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Student Record Officers Keynote Address  -1 April 2008

Introduction

May I begin by adding my welcome to you all, especially to those of you in Northern Ireland for the first time.  For you in particular I should add something of a health warning and I’m not referring to the weather.  Beware because Northern Ireland has a way of growing on you.  I speak from experience, because I came here only for twelve months – only to find myself still stuck here - 39 years later. 

Your conference was last here in 1996.  From your web site I see that one of the plenary sessions on that occasion was entitled “wither student loans”.  The omission of the first “h” from the whither, has thereby turned a question into an aspiration and presented me with a challenge in seeking so pleasing a title.

My initial intention to speak about the student experience was dashed when I was informed by David Maxwell that this was in fact the topic of last year’s plenary address when you met at Warwick.  I toyed briefly with the idea of discussing our new student information system but decided against that since it would merely confirm what every Student Record Officer already thinks about Pro-Vice Chancellors.

At that point I took off my PVC hat and replaced it with my original professorial hat by deciding that I would address the issue of experience – but that of a University rather than just its students, and in an historical as well as a contemporary context.  This had the added attraction from my point of view that the balance of ignorance shifts significantly away from my side of the lectern and towards yours.

Rationale
At the start of the present millennium there were some 1.6bn students at various levels in world.   
Many of those students were studying, and continue to do so, in situations of considerable social instability.  In some cases they are themselves key players in the social unrest.  This has always been the case.  It was after all a student who fired the fatal shot that precipitated the First World War.  
It has not usually been the norm, however, for HEstudents in Britain to be in that position.  Only twice in the twentieth century has higher education in Britain generally been involved with significant socio-political unrest.  The first was in 1926 at the time of the general strike when the social composition of students dictated that for the most part they sided with government against the strikers and brought a rag day atmosphere to what might otherwise have been an uglier situation.   They had a penchant for getting involved in transport.  Letter from a traveller to her mother - “It is really fine to see how nice everyone is about the strike.  When I arrived at Paddington there were no ordinary porters but I had a very good looking man, medical student he looked like. . . it is perfectly mad to hear instead of “Arrer’n Uxbridge” a beautiful Oxford voice crying “Harrow and Uxbridge train.”  One volunteer guard of a train, an immaculate youth in plus fours, waved a green flag.  Nothing happened.  He waved it again and blew a whistle, then said to the driver in very injured tones, “I say, you might go.”  Also Decorating buses – driver of this bus is a student at Guys: Conductor is a student at Guys- anyone who interferes with this bus is likely to become a patient at Guys.  Such prompted a French commentator to despair “The British are not a nation.  They are a circus.”

More seriously, perhaps a few in the audience might recall the student riots and sit-ins of 1968.  Some of you may have participated in them though most of the leaders finished up not as SROs but as members of the Government.  Even then by European and American standards what happened in British universities was pretty mild.

This university, Queen’s, therefore, has been unique in Britain in that for the best part of thirty years it had to operate in an unstable civil and political situation which whilst not remotely comparable with Iraq, Eastern Europe, and elsewhere, did nevertheless see the repeated disruption of civic life, the increasing ghetto-isation of the population, widespread bombing, assassination and civilian deaths, and a massive military presence to support the normal forces of law and order.  At peak were almost 20,000 troops in NI – two and a half times current deployment in Afghanistan. 

I arrived here for interview in August 1969.  When I caught my plane home in the evening the army was disembarking at the other side of what is now the International airport.  By the time I arrived to take up a post which the first choice candidate had wisely rejected on the grounds that he was better of in the West Indies, the army was here in strength.  My wife’s first job was working to re-house civilians, mainly Catholics, whose west Belfast homes had been burned down in the riots.  My children all grew up in a world in which security check points on the roads, personal searches in every shop, and almost nightly explosions or gun fire occasioned no comment.
So in this way Queen’s has operated in a unique context though in essence it resembles every other British university in that it is fundamentally a set of conflicting interests linked physically by its central heating system and united only in its concern with car parking charges.  Because of its uniqueness, however, I thought it might be of interest to you to consider how a modern British university functioned in those peculiar circumstances; and, more importantly the role it expects to play in the rather more appealing future now open to Northern Ireland.
The University in Northern Ireland
To do that it is necessary first of all to understand the very pivotal position Queen’s occupies in Northern Ireland and its society. 
QUB – one of three colleges making up the Queen’s University in Ireland founded in 1845.  Lanyon building is the original which initially housed the entire university.  It became a university on its own right in 1908 and is thus celebrating its hundredth birthday this year marked by a visit from the Queen a few days ago.

