
2524	    Times Higher Education 25 April 2013 25 April 2013 Times Higher Education

unfunded”. They are an attempt by universi-
ties to comply with the Wilson report’s 
recommendation that every student have 
access to a work placement, but, in reality 
most institutions “are not really engaging with 
it”, he thinks. 

Employers who take on Surrey students are 
sought out and vetted by the university, he 
explains, and have to sign up to a list of  
workplace standards. As a result, students 
“never” have to do the menial tasks, such as 
filing and tea making, that are a common 
experience for interns. 

Having a student in a workplace for 12 
months acts as a “positive way of screening 
employees”, he says, and for many it works, as 
around 40 per cent of students who do sand-
wich years end up working for their employer 
after graduation. 

The majority are paid, he says, although for 
some courses it is more difficult to find 
employers willing to offer a salary – for exam-
ple, for politics students working at the House 
of Lords. Ward stresses that sandwich years 
can be arranged for students of less directly 
vocational subjects such as English literature, 
who can be placed in journalism or libraries, 
for example. 

T he Wilson report concurs that the link 
between a sandwich year and employment 
is a strong one, and David Willetts, the 

universities and science minister, has called for 
them to be more widely adopted by 
universities. 

Yet the proportion of full-time students 
doing sandwich years has fallen from 9.5 per 
cent in 2002-03 to 7.2 per cent in 2009-10, 
with the majority of these courses clustered in 
a handful of institutions, the report says. 
Students are often put off by the time pres-
sures and uncertainty of finding a placement, 
peer-group pressure to opt out, and the diffi-
culty of finding an employer near their univer-
sity or parents’ home, it adds. 

Another potential barrier to sandwich years 
is that, from 2014-15, the government will 
cap the amount universities can charge at  
15 per cent of their normal tuition fee which 
is, according to Professor Ward, simply  
not enough. 

“We have to pay for administration and 
academics have to go out and visit the students 
on placement,” he explains. 

Another route universities have taken is to 
invite industry directly into the lecture theatre. 
At Glyndwr University, for 2012-13 all courses 
will have been at least partially designed by 
employers. The vice-chancellor, Michael Scott, 
has argued that “the whole notion of univer-
sity is changing”. 

Glyndwr allows employers to design 
courses that meet their specific needs. Recy-
cling and biomass firm UPM needed to replace 
an ageing workforce coming up for retirement 
at its Shotton paper mill in northeast Wales, 
but, according to training manager Peter For-
syth, there were no local colleges or universi-
ties that taught the right combination of skills. 

“It was at this point that we approached 
Glyndwr and asked could they help,” he 

David Willetts has urged other companies 
and universities to study the concept carefully 
and hopes that similar partnerships will flour-
ish following government reforms to the 
higher education system. 

Amid this scramble by universities to 
impress businesses with their students, some 
critics have questioned how far the sector 
should pursue the employability agenda. 
Anthony Grayling, master of the private New 
College of the Humanities, has stressed that 
one of the aims of his new £18,000-a-year 
college is to teach a broad, liberal arts 
curriculum where students learn for the 
sake of learning, rather than for other instru
mental reasons. 

“At a time when the government devalues 
the humanities and treats higher education as 
a vehicle for training, any attempt to promote 

the liberal arts should be welcomed,” Frank 
Furedi, professor of sociology at the University 
of Kent, has written in defence of the college. 

But even the NCH has a “professional pro-
gramme” as part of its undergraduate courses, 
which teaches students areas including finan-
cial literacy, marketing, project management 
and “technology and the world of work”. 

This year’s rankings show that good indus-
try links and “pure” scholarship are not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive: the universities of 
Oxford and Cambridge do not run sandwich 
years, nor have they invited in business to 
redesign their courses, and yet students rated 
them joint fifth for industry connections. 

The fortunes of the universities ranked in 
the top five for industry connections varied 
considerably in 2012. The number of accepted 
students at the LSE was up by 11.4 per cent, 

whereas at Surrey the number was down by 
16.1 per cent, according to statistics from the 
Universities and Colleges Admissions Service. 
A good reputation for industry connections 
may be a necessary, but not a sufficient condi-
tion of success in the new higher education 
market. 

Regardless, universities are investing in this 
area despite a squeeze across the whole sector. 
According to data from the Higher Education 
Statistics Agency, the number of student wel-
fare workers, careers advisers, vocational 
training instructors, and personnel and plan-
ning officers rose by 5.1 per cent between 
2009-10 and 2011-12, a substantial rise when 
most areas of employment in universities saw 
numbers fall. The race to build links with 
employers, it would seem, is now a top prior-
ity of much of the sector. 
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Rank by 

attribute Overall rank

London School of Economics and Political Science 1 72
University of Bath 2= 6
University of Surrey 2= 26
Imperial College London 2= 41
Loughborough University 5= 5
University of Cambridge 5= 3=
University of Oxford 5= 2
University of Strathclyde 5= 23

GOOD INDUSTRY CONNECTIONS

explains, and together the company and 
Glyndwr created a bespoke engineering foun-
dation degree. 

Other programmes have gone even further 
in turning university into training for a specific 
employer. The accountancy firm KPMG runs 

schemes with Durham University and the Uni-
versity of Exeter where students work towards 
a four-year accountancy degree with their tui-
tion fees paid by the company, earn a salary 
during their period as a student, and are guar-
anteed a job on graduation. 
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