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Preface

In 2010 a series of events brought me to the realisation that I knew 
hardly anything about what was happening in English universities, 
despite having been around them as a student, lecturer and employee 
for the best part of 20 years.

The main catalyst was the decision by Middlesex University to 
close its highest rated research department, the Centre for Research 
in Modern European Philosophy, where I had pursued my own 
doctorate a few years before. Eventually, during that summer’s 
vacation, the centre was transferred across London to Kingston 
University, leaving behind the undergraduate courses and the 
academics who taught them.* Philosophy finally disappeared from 
Middlesex in the summer of 2012. 

Decisions such as this are motivated by markets and the manner in 
which money moves around the higher education system. Middlesex 
was expanding overseas and philosophy had a limited role in its 
future vision. At the same time, Middlesex has been able to keep the 
annual research income awarded for the performance of Philosophy, 
roughly £175,000 in 2009/10, although no such research is now 
undertaken there. The relevant funding body ‘does not monitor 
staffing changes’. The money will continue to come in until 2015 
and can be directed to other ends. Middlesex, in effect, was able 
to strip its own assets.

The 2010 general election took place as events were unfolding at 
Middlesex ushering in a Coalition which, on receipt of the Browne 
review into university financing, took the decision to raise the 
maximum tuition fee at publicly funded universities from £3,375 
to £9,000 per year. The complexity of the scheme, which underpins 
these fees with unfamiliar ‘income contingent repayment loans’, is 

*  Anonymous accounts of this movement from staff and students with its 
extensive online and press coverage (including the twelve-day student occupation 
of Middlesex’s Mansion House building) can be found in Radical Philosophy, 
162, Dossier: Universities, July/August 2010, pp. 40–7, and, in more detail, on 
the website for the Save Middlesex Philosophy group (www.savemdxphil.com), 
the student-led focus for the protests. My own account can be found at www.
afterall.org/online/the-matter-at-middlesex: Andrew McGettigan, ‘The Matter at 
Middlesex’ Afterall online, 8 September 2010.

vii
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viii  The Great University Gamble

notorious: many politicians and commentators do not understand 
the system, nor do academics, students and parents. 

But beyond the headline prices, a more profound transformation 
of money and markets is being pushed through without democratic 
oversight or parliamentary scrutiny. The contention of this book 
is that the government is taking a gamble with English higher 
education but without presenting its plans or reasoning to the 
public. It intends to shift resources to the most selective universities, 
while exposing the majority of higher education institutions to 
new commercial pressures. Direct funding is slashed and formerly 
‘private’ providers will be nurtured into the sector so as to undercut 
established provision.

The gamble would be won if this new form of competition were to 
drive up standards overall. To quote a much-loved phrase of Andrew 
Lansley and David Willetts, ‘it is the rising tide that lifts all the 
boats’. In this way, the quiet, piecemeal reforms to higher education 
funding are consistent with the second wave of public sector reform 
seen in health and in primary and secondary education. Unlike in 
these areas, however, where a decade of transformation culminated 
in set-piece primary legislation (the 2011 Education Act and the 
2012 Health and Social Care Act), the changes in higher education 
have yet to stabilise and the promised Bill has been delayed. This 
means there are still opportunities to resist the worst of the plans.

This book is therefore a primer in two senses. Politically, it attempts 
to set out the measures afoot and as such illustrate what is at stake 
in otherwise obscure developments. Chiefly, it anticipates that any 
HE Bill which does materialise will be technical and presented as an 
attempt to rationalise arcane legislation. It will, however, be about 
new forms of privatisation, in particular, facilitating the entry of 
private equity into a sector that appears ripe for value extraction.

From below, the book is written for those who, as I did in 2010, 
find themselves confused by what is happening in the institutions 
with which they are associated, whether as students, academics, staff 
or potential applicants. It attempts to provide a one-stop resource 
for interpreting management and governor decisions. If you do not 
understand the context in which corporate strategic decisions are 
made, then you cannot subject those decisions to questioning. This 
is dangerous – the occupant of the vice-chancellor’s office does not 
know best.

To that end, it is the book I wish I had to hand back then. It 
pulls together two years of immersion in the technical side (the 
mechanics and vocabulary) of the issues of funding, recruitment 
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preface  ix

markets, bond issues, joint ventures and other possibilities, such as 
the potential buyout of established universities by private finance. I 
had to become a freelance ‘policy wonk’ in order to work out what 
was going on – this book aims to spare you that chore.

As universities and colleges are forced to operate in commercial 
terrain, it is basic business imperatives that come to the fore. Our 
habits of thought about higher education are no longer appropriate 
for this new terrain. This book sets out to be a guide.

To conclude these opening remarks with a few caveats: 
First, this book is pitched for a general readership. As a primer 

and an overview I have had to restrict full discussion of some 
aspects. For some there will be insufficient detail in parts. 

Second, I regret that there is almost no discussion of education 
or the lived transformative experience of study and teaching in this 
book. In the world of education policy and financing, there is little 
of this dimension. Hopefully, the material in this book is haunted 
by this absence and will spur readers to think about how we ended 
up on our current path.

Third, this terrain is live, with new almost weekly developments 
requiring continual revision of the manuscript. To the best of my 
knowledge, this book describes the state of play at the end of 
November 2012. 

Finally, as a football fan, I consider higher education to be on 
a cusp of a transformation akin to that which befell the sport 20 
years ago, when the breakaway Premier League and Sky TV money 
combined with the regulatory arbitrage of corporate restructuring 
to reroute the financial circuits of the game. We are about to witness 
something similar in higher education: a new elite will cement its 
position by monopolising resources in new ways, while the majority 
of institutions will be left to scrap in a new market swamped with 
cheap degree providers. We have a chance to avert the worst excesses 
and even avoid this fate, but it depends on what we do before the 
2015 election.
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