where necessary, as well as maintain contact with 
regional education councils and local education 
authorities. 

The Industrial Research Secretariat of the Federa
tion of British Industries, the Committee suggests, 
may well play a constructive part in bringing in
dustry and technical colleges into closer contact for 
the solution of industrial problems; and the 
two regional conferences which the Federation has 
organised since this report was signed are steps in 
the right direction. The Secretariat can act to some 
extent as a clearing house, though the Intelligence 
Division of the Department of Scientific and Indus
trial Research should be equally effective, and care 
should be taken to avoid overlapping and duplication 
of effort. The Federation's Industrial Resesrch 
Secretariat would rightly welcome any approach from 
a technical college to obtain information or make 
research or industrial contacts, or with regard to the 
initiation of staff exchange schemes; indeed, there 
should be a wide field in which there is little risk of 
duplicated effort. Moreover, the appendix (dated 
January 1, 1947) listing technical colleges with 
research activities and facilities likely to interest 
industry indicates that in the way of information 
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much co-operative effort is still required to fill the 
gaps in syst ematic knowledge. 

The information in this list was supplied by the 
Associa tion of Principals of Technica l Institutions. 
It is somewhat fuller than that contained in the lists 
of industrial research in t echnical colleges and at the 
universities appended to Mr. J. G. King's paper on 
Midland research organisations read at the Midland 
Regional Conference of the Federation last March, 
which was derived mainly from the Federation's own 
records or from the "Notes on Current Scientific 
Researches in the United Kingdom" prepared for the 
Royal Society Empire Scientific Conference last 
year ; but neither list is complete, and the approval 
with which the " Notes" were received at the Empire 
Scientific Conference shows how warmly such an 
authoritative and comprehensive compilation would 
be welcomed. Naturally it could never be entirely 
up to date, but if maintained by the appropriate 
bureau it should do much to assist contact between 
industry and the technical colleges and also the 
universities, and especia lly to help the technical 
colleges to plan their own research. 

The report of the Federation of British Industries 
Sub-Committee is chiefly of value as indicating the 
approval by an important section of industry of 
certain current trends of opinion in educational and 
professional opinion, as reflected, for example, in the 
Ministry of Education Circular and in the Code of 
Practice issued by the J oint Council of Professional 
Scientists; but beyond showing that the Federation 
is aware of the possibilities of the educational work 
it could undertake in promoting contact between the 
technical colleges and individual firms, and that it is 
prepared to use those opportunities to the full, the 
report contains little in the way of constructive 
proposals. Moreover, there are some important 
omissions. There is no reference to recent develop
ments, such as refresher courses, which can indeed 
prove as valuable to the teacher in the technical 
college as to the staff of an industrial firm. The Joint 
Research Council established in Manchester, too, may 
well become, as Dr. W. H. Cummings suggested at 
Glasgow, the prototype of what is required in other 
regions to facilitate contacts between both technical 
colleges a nd the universities and local industry. 

On the proposals of the Percy Report on Higher 
Technological Education the Committee makes no 
comment, and its survey of the relations between 
technical colleges and the universities seems to be 
somewhat superficial. The Percy Committee missed 
an opportunity when it concerned itself exclusively 
with the needs of engineering and failed to compare 
the needs and experience, for example, of the 
engineering and chemical industries, and the present 
report takes rather too narrow a view of the training• 
of the staff in the technical colleges. The only really 
satisfactory way for such teachers to keep up to date 
in the industrial technique of their particular subject 
is for the teacher to return to industry for substantial 
periods. The conduct of subsidized ad hoc investi
gations for industrial firms in the laboratories of a 
technical college is unlikely of itself to meet that 
need, yet the report gives no indication of the views 

of the Committee as to how such interchange should 
be encouraged. Satisfactory as the report may be 
so far as it goes, and rightly as it emphasizes the 
opportunities for research which the technical 
colleges could offer, on the whole the Committee has 
approached the subject too timidly, and has failed 
to define sufficiently clearly the relative functions of 
the univ!'lrsities and technical colleges ; it has over· 
looked the importance of free interchange between 
the technica l colleges and the universities, and 
between both these and industry, and has confined 
itself to the general point that research could be 
carried out more extensively at the technical colleges, 
without indicating the character of the investigations 
which it is reasona.ble to expect the technical colleges 
to be equipped to pursue. There is little attempt to 
define clearly the conditions on either side for closer 
co-operation. By contrast, Pr0f. Edmund Giffen's 
inaugural lecture at Queen Mary College, London, on 
"Engineering Research in the University" (Oxford 
University Press, London, 1946. ls. 6d. net) is marked 
by clear thinking on fundamental aspects. One would 
have welcomed comments from the Federation of 
British Industries' Sub-Committee on Prof. Giffen's 
suggestions, and more particularly on the scheme he 
proposes for co-operation between the universities 
and research associations. Such a scheme should be 
equally applicable to the technical colleges and to 
fields other than that of engineering ; but the inherent 
weakness of the research association movement itself 
renders further industrial contact essential if the 
technical collE-ge is to reap the full benefit of intimate 
contact with the most recent advances in industrial 
practice and technique. H ere the joint research 
council on the lines of that at Manchester might 
contribute something, and it is to be hoped that the 
promised report from the Parliamentary and Scientific 
Committee on schools and colleges of technology in 
Great Britain in relation to scientific and technical 
man-power will take the matter a stage further, and 
dea-l more imaginatively and constructively with 
these important questions. 

NEW LIGHT ON VESALIUS 
A Prelude to Modern Science 
Being a Discussion of the History, Sources and 
Circumstances of the "Tabulae Anatomicae Sex" of 
Vesalius. By Charles Singer and C. Rabin. (Pub
lications of the Wellcome Historical Medical Museum, 
New Series, No. 1.) Pp. lxxxvi+5S+6 plates. 
(Cambridge: At the University Press, 1946.) 458. 
net. 

DR CHARLES SINGER has celebrated his 
seventieth birthday by the publication of one 

of his most important contributions to the history 
of science. The works of Vesalius have attracted 
m ore attention, and have been more intensively 
scrutinized, than those of any other anatomist, and 
it might well be thought that there was nothing more 
to be said. It is true that we still await an English 
translation of the "Fabrica", but even this monu· 
mental and baffling task is approaching completion 
in the United States. Now Dr. Singer has raised. 
Vesalian commentary to so erudite a plane that his 
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