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NEWS

The number of technicians employed 
by UK higher education institutions 
has fallen by 6.2 per cent since  
2009-10, analysis by Times Higher 
Education has shown.  

The trend suggests that univer-
sities have undervalued this “unseen 
army” of workers in science, said 
Diana Garnham, chief executive of 
the Science Council, which last year 
established a professional register 
for technicians.

Data from the Higher Education 
Statistics Agency show that there 
were 9,180 fewer full-time and part-
time workers in higher education in 
2011-12 compared with 2009-10, 
excluding staff on atypical contracts.

While the number of academic 
professionals fell by just 210, or 
0.1 per cent, the bulk of the decline 
– 8,795 staff – related to non- 
academic workers, 1,695 of them 
laboratory, engineering, building, 
IT and medical technicians. 

The drop comes from the high 
recorded in 2009-10 of 181,595 aca-
demic and 205,835 non-academic 
staff.

Ms Garnham said that feedback 
to the Science Council suggested that 
 universities targeted the technician 
role when research budgets were 
squeezed. In the biosciences, institu-
tions were also increasingly hiring 
postdoctoral researchers and gradu-

ate students on an informal basis to 
fill such positions, she added. 

“I think the fundamental issue is 
that we tend to see research or teach-
ing in higher education as just for 
academics…and we don’t have any 
champions for the support staff, 
 particularly technicians,” she told 
THE.

Fewer support staff, more managers
The data also show that the number 
of chefs, gardeners, electrical and 
construction workers, mechanical 
fitters and printers has fallen by 
11.7 per cent (610 staff), while 
among  secretaries, typists, reception-
ists and telephonists, numbers are 
down 10.6 per cent (1,725 staff). 

The aggregate of cleaners, 
 catering assistants, security officers, 
 porters and maintenance workers 
has fallen by 7.2 per cent (2,150 
workers).  

Mike Short, senior national 
officer for education and children’s 
services at Unison, said the losses 
were likely linked to outsourcing 
because staff who transfer to private 
companies no longer appear in the 
Hesa  statistics. 

Universities are increasingly 
 looking to outsource a wider range 
of support work, he said, which can 
affect recruitment, staff retention 
and overall services. 

“We’re also seeing an increase  
in instances where institutions 
restructure and consider job losses. 
The whole thing is a concern for 
us,” he added.

Anger over outsourcing boiled 
over at the University of Sussex last 
week when students occupied a floor 
of the institution’s conference centre 
in protest against management plans 
to transfer 235 estates and catering 
jobs to private companies. 

Mr Short argued that the role 
support staff play in university 

 culture was often overlooked, 
 particularly in pastoral care, as 
catering staff, porters and cleaners 
are  frequently the first point of call 
for students with problems. 

The Hesa data show that since 
2009-10 staff numbers have 
increased in just three areas: 
 managers (up 1.2 per cent); student 
welfare workers, careers advisers, 
vocational training instructors, plus 
 personnel and planning officers (up 
5.1 per cent); and artistic, media 
public relations, marketing and 

Few growth areas in higher education employment, 
Hesa data show. Elizabeth Gibney reports

Support suffers as ‘unseen army’ is cut down  

Taxpayers face a higher bill for the 
new student loans system after the 
government revised its costs forecast, 
prompting one critic to claim that 
universities could suffer further cuts 
as a result.

With the new system of £9,000 
fees halfway through its first year of 
operation, the government has 
revised upwards its estimate of the 
portion of the total loan outlay that 
will never be repaid by graduates 
because of subsidies and write-offs. 

This portion of the outlay is 
known as the resource accounting 
and budgeting (RAB) charge.

David Willetts, the universities 
and science minister, told MPs  last 
month that the government’s esti-
mate of the RAB charge had risen 

from 32 per cent to 34 per cent, a 
change which he said amounted to 
“approximately £200 million per 
year”.

The change came in response to 
the Office for Budget  Responsibility’s 
downward revision of its wage 
growth forecasts – which would 
mean more graduates remaining for 
longer below the £21,000 threshold 
at which student loan repayments 
begin.

The level of the RAB charge is 
important for the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills 
because it is the only part of the stu-
dent loan outlay that appears on its 
books as orthodox public spending 
and thus counts towards the UK 
budget  deficit.

“This latest upward revision has 
been forced on the department, and 
we are confident others will follow,” 
said Bahram Bekhradnia, director 
of the Higher Education Policy 
 Institute, which has previously 
warned that the government has 
understated the public cost of the 
new system.

Mr Bekhradnia added that BIS is 
still basing its calculations on an 
assumed mean average of wage 
increases, rather than a median  
average that takes account of the 
variation between high-earning and 
low-earning groups. 

“It is convenient for it to do so 
as it raises the assumed  repayments,” 
he said. 

Mr Bekhradnia also warned that 

Fears that sector will pick up the bill for higher-than-forecast loan costs
the Treasury may “insist” that BIS 
stay within its budget. 

“In that case it will have to  
reduce costs…by cutting back  
on other parts of the HE budget,” 
he said. 

