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Colin Bundy sees wistful glances being cast by the government across the Atlantic to the US universities with their large endowments, major research capacity, and higher salaries (THES, July 9, p16).  He is right to sound a note of caution. The philanthropic culture that has produced their endowments is much less marked in the UK. Research in the US is focused in the private and public research universities. But there, half of the teaching is done by non-unionised contingent labour and postgrads – partly in order to reduce loads for the tenured faculty (who can still teach more than their British counterparts, except in the sciences) and to reduce costs. As Johnson et al’s Steal this University shows, much of the workforce is exploited and underpaid. A small elite of tenured professors and administrators sit at the apex of a salary pyramid with a wide base, earning more than they would in the UK; but for the rest in the lower ranks, the picture is much worse than in Britain, and the chances of landing a tenured post on merit alone are slim in most disciplines. With no RAE in America, unhealthy competition between institutions is less intense: but tenure (which has its good sides too, in the current political climate) permits some academics to do too little for too much for too long, creating severe animosities at Departmental level. The much praised expansion of Higher Education in the USA has simply meant many undergrads do not have basic learning skills – at my former university as much as 25% of my students dropped out after their first year. Adaptation to new commercial realities (a downturn in funding set in the US public universities began with the end of the Cold War, with fewer lucrative defence contracts issued) has been slow and piecemeal. With State funding declining markedly again since 9-11-2001, budgets are tight and staff morale is low. My own public university had, by 2003, cut whole Departments, frozen salaries, dismissed excellent but untenured faculty, and raised tuition costs significantly. Reminds you of Britain, doesn’t it? 
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Colin Bundy sees wistful glances being cast by the Government across the Atlantic to US universities with their large endowments, major research capacity and higher salaries (Soapbox, July 9). He is right to sound a note of caution. The philanthropic culture that produced their endowments is much less marked in the UK. 

Research in the US is focused in the private and public research universities. But in these universities, half of the teaching is done by non-unionised contingent labour and postgraduates - partly to reduce loads for the tenured faculty (who can still teach more than their UK counterparts, except perhaps in the sciences) and to reduce costs. 

A small elite of tenured professors and administrators sit at the apex of a salary pyramid, earning more than they would in the UK; but for those in the non-tenure ranks, the picture is much worse than in Britain, and the chances of landing a tenured post on merit are slim in most disciplines. 

With no research assessment exercise, unhealthy competition between US institutions is less intense: but tenure (which has its good sides, too) permits some academics to do too little for too much for too long, creating severe animosities at departmental level. 

The much-praised expansion of higher education in the US has simply meant many undergraduates do not have basic learning skills - when I was based at a US public university as many as 25 per cent of my students dropped out after their first year. Adaptation to new commercial realities has been slow and piecemeal. With state funding declining since 9/11, budgets are tight and staff morale is low. 

In 2003, the university I worked at cut whole departments, froze salaries, dismissed excellent but untenured faculty and raised tuition costs significantly. Reminds you of Britain, doesn't it? 

Simon Batterbury 
University of Melbourne 
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Emulating US university funding schemes could cost UK academia dear, warns Colin Bundy. 

"I like to be in America! OK by me in America!" sang wide-eyed Anita in West Side Story. 

Similar enthusiasm for the American model - and an equivalent absence of critical distance - has marked recent government pronouncements on higher education. 

Take last year's White Paper, The Future of Higher Education. Blending envy and emulation, many of its recommendations amount to ardent mimicry. On research, the first figure in its first chapter compares scientific citations across countries. The US (at 75,000) dwarfs all-comers, with the UK coming in a valiant second (at 15,000). In the US, notes the White Paper, research is concentrated in "relatively few institutions", ergo it proposes "focusing resources more effectively on the best research performers" in "larger, more concentrated units". 

The White Paper's determination to concentrate research funding, remark two US commentators, "is explicitly laid out in the shadow of the 800lb American gorilla". And if the corollary is teaching-only - or "non-research-intensive" - institutions, well, advises the White Paper, look at the California state university system, with 23 campuses - its "primary mission to be a teaching-centred comprehensive university rather than to be research-based". 

Similarly, to accommodate the Prime Minister's election pledge of 50 per cent participation, the White Paper tweaks the definition of higher education, proposing that expansion take place through two-year foundation courses, for which read US community colleges. 

The most breathtaking instance of the White Paper's urge to replicate American solutions is its long-term plan for funding higher education: "The way forward is through endowment." British universities should build endowments and use the income "in much the same way as is done in the United States". The argument proceeds by wistful reference to the endowed wealth of Harvard, Princeton and Yale universities but fails to consider historical and sociological factors that have made private philanthropy such a force for so long in the US. 

