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Mrs Thatcher and the Universities 
THOSE who may have hoped that the months ahead would 
see a better relationship, or at least a more logical relation
ship, between the British government and British educa
tional institutions will have been disappointed by the 
exchange last week in the House of Commons between 
Mrs Margaret Thatcher, Secretary of State for Education 
and Science, and the robust company of her critics and 
lukewarm friends at the end of the debate on the Queen's 
Speech which outlined the British government's pro
gramme of legislation for the year ahead. The first thing 
to be said, of course, is that there is now very little chance 
of any but comparatively minor administrative changes 
in the way in which young men and women in Britain are 
educated. The school-leaving age will be raised to 16, but 
that has been on the cards for several years. The Queen's 
Speech (written by the Prime Minister and his colleagues) 
says that "provision for higher and further education will 
be improved and expanded", but there is very little in the 
record of the debate on November 5 which suggests that 
those words are more than platitudes. To be sure, Mrs 
Thatcher roused to anger some of her most fierce critics 
by announcing the decision that in future students' unions 
would have to look for support to their universities and 
not to the local authorities accustomed to pay fees, but 
that is hardly a matter on which critics have temperate 
things to say. And the sad truth is that Mrs Thatcher 
herself contributed nothing to resolving the doubt which 
still surrounds the future of the British university system 
and its relationship with the other instruments of higher 
education. 

Why should this be? Is the British government entirely 
powerless in the management of its own affairs? For the 
past six years, the previous Labour government was 
occupied in making water flow uphill by advocating the 
binary system of higher education, a mixture of universities 
and polytechnics. At this stage, nobody can know 
whether the intention was to discover a cheaper way to 
higher education than that of the traditional universities, 
a more egalitarian formula for the admission of students 
or genuine diversity. The fact is that by setting out to 
create polytechnics, the British government appeared to 
wash its hands of the universities. But it is clear that 
the polytechnics, dependent as they are on local rates and 
taxes, are also outside the government's ken. Paradoxic
ally, it was the Labour government that found what now 
appears to be a formula for shrugging off the obligation 
of central government for higher education. In spite of 
the painful anomalies which suffuse the relationships 
between polytechnics and universities, it is perhaps only 
natural that the present government should put up with 
them for the sake of a quiet life. The trouble, of course, 
is that both parts of the binary system at present exist in a 
kind of limbo, not knowing what will happen next. On 
last Friday's form, neither partner in the binary system 
would be advised to look to Mrs Thatcher for guidance. 
She had literally nothing to say on this important issue. 

Her best defence is that most of her potential critics seem 
to have been so bemused by issues such as the proposal 
to strengthen the financial position of direct grant schools 
and to undermine the automatic autonomy of students' 
unions that they had nothing to say about the central 
issue of how best to organize higher education. 

The sad truth is that there is .no reason why Mrs 
Thatcher should be at a loss to know what now to do. 
First of all, of course, there is a certain arithmetical 
inevitability about the pattern of higher education. Each 
year, more students find their way into universities and 
polytechnics. Although governments are inclined to take 
the credit for the pace of this expansion, it happens to be 
a kind of historical necessity that the university popula
tion should grow at such a rate as to double in just over 
a decade. Eventually, of course, when most of the popu
lation finds its way into higher education, the pace of 
growth will slacken, but for the time being any British 
government is bound to a kind of chariot wheel that will 
not stop turning until the 1980s are over. To ~laim credit 
for this is like boasting at having arranged sunrise at some 
previously advertised time of day. 

What Mrs Thatcher really needs to tackle is the question 
of how to pay for higher education and, in the same spirit, 
how to organize it. First of all, it is anomalous and 
debilitating that universities and polytechnics should be 
organized quite differently, with central government funds 
for one and local authority funds for the other. Why 
not amalgamate the two elements in the binary system? 
Second, it is absurd that instruments such as the Univer
sity Grants Committee should be dedicated to the rule 
that all institutions of the same category must be counted 
equal. This spurious egalitarian spirit was a serious 
source of discontent about the university system when 
there were only universities to worry about. It would 
have been better for the health of university education 
if it had been easier for universities with ambitions in, say, 
classics or photography to pursue their particular interests 
without the fear that they might fall foul of the Univer
sity Grants Committee and its improving standards. To 
be sure, such independence from preconceived notions of 
what a university should be is only possible when univer
sities themselves raise at least a part of the money they 
have to spend. The moral for Mrs Thatcher is that the 
health of higher education as well as the administrative 
convenience of her administration require that there 
should be not so much a binary system of institutions but 
a binary system of sources of finance. In practice, this 
requires higher university fees, paid for by local authorities, 
more independence for polytechnics, more responsibility 
by individual institutions for determining what constitutes 
a decent course in higher education and a greater sense 
among students that the whole thing is worth having, who
ever pays the subvention for the students' union. Why 
is it that Mrs Thatcher seems entirely to have shrunk 
from that simple declarative position? 
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