When Northern Ireland acquired its own government in the early 1920s it inherited Queen’s as the sole provider of HE in Northern Ireland, a position it retained until the 1960s.     It has always been and is to this day the main source of  professional training here.

If you went to school in Northern Ireland almost certainly you would be educated by someone holding a teaching qualification from Queen’s.  If you were to consult a local Assembly member there is a one in three chance that you will be talking to a Queen’s graduate.  If after that discussion you need to get your teeth fixed (this is Northern Ireland politics after all) you will be treated by someone who graduated from the Queen’s Dental School.  Alas while your dentist may have sharpened her skills there, the same could not be said for her drill.  You decide to sue and consult a solicitor, a graduate of our Institute of Professional Legal Studies.  When you see the size of his bill you collapse with shock and are rushed to hospital.  There, your hand is held by one of our nursing graduates and your operation carried out by a surgeon trained in our medical school.  Recovered, you pursue your claim against the dentist and when your case comes up, surprise, surprise, the judge has a law degree from Queen’s and trained as a barrister at the Institute of Professional Legal Studies.  When he throws out your case you find yourself in reduced circumstances.  After a last consultation with your accountant, a graduate of course of the Queen’s Management School, you are placed under the supervision of a care worker, proud holder of a Bachelor of Social Work Degree – from Queen’s.  Broken and hungry you wander into the local Macdonalds – to discover that the nice man who serves up your Big Mac and chips is a Queen’s graduate in sociology.

I hope I have made my point.  Two things follow from it. First, not only have the bulk of Northern Ireland professionals been trained at Queen’s but historically they have tended to stay in Northern Ireland.  Our graduates, therefore, have dominated the region’s professional classes and government.  
Consequently, the University was perceived in some quarters as forming part of the Unionist establishment which effectively ran NI – cementing what was already enshrined in its original  name – The Queen’s University. 

Second, Queen’s occupied a position in its region unlike any other UK university – it had no rivals and was very highly held in local society as the regional university – bank manager when I first came here; 
Because of this its affairs attracted a lot of coverage in local press.  Belfast Telegraph carried as a regular feature between 

1953 and 1968, “ A letter from Queen’s”, written by an anonymous academic.  Few VCs would tolerate that today I suspect. 

University affairs sometimes became major issues.  May 1963 – local papers covered in depth epic struggle for Deanship of Law between Professor Montrose the thirty year incumbent and F H Newark, an upstart, Johny come lately who had only been here for 27 years.

In more recent times decisions to close geology and then classics attracted scores of letters and yards of column inches in all local papers.
So historically we have a University at the centre of public interest and moreover, an institution that was perceived to be part of the Unionist establishment. 

Demographic Change

Part of that perception was based on simple demographics.   In 1908 when Univ was granted its charter, about 6% of students were Catholic: around 20% between the wars.   It was predominantly Prot.  After 1945, postwar pop growth rate in NI was among highest in Europe and certainly greater than UK as a whole.  Within that the RC pop grew faster than Prot and increasingly demanded higher education: by end of 1980s was about half.
Radicalisation in the 1960s

So we have a University perceived to be part of the prevailing establishment, occupying a position of unparalleled local prominence but which is acquiring an increasing proportion of students drawn from the non-Unionist part of society.  It was in this environment that the student radicalism of the 1960s erupted.

