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Good morning.

Let me begin by saying how pleased I am to be here, and how honoured I feel to become the first President of NUS to address a full plenary of the Universities UK conference.

In 1968, the first formal bilateral meeting between the National Union of Students and the Committee of Vice Chancellors and Principals was held, but in the forty-two years since none of my predecessors have ever had the opportunity to speak to all of you together – so I hope my words will not provoke such a reaction that might cause the same invitation to be withheld for another forty-two years.

The bilateral meetings continue today of course, but these are now enhanced with much more meaningful collaboration at a variety of levels across UUK and NUS on a range of projects. I want to use this opportunity to say how much we have gained with a productive relationship by working with UUK on a range of areas from student engagement, housing and the community, inter-faith, student charters, quality assurance, external examiners, governance and so much more.

I should also point out that Steve and Nicola in particular continue to be tremendous advocates for the Higher Education sector, and I value enormously the strong working relationship we have with them personally. Though of course we do not always agree, indeed something would be amiss if we did always agree, we count you as friends and colleagues and I can only imagine that the relationship between NUS and UUK will become even better in the future.

And that really captures the theme of what I am going to say this morning. The relationship between student leaders and university leaders may be put under pressure in the months ahead, but in fact this is a moment when it is imperative that our dialogue is open, serious and sustained.

It has been said so often that we are living in difficult times, with the certainty of even greater challenges ahead, that I do not need to remind you of this or of recent events that have brought us to this point.

And we also know, only too well, that higher education will be one of many victims of the chancellor’s axe in the forthcoming spending review. We do not yet know exactly how deep the blows will be – and I still believe there may be a chance to limit the damage – but it is likely to be a loss in the order of billions of pounds.

The way we respond to that loss, as colleagues, will have a very large influence over the size, shape and quality of the higher education sector for years to come. And in that context, the term ‘higher education sector’ is actually a metaphor. It represents student opportunity, the advanced learning that underpins our advanced economy, as well as the creativity and socially progressive attitudes that make our society better.

I want to make sure that our response enables the sector, and all that it represents, to continue to develop and get stronger through the tough times. But I also want it to be considered, ethical and fair.

How then does such a response take shape?

I think there are three dimensions to it.

The first is in the business of high politics.

The 20th of October may be a day of reckoning, but it will not be the end of the matter.

There is still a political process, and we have to use it. 

The Chancellor has said that education spending will be given limited protection. We have to hold him to that, and that when he says education he includes HE, as surely it would be if we still had a single education department. If he tries to cut us by twenty percent or more, we need to tell him – and all the MPs who give him his majority – that he is wrong.

I have told my members that we cannot afford to stand by and let the cuts be done to us swiftly and cleanly, like a hot knife through butter. If George Osborne wants to cut us, then we want him to know it will be like cutting down an oak tree with a hacksaw – a long, tough, and exhausting process.

I make no apologies for sounding off rather militantly on this. If anything, that is the role I am expected to play when the cuts are announced, so I might as well play it as well as I can.

On the tenth of November, NUS and UCU will hold a national demonstration on cuts to education in central London. There is an open invitation for any of you who wish to join that march. Please do not imagine that we will think any less of you if you choose not to, as there are many ways to challenge the decisions of a government. But I wanted you to know that you are welcome. In any case, I would ask a favour of you – to do whatever you can, within reason, to enable staff and students to come on the day.

This action forms only part of our strategy on public spending. There will be choices to make further down the line that are below the level of departmental spending. We must lobby ministers to argue in favour of higher education. We know that our arguments are good. Spending on HE can be seen as a powerful investment in the future and one road towards a sustainable economic recovery. 

We should not be afraid to also make clear that the impact on students will be politically important. We have seen in the last few weeks that hundreds of thousands of qualified people have been left without a university place. Those who do have a place are facing the possibility of a lower quality of provision, caused by a lack of resources. Every one of them is a voter and most are the children of voters. Politics in a time of retrenchment is a game of deciding whom you cannot afford to upset – it is in our common interest to ensure that students are seen in that context.

The second arm of our response should be in policy, as distinct from politics.

And at the centre of that is the forthcoming report from Lord Browne. 

It is remarkable really, how little divides us on this issue. I was reflecting on the fact that it was three years ago this week, at an NUS event in Canary Wharf, that my immediate predecessors Gemma Tumelty and Wes Streeting took the platform together to speak on higher education funding. 

They argued that fighting against any kind of student contribution was not only unwinnable – it cannot be justified in environment where almost half the adult population participate in HE and the other half do not. They were right. It wasn’t easy to change our policy, nor should it have been. But we did change it – and you will be aware that our blueprint proposal outlines a more sustainable funding system.
We are just as pragmatic about other aspects of the Browne remit, in pushing for a fairer and more progressive settlement on student support for all students, particularly part-time and postgraduate, not just full-time undergraduates. 

We recognise that for universities to thrive, they need to have freedom. But what kind of freedom?

The freedom to determine the curriculum and decide the basis on which academic awards are made – absolutely, and that is fundamental.

The freedom to manage your own affairs, take risks and innovate – without question.

But I cannot agree that you should have the freedom to compete on price.

