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 Where to Begin?

Prifysgol. Top school. First school, whatever. But it’s really not, is it?

We tend to think of University primarily from an individual or household perspective -

at least those of us who are lucky enough to think of it at all. It’s the place my parents

aspired to send me, thus avoiding my Dad’s fate of ever decreasing options in ever

fewer local factories. It’s the choice agonized over for months and years by nice middle

class parents, desperate for the best possible start for their kids in a world where being

middle class means… less than it used to. And for some, it’s the prospect of finally –

finally! – welcoming the prospect of a lovely upstairs study, with expansive views

across to the Transport for Wales HQ and the new turbines. 

Actually, forget that last one. 

Recently however, in the UK and here in Wales, we have been forced to think much

more of Universities as part of our social infrastructure – enduring, august,

economically and culturally critical, but also messy, opaque, and of course expensive. A

period of expansion and (apparent) success has been twinned with increasing criticism

from both governments and, um, cultural commentators, that has only intensified as the

business model for UK higher education has collapsed – slowly then all at once. The

crisis is only just beginning, and for regions like Wales – formerly punching well above

its weight in attracting both UK and overseas students, and with really not many other

successful sectors – the prospects are stark. 

I left academia last week. Or maybe it left me. Years of ever increasing student numbers

and attendant bureaucracy (worse for more junior colleagues than me), rampant
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centralisation and poor strategic management, the farce of academic publication in a

hopelessly neoliberal and rentier context, and a tough pandemic, clearly signalled the

increasing water temperature to this particular frog. A generous golden handshake

means I leave what I have always thought of as my perfect job with hardly a look back.

Regrets though, I have a few.

Primarily (and this is where it gets a bit me me me) is that no bugger ever listened to me:

whether it was warning the VC of the need to diversify student cohorts (and income) in

2015, trying to instigate individual travel carbon budgets in the Business School in

2019, or pushing for a new, inter-departmental ‘PPE Cymru’ undergrad degree to train

the leaders of challenged regions and cities in tomorrow’s world. Of course, I’ve hung

around organisational scientists for long enough to realise ahead of time that all these

ideas would likely get short-shift. This is especially true in the rarefied air of the Russell

Group’s ivory tower dungeon, where the biggest danger is always that someone might

say “hold on.. they’re wearing no clothes”, and the appropriate response is thus stasis.

But the fruit of my frustration is a fair few years spent thinking about what a suitable.. a

good HE system might look like for Wales. One that is developmentally useful, speaks

to a much wider subset of the population, and really fits within the ethos that Wales

(says it) subscribes to: one of inclusion, responsibility, fairness and sustainability.  And

that actually is comprised of Prifysgolion… or maybe last schools, that sit comfortably

at the end of a genuinely Welsh continuum of learning, and which are then there to hold

the hands of the grownups as they navigate this increasingly bonkers world.

That Gramsci, eh? What a Boy.

“The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be

born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”

I don’t think the old world is coming back. The catastrophic decline in international –

read Asian postgraduate – students since the pandemic will not, I think, be reversed,

even if Trump does manage to make the US even more inhospitable to foreigners than
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Mars. The UK has built its international reputation on longstanding teaching and

research excellence, delivered by globally recognised names, in English. Those

advantages won’t disappear overnight, but the trend is only one way, as we double down

on our own anti-immigrant rhetoric (and anti-student visa regs) whilst declining to

invest in – or even, to be frank, have a plan for – higher education and research. In the

meantime China, that most lucrative overseas market, moves smoothly into second

place in the global rankings for publications and patents, making one wonder how long

it will be before (again, thanks Donald!) Mandarin becomes the Lingua Franca of

science, and the CCP can finally “do a Scotland” and fully internalise its education

system top to bottom.

This is, of course, fundamentally a good thing. Well, maybe not the ascension of an

autocratic, expansionary and highly self-regarding empire to the top of the science tree,

but certainly the dismantling of the current system, which serves (almost) nobody, Not

the students, who are often (not always!) churned  through standardised and necrotic

courses with limited concern for actual learning. Not the teachers, increasingly harried

into worrying endlessly about student numbers and grades, and into commercial-

adjacent marketing nonsense to bolster both. Or society, which seems to regard a rich

seam of talented, young, enthusiastic and generally lovely visiting human capital as

some sort of problem to be solved. And all this flitting doesn’t of course serve the

planet, or consequently the well meaning parts of British academia that end up trying to

build sustainable education, incongruously, on the back of the climate and with money

drawn from Asia and from the global South.

So a pox on all that. But it’s not as easy as that. There’s money in them thar hills, and

that pays for a shedload of stuff we quite like – affordable(ish) undergraduate degrees,

doctors and nurses, and blue-sky science just for three. As well as (as I can personally

attest) some pretty good salaries for those floating in the middle and upper strata. This

cross-subsidy will have to be replaced, or costs cut. However, we cut it, this transition

will be painful. But it doesn’t have to be painful and chaotic.