Mid to late 1960s was a period of unprecedented student radicalisation in Western Europe and US.  It was inspired in part by opposition to Vietnam War and the civil rights movement in USA.  In Northern Ireland it took primarily the form of a civil rights movement to protest against discrimination against Catholic population in politics, employment, housing, which, the evidence suggests had been endemic in Northern Ireland since its foundation in the 1920s.  Political boundaries were fixed to maximise Unionist political representation.   Major employers freely discriminated in their employment policies as did local government bodies.   Unemployment in Catholic areas was generally higher than in Protestant ones.  Public housing, in particular, was particularly prone to allocation along political lines- though discrimination was by no means all one way.  

The civil rights movement was really born in Queen’s and in the Students’ Union.  Pro establishment institutions reacted, most notably when a civil rights march to Derry was attacked by extreme protestants at Burntollet with police doing little to protect the marchers.  Led to riots, the formation of the Peoples’ Democracy movement, which led ultimately to re-emergence of a moribund IRA, a response from the Unionist community in the form of  protestant paramilitaries, the collapse of moderate Unionism, direct rule, and thirty yeas of civil conflict.

The Impact of the Troubles

The troubles impacted directly on the University in a number of ways

a) The University was a microcosm of local society anyway since the majority of its students were local and it became a forum in its own right for the playing out of local divisions.  There were constant complaints that nationalists/republicans were taking over the Students union and using it for political ends -  accusations of a chill factor making the union premises and the union itself hostile to Unionists.  Outsiders did not understand that the Union was not the University and that University did not control the Union – for Unionist outsiders, it seemed that the University itself was becoming pro-Republican

b)  Everything the University did was subject to analysis in terms of the conflict.   At the start the University authorities were anxious not to quell free speech when students were involved in civil rights marches, but became anxious when student actions verged on the unlawful (even though many within the University might have believed the law itself was unjust or applied partially by a Unionist dominated judiciary and police force).  With introduction of internment a number of students were imprisoned – university continued to teach them in prison.   In longer run there were lengthy and impassioned debates in Senate on the abolition of the National Anthem at graduation when students and parents deliberately sat down when it was played.  There were objections to use of RUC band at graduation.  Also demands for use of Irish language signs around the university and in the Union – whatever the Univ did it was going to be criticised by the offended side.  

c) Violence impinged directly – staff were murdered.   Lecturer in Law, who was a prominent unionist was shot some few yards from this building.  A republican colleague of mine was also found murdered.  Gaelic Studies Dept was bombed by prots who thought it was Irish.  1978 a soldier and a civilian searcher were shot by terrorists masquerading as students on Rag Day.  Attempt to kill an RUC inspector who was sitting an exam in Law led to accusations that was an IRA mole inside the University.  This made for very uneasy working relationships within University though have to say I was always impressed by the sheer professionalism with which people continued to work.  
Consequences for the University
This had a number of consequences for the University

