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Stained glass windows are wonderful but we don t need degrees in them 

Alan Smithers 

The names alone are enough to raise an eyebrow, if not two. Students getting their A-

levels can choose from courses including surf science and technology at the University 

of Plymouth, hairdressing and salon management at the University of Derby and 

stained-glass window studies at the Swansea Institute. 

There are degrees in economics and gambling studies at the University of Salford, 

equestrian psychology at Glyndwr University and international football management at 

Buckingham-shire New University, once known as High Wycombe College of Arts 

and Technology. The cost of these excursions to the wilder shores of higher education 

is met largely 

taxpayers, most of whom have never been to university. I know I am not alone in 

asking: Why? 

As a full-time academic, I might be expected to be defending our university system. 

Certainly I am well aware of the power and importance of education. I grew up in the 

East End of London, the son of a fish porter and a factory-line sweet-packer. 

A good state education transformed my prospects and I believe university should be 

available to everyone who can benefit. But it must be based on high-quality courses 

that meet a proven need and enhance lives. Degrees dreamed up to meet Government 

targets and improve the numbers in international league tables do not fit that bill. 

I am not against innovation. After all, there has been significant but steady expansion 

of higher education since the Sixites with the creation of highly respected universities 

such as Warwick and Sussex. But this was as nothing to the vast and chaotic growth in 

student numbers that has taken place since the Nineties. 

First, the former polytechnics were allowed to call themselves universities, increasing 

in size as they did so. Then Tony Blair said he wanted 50 per cent of school-leavers to 

take degree courses, prompting yet more institutes, colleges and academies to declare 

themselves universities. Many started offering outlandish degree courses in the ope f 

ulling n tudents, not to mention funding. 

This explosion in student numbers has been justified on the grounds it will make us all 

richer that there is a direct relationship between investment in three-year degree 

courses and national wealth. 

This argument was made again last week as universities attempt to fend off spending 

cuts that have already limited the number of young people they can recruit this autumn. 

Yet the evidence for such a link is hard to find. Comparisons of national wealth and 

investment in higher education seem to suggest no clear relation-ship at all. 



Switzerland has a more impressive GDP per head than the UK, but fewer graduates. 

Poland has more graduates than the UK, but a much weaker economy. 

To believe our system of degree courses will make us all richer is simplistic and may 

be based on the dubious projection to a national level of the financial advantage once 

enjoyed individual graduates. 

More seriously, the obsession with higher education is blinding us to the true needs of 

students and employers. It is true that investment in universities is potentially very 

valuable to people s lives and the economy. We cannot dig wealth from the ground nor 

do we wish to work long hours for low wages. 

If, however, university courses are to help us, they need careful calibration. Instead we 

have a degree system that has been inflated like a balloon, with no regard for the 

eventual shape. We have made the assumption that any three-year course at a place 

called a university is good. This is patently absurd. 

Universities are good at many things. They can develop bodies of knowledge and pass 

these on to students, for example. This suits academic subjects such as history and the 

professions law, medicine and engineering. 

But in other fields, the lack of connection with the world of work is damaging, and 

departments end up concentrating on theories with little relevance outside the lecture 

hall. 

It is unfair to heap all the blame on universities. They have been ordered to pull in 

more students and the creation of courses with startling names is an attempt to do that. 

A course in science and science fiction at the University of Glamorgan sounds fun if 

nothing else. 

But this betrays a lack of deeper purpose. Over the decades, we have come to accept 

that three years of state-subsidised learning is a rite of passage. No one cared 30 years 

ago, when this involved a minority of largely privileged youths. Today, however, it 

accounts for billions in public expenditure, money that should be subject to real 

analysis and scrutiny. 

We are badly wrong about the way we deal with further and higher education and the 

consequences are serious. In our narrow focus on degrees, we have over-emphasised 

the place of academic studies and have suggested to a generation of young people that 

if they want happy, successful lives, they must go to university. 

Yet there are thousands now graduating who are unable to get the sort of position they 

wanted or expected, to the point that our understanding of a graduate-level job has been 

revised downwards. They are right to feel cheated. 

It is time to strengthen the link between what universities offer and what the real world 

needs, even if this means asking students and employers to put their money where their 

mouths are and take on a greater share of the cost. 

And what of those not destined for university? Thousands in our school population are 

disaffected. They know they are not on the ladder to degree success, and there are few 

alternative paths to develop the practical or employment skills they need. 



Some find even the most ordinary admin jobs now demand a degree. Others take no 

interest in school, even though a technical turn of mind could turn out to be highly 

profitable. 

We have neglected the study of practical skills to the point that manufacturing and 

construction industries have to draw in workers from Eastern Europe and elsewhere. 

An underclass of permanently unemployed young people is emerging, which is not 

only tragic for them but diminishes the quality of life of us all. 

 