I fear it would lead to a trade in positional goods, with some institutions exploiting their reputational cachet and others struggling to keep pace. In turn this would distribute resources in favour of institutions that already have a built-in competitive advantage by virtue of history and extant wealth.

I fear that despite what is often claimed, many prospective students find the diversity of the higher education sector hard to understand and just providing more information to help them is not a panacea. I despair, frankly, at the frequency that ‘better IAG’ is trotted out as an answer to every problem – though I stress much more by government and by think tanks than the people in this room. Student mobility is also a big problem, as it remains so incredibly difficult to move in and out of the sector and between institutions.

I fear that pushing applicants to focus on their potential return on investment above other factors may risk undermining our aims because we will have many students who are on the wrong courses, not best matched to their talents. I do not want to see campuses and cities full of students comparing their respective fees, obsessed about what everyone else is getting for their money. You may call me a cynic, but as Oscar Wilde said, the true cynic is he who knows the price of everything and the value of nothing.

My main contention is this – to allow in one fell swoop the ‘big bang’ of price variation would be to deliberately create a failed market. That is not in my members’ interests. I’m not dogmatic or irrational about the point. But my judgement, for what it’s worth, is that we are not ready for it now if we are concerned with fairness as much as we are with freedom.

There will, nevertheless, need to be a greater contribution from us to make up for lost public funding. That is the fiscal and political reality, and we are prepared to live with it if it means maintaining opportunities and protecting quality. I am certain that as a result, what is provided for students will be put under far greater scrutiny in the years ahead – and it should be. Students themselves agree, with 65% stating in a survey we are publishing this week that their expectations will increase if there was an increase in fees. There is a basic quid pro quo here – we want something for something, and the pressure for that will only grow as time goes on.

My predecessor often said that students would not put up with paying more for less, and I agree with him. But there is a case for some of those graduates who benefit most from higher education to pay more in relative terms. Which brings me back to the matter of the graduate tax.

Now, I’m not going to try to persuade you that the pure graduate tax is the right approach. You are busy people and we need not use valuable time going over old ground.

But let me say this. 

There are at least a hundred ways to design something called a ‘graduate tax’. Some claim the current system as a form of graduate tax and indeed it does have progressive features, in that it protects the lowest earners, particularly those with sustained low earnings. I favour reforms to make it even more progressive, by seeking additional contributions from people who earn the most as graduates. We have modelled one approach that would do this, and I am certain there are others. 

I am not arrogant and I do not believe NUS has the perfect answer to the problem – but I do believe that an ethical funding system fit for these tough times must show restraint on market forces and be objectively more progressive than the current system. That is what we have worked for consistently through the process of the Browne Review, and that is what we will lobby for in the period leading to the government’s response, and beyond.

Within that, there may indeed be the potential for us to search for common ground and work together, and I can promise that I will never take the easy road by turning away from a conversation with you about these crucial issues.

But too much contention. I am risking the prospective invitations of all future NUS presidents, which is a heavy burden. In coming to my conclusion, I want to return to my central theme of partnership and its role in our response to the challenges ahead.

Because the third form of response is that which is in all of our hands. The power to take decisions at the institutional level about how to manage this unprecedented pressure on our resources.

You all have tough choices to make in the coming years, and some of you – perhaps most of you – will already be preparing for what has been euphemistically termed ‘consolidation’. This is very likely to involve cutting your cloth in a different way to recent years, and indeed having less cloth to cut.

It is my hope that across the whole sector, student leaders can share in those decisions and be a part of finding the solutions to the problems you will all struggle with. I realise that Students’ Unions approach issues in different ways, but I am proud of the direction our Unions are heading in generally, and unquestionably their input in partnership with institutional leadership will help to ensure the decisions you take are in the interest of your students. 

Right across the UK there is now so much good practice in nurturing an effective, student-focussed relationship between the institution and the Students’ Union. I can cite my own experience at the University of Leicester, or Steve’s at Exeter, but I meet student representatives echoing similar experiences up and down the country on a daily basis – and this is having a beneficial impact for students and institutions wherever it works.

When the decisions are toughest, then engagement with the Students’ Union is even more important – and they don’t come much tougher than huge decisions we face over the impending cuts.

We have encouraged our SUs to approach you and ask you what your plans are and what strategy you will adopt when cuts begin to feed through. I hope you will approach them too.

My plea to you is to do whatever you can to involve them. Show them the books and help them to understand the choices you are faced with. The benefits of doing so are clear. You can benefit from developing a sense of the student view of the priorities, and student officers can benefit hugely by influencing the direction of travel and the final decisions, where they really count.

We have always asked to be regarded as a genuine partner in the sector, and this is surely a moment where that partnership needs to be brought to life and put to work in as many institutions as possible.

So there it is. I’ve made my pitch.

At all the levels of politics, policy and action, we should have an unbroken dialogue based on honest, direct debate and on the principle that we face a shared threat in this extraordinary spending round.

My primary responsibility is to promote and defend the interests of students. My strong belief is that their interests would not be best served by a schism between us, either nationally or as between institutions and students’ unions. In fact, the opposite is true.

It is often said that the best kind of students’ union should be a critical friend to the institution and its leaders. That has surely never been more important, and it is in that spirit that I have come here today.

It has been a pleasure and a privilege to speak to you.

Thankyou very much.
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