Elements that could be targeted 
for retrenchment include the Higher 
Education Funding Council for 
 England grant, research funding, 
student numbers or the student  
loan subsidy (a move that would 
increase costs to  students), 
Mr Bekhradnia added.

Shabana Mahmood, Labour’s 
shadow minister for universities  
and science, said that “students  
and universities should be very wor-
ried about just how high [Mr Wil-
letts] will ultimately admit the  

RAB charge to really be”.
She added that the minister 

should “come clean about his failure 
to properly calculate the cost of his 
fees policy…he needs to be honest 
about how he intends to pay for 
these mistakes”.

A BIS spokeswoman said that the 
£200 million a year estimate would 
appear in the BIS accounts from the 
2015-16 financial year.

However, since “the actual cash 
impact (in terms of lower repay-
ments) is spread over a longer 
period…it does not follow that we 
would need to make savings to cover 
the full…£200 million in the  
year the loans were paid out”, she 
added.
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

The British Academy has warned of 
a “vicious circle of monolingualism” 
in the UK after applications for 
undergraduate language courses fell 
for the second year in a row. 

In a report, Languages: The State 
of the Nation, the body says that 
despite rising global demand for 
 language skills, too few UK students 
are studying too narrow a range of 
courses at university.

The report, released on 14 Febru-
ary, cautions that with the intro-
duction of tuition fees of up to 
£9,000 a year, students may be put 
off four-year language degrees 
because they are too expensive. 

Nigel Vincent, vice-president for 
research and higher education policy 
at the British Academy, said that 
although demand for languages had 
been in decline before the rise in fees, 
the price hike was “a factor that will 
exacerbate a trend”. 

The number of undergraduates 
accepted on to European language 
courses at UK institutions fell by 
11.1 per cent in 2012-13, according 
to the Universities and Colleges 
Admissions Service. 

For  non-European languages, the 
figure was down 13.9 per cent.

This decline looks set to continue 
in 2013-14. The number of applica-
tions for  language courses through 
Ucas in time for its 15 January dead-
line was down more than 6 per cent 
on the previous year, despite a 3.5 per 
cent rise in overall applications. 

Professor Vincent said that if 
 universities “back off” from teach-
ing languages because of dwindling 
demand, “our national ability to 
have a language base disappears”. 

Universities needed to come up 
with a joint plan to keep a broad 
range of language departments open 
rather than looking at their own 
“short-term  interest”, which might 
be to close them, he added.

However, such collaboration was 
“at odds” with the competitive mar-
ket system the government was try-
ing to create in England, he said.

The report explains that because 
language skills are lacking in the UK 
labour market, companies tend to 
train existing staff or hire foreign 
workers, pushing down demand for 
British multilinguists and creating a 
“vicious circle of monolingualism”. 

It notes that it is “very uncom-
mon” for students to take languages 
alongside vocational or science, 
technology, engineering or mathe-
matics subjects, and that universities 
should offer more of these combined 
programmes. 

Professor Vincent said that the 
British Academy was also concerned 
by the narrow social range of 
 students taking languages. 

The report finds that nearly a 
third come from independent 
schools and four out of five study in 
pre-1992 institutions.
david.matthews@tsleducation.com
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British Academy issues warning over future of 
language study in UK. David Matthews reports

Foreign tongues 
aren’t wagging

Capite? study of languages, especially non-European ones, is in decline
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sports occupations (up 1.5 per cent).
Matthew Andrews, academic 

 registrar at Oxford Brookes Univer-
sity and chair of the Association  
of University Administrators, said 
that the rise in student welfare 
 provided “real evidence of a trend 
to put student experience at the 
heart” of the system. 

The increase in managerial 
 numbers was likely down to an 
increasingly complex regulatory 
environment, he added, while the 
rise in PR staff could be explained 

by “a  growing interest and need to 
communicate with stakeholders” 
including students and members  
of the local community. 

Academic professionals also 
made up the vast majority of an 
overall rise of 4,710 in the number 
of atypical staff – who are defined 
as those with working arrangements 
that are not permanent, involve 
complex employment terms and/or 
work away from the supervision of 
the normal employer.
elizabeth.gibney@tsleducation.com

managers

Academic professionals

Non-academic professionals

laboratory, engineering, building, 
IT and medical technicians 
(including nurses)

Student welfare workers, careers 
advisers, vocational training 
instructors, personnel and planning 
officers

Artistic, media, public relations, 
marketing and sports occupations

library assistants, clerks and 
general administrative assistants

Secretaries, typists, receptionists 
and telephonists

Chefs, gardeners, electrical and 
construction trades, mechanical 
fitters and printers

Caretakers, residential wardens, 
sports/leisure attendants, nursery 
nurses and care occupations

Retail and customer service 
occupations

Drivers, maintenance supervisors 
and plant operatives

Cleaners, catering assistants, 
security officers, porters and 
maintenance workers
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Roll call: change in academy staff by job type, 2009-10 to 2011-12

Willetts the RAB has risen by 
about £200 million a year 
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