
The posh, the poor and the pushed 

Cuts all round, but elite universities fare better than middling ones. 

TREASURE the things that are difficult to attain, urges a Chinese motto. It is sage advice that 
the body which distributes money to English universities seems to be following. On March 17th 
it said that, although there was less cash in the pot than last year, it would spend less on shiny 
new buildings (and propping up ancient ones) so that it could afford more for first-rate 
research and the harder sorts of teaching. 

Like other public services, universities have enjoyed a funding boom for more than a decade. 
Their total income doubled between 1997 and 2009, whereas student numbers increased by 
just 20%. Academic pay rose and spending on the stuff that motivates many of them—that is, 
research—rocketed. Wise financial officers squirrelled away money into physical assets such as 
student accommodation. 

Now the public coffers are empty and deals must be done. Excellent research will be funded 
and mediocre work left to fend for itself. Science, technology, engineering and medicine will 
prosper at the expense of other subjects. Universities that attract students from poor families 
who are hard to recruit and liable to drop out will be rewarded for their efforts, albeit not 
enough to cover their full cost. All this will allow excellence to flourish but choke those in the 
middle. 

As Britain crawls out of recession and jobs remain scarce, demand for university education has 
been soaring. This autumn, though, fewer British students will go to universities in England 
than last year. The squeeze is even tighter than it looks, for students rejected last year are 
having another go. The head of the agency that handles applications suggests that many 
school leavers postpone university altogether. 

Universities cannot accept all the people who apply because most of their students are entitled 
to state support. Those who borrow from the government to pay tuition fees need repay the 
loan only after they graduate and start earning steady money. Even then, interest-rate 
subsidies make their loans a drain on the public finances. So the government caps student 
numbers and fines any university that recruits too many.  

On March 15th Lord Browne, a former head of BP, a big oil company, published the interim 
results of a review into financing higher education. Under the current system, universities get 
no state money if they charge British students more than £3,290 a year, and they must also 
spend a proportion of their income from tuition fees on bursaries for poorer students. Lord 
Browne argues that such fees have not deterred people from applying to university, which 
suggests that they will rise further after he comes up with final recommendations later in the 
year. He thinks potential students need more information in choosing which course to take. At 
present, they can compare, for example, the proportion of graduates who find appropriate jobs 
for each course. This approach may well be extended, although getting robust data can be 
tricky. 

Lord Patten, chancellor of Oxford University and a former politician, let fly with his own views 
on March 16th. Universities charge half of what parents pay for a place at an average nursery, 
he said; they should be allowed to set fees as they see fit. Those that attract students from 
outside the European Union already do so, making them pay much more than British 
applicants. Imperial College London charges overseas students £20,750 a year to read physics. 



Limiting both the number of students and the fees they pay is silly because it denies the poor 
opportunities that could be paid for by the rich. Reforming the system to allow universities to 
charge what they want would yield treasure indeed. 
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