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GOING IT ALONE 

One Way to University Independence 
THE outburst with which British academics greeted the 
Prices and Incomes Board's report on university salaries 
ensured that the most provocative recommendation 
would be stillborn, and the British Government has 
indeed rejected the proposal that students should play 
a part in assessing their teachers' ability. But the whole 
affair has obviously increased the fear of many acade
mics that in the long run the Government will increase 
its control of the universities. The answer for at least 
forty-eight of them, including the provost of Eton, 
the head master of Harrow and the chairman of the 
Headmaster's Conference, is a private university. 
According to their declaration, Towards an Independent 
University (Institute of Economic Affairs, 5s), such 
a university would be free from the state control which 
is now crippling experiment and innovation in the 
universities. Although that sounds like academic kite
flying, the group apparently means business. 

Not all the signatories of the manifesto are right
wing economists and fellow spirits, and the manifesto 
is not just a standard piece of free enterprise doctrine. 
The signatories include Professor M. Blaug, a member 
of the Labour Party's Committee on Higher Education, 
for example, and others of similar persuasion. The 
declaration itself pointedly argues against both elitism 
and the perversity of minimizing vocational training at 
universities. What the signatories have in common is 
alarm at the way existing universities are developing. 

The case for a private university has four bases. To 
begin with, there is the philosophical objection to state 
control. "The moral and social energy of the people is 
diminishing through undue and prolonged entangle
ments in the web of government", according to the 
manifesto. The fear seems to be that universities are 
being inculcated with subtle forms of control, so that 
salary scales have become universally applied and 
inflexible, and there are fixed quotas for university 
accommodation for students, fixed staff to student and 
senior to junior staff ratios and so on. 

The second point is that the British Government 
is incapable of meeting the growing demand for a 
university education. The declaration says that there is 
"absolutely no evidence that the British people will 
not spend more on higher education or that the state 
is obliged to finance universities because the people 
will not do it for themselves", and goes on to say that 
because the universities have chosen to become Govern
ment pensioners, they cannot properly respond to 
the increased demand for higher education, still less 
stimulate it further. 

The manifesto goes on to agree that the traditional 
universities, blinkered by the past and by the honours 
degree system, are failing to provide a general education. 
A private university, on the other hand, designed from 
the outset to meet the demands of its customers to 
experiment with syllabuses and teaching methods and 
to provide a broadly based education relevant to 
current needs, could set an example which would 
force change on other universities. It could also 
provide variety of education. The declaration accuses 
the University Grants Committee of responsibility 

for the policy of building "cottage universities
expensive to build, expensive to operate and ill designed 
to concentrate talent and variety of endeavour which 
are indispensable for high academic achievement". 

The declaration makes stirring reading, but will it 
ever be more than that ? To begin with, something 
between £5 and £10 million would be needed for capital 
expenditure. Industry, foundations and the well-to-do 
will have to be persuaded to dig deep into their pockds 
and the tax laws offer no incentive for such charity. 
Then the university would charge students the full 
cost of their education, not 5-10 per cent as in state
aided universities, which suggests fees of between 
£1,500 and £1,000 a year. To be sure, as the declaration 
says, about 200,000 parents in Britain buy their 
children public school education, but, to prevent the 
private university becoming a continuation college for 
these schools, it will offer loans to poor students. This, 
the manifesto says, would make the university careful 
about its selection of students and would let older people 
have a chance of a university education even when they 
lack paper qualification,;;. The declaration acknow
ledges quite openly that it would be necessary to pro
vide courses attractive enough to tempt students 
along. By the same token, it would be necessary for 
the proposed university to attract teaching staff, 
presumably by means of higher salaries and by com
petition in the international market. The economists 
who are the moving spirits behind the declaration say 
this would force up salaries in the existing universities. 

How will the private university support research as 
it will surely be obliged to do to attract the best staff ? 
As plans stand, the university apparently would not, 
like the great American private universities, accept 
government money for fear of ending up dependent 
on government money and so defeating the object of the 
exercise. Instead there is talk of money from industry 
and foundations for specific projects, but this also has 
its risks-the university could hardly be satisfied 
with being an extramural research centre for industry. 
Precedents, indeed, suggest that independent universi
ties, even in the United States with its tax incentives 
for charity, are finding it increasingly hard to stay 
afloat. The problems of financing research from private 
funds would be even more formidable. In Britain, 
even institutes providing purely vocational training 
are merging with the universities. The Institute of 
Estate Management, for example, found it sensible to 
merge with the University of Reading, and the Architec
tural Association is to go ahead with a merger with 
Imperial College, London. 

Many academics must share the fears of those who 
signed Towards an Independent University, but some 
would argue that setting up a private university is 
no answer to their collective problem. It would leave 
99 out of every 100 students suffering from the old 
abuses. Would not more be achieved, by those who 
really have the state of Britain's higher education at 
heart, by trying to change the existing universities 
from within rather than acting like a bunch of Martin 
Luthers and setting up a rival institution ? 
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