Let me be clear: there is much to admire in US higher education. The US research university and the "multiversity" state system are among the most successful institutions of the 20th century. 

The real irony in the White Paper's copycat approach to US higher education is its deafness to distress signals emanating from that system. Craig Calhoun, president of the US Social Science Research Council, warned recently that a key idea of US higher education for much of the 20th century - that the twin virtues of excellence and openness can simultaneously be achieved - is in the process of unravelling. 

This theme was visited by Robert Reich in his Higher Education Policy Institute lecture this year. He described how state governments have cut higher education spending, while the federal government has slashed Pell grants to poor students. 

He shocked his British audience by describing the degree of social stratification within higher education in the US. Students from the richest 25 per cent of families are more than ten times likelier to attend college or university than those from the poorest quartile. 

As The Times Higher has reported, low and middle-income students are increasingly excluded from US higher education. Three-quarters of students at America's top 146 universities come from the wealthiest quartile, only 3 per cent are from the poorest quartile. 

Derek Bok, formerly president of Harvard, last year published Universities in the Marketplace, a sober yet devastating account of how the commercialisation of the campus has warped US higher education. 

"Universities share one characteristic with compulsive gamblers and exiled royalty: there is never enough money to satisfy their desires," he wrote. 

In consequence, "universities show signs of excessive commercialisation in every aspect of their work". Like individuals experimenting with drugs, "campus officials may believe that they can proceed without serious risk", but "the hoped-for profits often fail to materialise, while the damage to academic standards and institutional integrity proves to be all too real". 

The pursuit of ephemeral profit leads to the sacrifice of essential values: 

"Universities will find it difficult to rebuild the public's trust, regain the faculty's respect, and return to the happier conditions of earlier times." 

Perhaps the White Paper's authors should have considered Stephen Sondheim's sardonic lines: 

"Everything free in America
"For a small fee in America... 
"Lots of new housing with more space 
"Lots of doors slamming in our face." 

Colin Bundy is director of the School of Oriental and African Studies. 
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It has been a difficult two weeks for Brunel University. Not only has The THES given David Marsland more free publicity for his latest book on the faults of the welfare system (THES, May 17), but a former Brunel student launched an ill-informed attack on the quality of our teacher training courses in the Sunday Times last week (swiftly rebuffed by his classmates). 

To cap it all, the university has announced its intention to award a number of honorary degrees to political figures, including Margaret Thatcher. 

In my opinion, Marsland's views do not find favour with the majority of Brunel's academic staff, and I hope our teaching exposes students to more balanced views on social, economic and environmental policy. While most readers will have the common sense to see through his justification of a return to Thatcherite values, in his many media appearances and prolific writings he states his affiliation with Brunel and this could give the impression that others share his views. Marsland's centre for evaluation research gives consultancy advice on the dismantling of welfare systems and state institutions. I believe it is isolated both morally and intellectually. In addition, staff and students have never been consulted about Thatcher's award and, had they been, it is unlikely that a majority would have wished to go ahead without discussion. 

The fatal flaws in Marsland's persistent support for the free market, and yet more consumerism and economic growth, are almost too obvious to rehearse. Needless to say they are painfully apparent to anybody who has travelled on our newly privatised rail network, breathed polluted air from the congested A4 outside our campus, been persuaded to smoke heavily by tobacco advertising, has worries about environmental quality, or who has worked in communities in sub-Saharan Africa newly exposed to the free market by World Bank structural adjustment. It is ironic that despite his hatred of state funding for education and health, Marsland himself seems to draw a state-funded university salary like the rest of us. 

Simon Batterbury Lecturer in human geography Brunel University College 
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I am pleased that my article about welfare reform has stimulated debate. I can reassure any of your readers worried by Simon Batterbury's curious letter that my teaching and research are as balanced, objective, and scholarly as any. 

Robert Page may be correct in identifying a turning-back towards what he calls "the collectivist vision of Titmus, Abel Smith, and Townsend", though I doubt it. But in any case he will need a democratically elected government to implement this nightmare vision. A New Labour administration, were it to win, seems unlikely to oblige. Mr Blair understands the deficiencies of state welfare, even if your correspondents do not. 

David Marsland Chelsea, London 


Postscript: 

· Blair got in: Marsland was right about him (up to a point). 

· Growing student and staff opposition to the award of an honorary degree to Margaret Thatcher resulted in the award being delivered to her personally at the House of Lords in 1996: she never set foot on campus. 

· I resigned from Brunel in 1999, and in 2004 the phasing out of my Department, Geography and Earth Sciences, was announced. 
· Welcome to the new academic order!