a)  Staff recruitment – most of support staff tended to be protestant but academics were drawn from a wider base though were heavily protestant in law, medicine and engineering.  It was difficult anyway to recruit in the 1970s and 1980s because of budgetary constraints.    It became increasingly difficult to recruit high quality academic staff from outside Northern Ireland especially at senior level where those with young families were put off.  I spent sometime in 1970s persuading a friend of mine to apply for the accountancy chair here, telling him how safe it was etc. He was here a week or two before being shot.  IRA had set up ambush near Common Room to assassinate Lord Chief Justice – missed him and hit my friend – fortunately in the buttock.  He has been dining out on that buttock, literally and metaphorically, ever since.  Fewer appointments in 1980s than at any time since 1950s – and of course student numbers had risen enormously in that period.  Was increasing reliance on staff recruited from QUB itself – by 1987 68% of the qualifications held by QUB staff were from QUB itself.  One consequence of this was poor performance in research and QUB fell behind its big civic comparators.  In 1986 RAE for example only 1 subject was rated excellent and 7 above average, 15 average, 26 below average.
b)  FEA report 1989 into QUB led to accusations of discrimination in staff recruitment – imbalances in academic staff could be explained by fact that recruitment base was national/international.  But also revealed that only 25-30% of support staff were Catholic, disproportionately small and not reflecting proportions within society – either because didn’t apply or because was discrimination against them.  University tightened up recruitment procedures.  Commissioned a report from Employment Equality Services – made almost 100 recommendations including abolition of national anthem and RUC band: Irish signs – distracted Senate from more urgent issues of diminishing units of resource: threat posed by creation of a second University.
c) Student experience deteriorated – attendance increasingly confined to classroom hours – 9-5 working pattern for three and a half days a week; cultural life around the campus disappeared as students came in and went home to their ghettoes where felt safest.  Only the QUB festival continued. Experience deteriorated in classroom as well as – staff student ratios were very unfavourable: staff in many cases out of touch with trends in GB.
d) Student profile also changed – students had always gone to Great Britain or Dublin: and had always been a flow of GB and Irish students to Queen’s – my first class when came here had at least 50% Brit students including a very aggressive Leeds United supporter.  But outward migration  became increasingly the trend with brightest students, especially protestants, heading for Oxbridge and big British civics; not offset by any reverse migration.  Proportion of GB students at QUB had never been very high but was a fall in their numbers of c60-80%.
e) Same thing happened with respect to international students who stopped coming – my first trip to China in early 1990s – even in remote parts of China potential students knew every detail of the latest bombing.
f) Support systems were relatively neglected – distracted by a number of high profile cases alleging discrimination in recruitment or promotion: diminishing financial resource – led to lack of strategic thinking and make do and mend philosophy to key aspects.  Here I would include a student record system which was tinkered with  but never fundamentally overhauled.  Consequently it acquired numerous satellite systems and central data was held in multiple locations.  This led to administrative difficulties and unnecessary duplication of staff effort.  It reflected archaic business practices and couldn’t always generate appropriate management information.  It wasn’t so much that Queen’s was failing to tackle problems: in some respects it didn’t know what the problems were.
g) Lack of strategic approach– tasks and roles continued to be carried out but little thought was given to overall strategic direction, aspirations for what the University wanted to be, performance standards both institutionally and individually were not properly assessed and monitored.

The Restoration of Peace

Over last ten years the situation has changed beyond all recognition: the political situation has been transformed: heat has gone out of issues such as national anthem: graduation bands include PSNI but mainly youthful jazz: Irish language signs in Union were quietly dropped and now we give facility for graduation certificates in English, Irish or Ulster Scots. 

This has allowed the University to address more strategic academic issues – its academic structure has been reorganised to create fewer but larger schools of study: faculties have effectively disappeared as management entities.  On support side nine directorates now report to a registrar in a unified structure.  Admissions and students records, which previously functioned independently, have been integrated into Academic and Student Affairs.

Performance standards have been addressed with new schemes of academic promotion and professorial pay, both of which have been used by other institutions: schemes of discretionary pay for admin and clerical staff and we were one of first to implement national pay framework.

Estates has seen massive investment – new student accommodation: new Union: new PEC which is on list of facilities for Olympics: extensive new teaching and research facilities: iconic new buildings such as 25m Cancer Centre opened earlier this year and in Titanic Quarter Electronics centre; new library to be opened next year.  Student Services all brought together in new Student Guidance Centre which can function as a one stop shop. 
Fund raising – much of this has been funded by private funds  - well on way to raising £150m target set at start of century.