Of Course, if Hywel Dda had been Vice Chancellor… 
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On to the good (or at least better) news. Wales is, like, the best place in the world to

embark upon the transformational journey of higher ed into something properly of

public value! Firstly, we have an agreed destination – a set of them even, within the

Goal areas of the Future Generations Act. And a raft of other legislation – around

nature, society, government – that makes it really clear, not only what should be the

“why” of higher education, but also the red lines - the “how”. Secondly, and despite its

notional devolution, higher education in Wales is a complete blank canvas. Save for an

extra grand or two of student grant here or there, it remains – in its structures,

incentives, income, markets and labour – essentially British. I was on a train a few years

ago with a now-departed Director in the Welsh civil service and he said to me “Calvin,

the problem with you lot is you’ve never done anything for us!”. To which I replied

“Barry,” (I’ll call him Barry) “the problem with you is that you’ve never told us what

you want!”. This disinterest from Welsh Government ministers has been pretty constant,

although to be fair, Leighton Andrews thought we needed a damn good streamlining,

and Kirsty Williams wanted us to all become school governors (reader… they didn’t

want me!).  But really there are few local shibboleths to dismantle or/entrenched

windmills at which to tilt in Wales; only those inherited in the global-British system that

is currently undergoing rapid unscheduled disassembly. Only an idiot (or maybe a Vice

Chancellor, draw your own Venn Diagram) would argue that now is a hugely opportune

– possibly unique – moment to refashion our universities to the benefit of Wales.

What would that be like? No idea! What do you think I am, some sort of slick

consultant, selling solutions? But I do know it would not look like leasing a floor of the

Shard for your MBA, hiring ‘leaders’ like a ketamine-fuelled and blindfolded shore-

leave sailor, naming your business school for an arms-dealer benefactor, or hoovering

up cash by opening campuses in hitherto-unremarked exotic locales. It might instead

look perhaps look more like Black Mountains College all grown up; like the Centre for

Alternative Technology, but with Welsh students; or like Mondragon where; like those

doing the work actually owning the knowledge infrastructure.

It might look like a bunch of people whose day job was actually making Wales a better

place by making the people of Wales more knowledgeable, educated (not just

accredited), confident and rounded.
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Don’t get me wrong. This is a long way from where we are now. 

Of Babbies and Bathwater

I won’t pretend for a moment that we can just plonk Welshness and social utility on top

of the system we have now. For a start, the majority of scientists working in Wales don’t

care – professionally – about Wales, and why would you expect them to? Lots don’t

even live here, inured in a system that greatly rewards mobility – and hence lack of

place attachment. Many research areas have returns that are inherently a-spatial (or a-

cultural), raising questions about how far Wales might want to (effectively) subsidise

richer places by undertaking such research, especially in areas where local spin-offs are

extremely limited. Incentivising and encouraging Wales-relevant teaching and research,

for example through programme and RD&I funding, or directly via regulation and

audit, would thus see lots of academics (many my friends) become disgruntled and

leave. Wales would perhaps have to remain forever a one-hit scientific wonder, doomed

never to repeat its universally known and celebrated (yes?) invention of the hydrogen

fuel cell in the 1850s. Or maybe, being more hands on - guiding and understanding a 3

million person living lab - might turn out to be of interest, who knows?

And, of course, qualifications would have to change – no more degrees in Business

Management or accountancy (already going the way of the dodo), but a set of socially

and culturally relevant qualifications, practicable and accessible, clearly related to those

taught in schools and FE colleges, delivered decentralised and virtually; extended; in

bits; flexibly… And, critically, bespoke, rather than perpetuating the approach of 17th

Century seminaries and 20th Century Taylorism that AI makes look ridiculous.

Look, you ring the Royal Town Planning Institute, and I’ll do the Institute of Civil

Engineers, OK?

Conclusion

My longstanding readers (hi both!) will recognise that I am pitching here something

particularly Calvin; local, low carbon, socially useful… so woke it makes Beanfreaks
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look like KFC. Let’s face it, I have two speeds: this or out-and-out class war. Your

mileage, and opinion, will vary. Good! Prove me wrong! Let’s get drunk and argue the

merits of the Bologna Process and qualifications portability versus actually being able

to install a heat pump in a 120 year old terrace or grow a spud. I love argument

(although remember Calvin not with the clients). But we need space, time and rules for

this debate. In short, we need this (or the next) Welsh Government to put aside its

pretence that higher education is nothing to do with us guvnor, and get involved – in

charting and delivering a long term future probably only emerges over decades. A sector

that is more useful, but also probably smaller and more financially modest. If we leave

this to Whitehall and (checks notes) Brigitte Neilson (is that right?) then I fear we might

end up in a place where only a handful of UK universities have any solid future, and

none of those in Wales, and wondering how we got here.

So here we are. Yet again I find myself looking at a system and writing lots of words

that summarise to “Ooh yeah, that’s clearly unsustainable, unethical and untweakable.

Yep, definitely needs ripping down and starting afresh!”. Although to be fair, I usually

write this stuff in advance of the system in question emitting a ripe burp, turning a

chalky shade of grey and searching desperately for the nearest defibrillator. Not this

time. The edifice is crumbling, we just need to decide if we stand underneath welding a

hopeful umbrella… or go buy some bricks and hempcrete, and crack on.

Calvin Jones is a recovering academic.
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