Staff recruitment – from mid 1990s it became easier to recruit internationally and even more so after a much improved performance in 2001 RAE.  Over a third of academic staff now in Queen’s have been recruited since 2001.  Membership of Russell group in 2006 has made it easier for us to attract top international staff

Some legacies of the troubles remain with us and still need to be addressed. 
a) We still have difficulty in attracting international students or GB students – partly because we have grown up thinking they won’t come so we don’t have strategies or processes in place – and of course we face very aggressive marketing from  GB institutions conscious of high quality A level school children here.  
b) The student experience  - since our progression and retention rates are still unacceptably high.  In part this arises from culture which grew up during troubles- students coming in for classes, going home afterwards, lack of a vibrant campus life.  A key element in addressing that will be the new Student Information System now in process of installation.  It will provide key information, permit more sophisticated analyses of that information and thus inform policy.  
These are concerns for all of us of course, no matter where our institutions are located.    But at Queen’s we have to deal with these issues whilst continuing to occupy that rather unique role which I stressed at the start.  However the nature of that uniqueness has changed and taken on a more overtly economic emphasis. 

We are all familiar with the idea that universities are key players in regional economies – indeed I sometimes fear that in the drive to link higher education to the labour market the present government is forgetting that education does have other functions – that it is, in Yeats’ memorable phrase,  about the lighting of a fire rather than the filling of a pail -  though of course, we cannot ignore that challenge.  

For Queen’s that challenge is particularly powerful as Northern Ireland moves towards its new devolved future, for political success will rest secure only on economic success.  
 Yet the NI economy is predominantly one based on SMEs – the major manufacturers of the twentieth century –traditional ones like shipbuilding, tobacco, and linen, have long since gone: so, too, have the  government inspired attempts to find replacements – artificial fibres and more recently De Lorean.  Perhaps only aircraft remain in the form of Bombardier.  Over 90 % of firms in Northern Ireland employ fewer than 10 people.  Less than a fifth of employment is generated by companies with more than 250 workers, well under half the UK average.  Three things follow from this

a) Graduates have traditionally gone into the public sector – and there there is a real challenge for us to change students perceptions of private business as career -  

b) There is a leadership deficit at highest level in private sector. 

c) The local economy is heavily dependent on R & D carried out in the Universities – predominantly Queen’s. University expenditure on R & D exceeds that of the business sector here.  C £45m v £35m
Queen’s will continue, as it always has, to provide the bulk of professional skills in Northern Ireland. But we are also taking significant steps to enhance employability of graduates – through a new skills policy, which will be tracked and recorded through new SIS.  Entrepreneurship has been embedded in curriculum for sciences, health and engineering – arts and humanities this year and students can secure a University Cert in Entrepreneurship.  Taking steps to establish new high level executive leadership programme.  Spin out companies – second only to Cambridge in employment – over 1000 in June 2007: and turnover beats Cambridge.
It is not going to be easy – University has to compete for funding from Executive with other equally important sectors – price of thirty years of conflict has been neglect of social infrastructure: lack of basis skills; lack of high quality leadership; high levels of social deprivation and ill health.  Has also to compete with South which is investing significant sums in university research, business links, studentships etc and has set itself very ambitious targets for proportion of people educated to level 5.
Conclusions

At the end of the 1990s the University engaged management consultants to review issues of branding and image.  I was asked, inter alia what animal I thought Queen’s resembled (£5000 a day – not bad).  After some thought I replied that it was like an old bull elephant – essentially benign,  but something of a loner,  cumbersome, hampered by its capacity for remembering that things had always been done in a certain way, and somewhat battle scarred and wrinkled after 150 years.  

If I were asked the same question today – I think I would say that the University still resembles an elephant but one that has been subjected to one of those makeover programmes now so popular on television.  Without losing any of its underlying characteristics, it is now much trimmer, has discarded much of the baggage of the years.  Many of the wrinkles have been ironed out (if one can imagine ironing an elephant).  As a consequence it is much more self confident about itself, has assumed again an appropriate role in Northern Ireland and higher education more generally.  That it has done so owes a great deal to visionary leadership and of the willingness of all staff, academic and non-academic to embrace change and challenge.

The future as well the past is perhaps most fittingly captured in the words penned by Nobel Prize winner Seamus Heaney to mark the centenary of Queen’s two weeks ago.

Still red brickwork

Remains our bulwark

Here exercise

Of mind has stood

To us, for us

These hundred years

And will, for good.

