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such as Blackboard that often fail. Recently,
we were advised to access our student-support
system (which includes attendance registers)
early in the morning or late at night to avoid
crashing it. I could not envisage implementing
the kinds of reforms I instituted at Warwick
here – and sadly my current experience is far
more typical of higher education institutions
than my Warwick days were.

If senior managers believe that we must be
told to “interrogate our practices and assump-
tions”, I must question their calibre. I don’t
know about Mary Malcom, but this is some-
thing most of us who face classes daily, do
hour by hour, day by day – that is the nature
of the pedagogical relationship. It would be
nice to have some genuine support rather than
the facile implication that we can compensate
for serious institutional deficiencies.
Selina Todd
Lecturer in modern British history
University of Manchester

Beyond the practical
In illustrating courses that have “an obvious
pay-off in employment terms” and thus merit
support, Alan Ryan (“Practical implications”,
8 October) instances a six-month paralegal
training course. He then further marginalises
vocationally relevant higher education by
referring to instruction in practical skills.

Such instruction has an important part to
play, but my experience of higher education in
the built environment disciplines suggests that
rigorous educational experiences, set in a
vocational context, can provide students with
the intellectual challenge that characterises
true higher education, while at the same time –
for those who choose to enter the vocational
field concerned – playing a valuable role in
improving professional and industrial practice.
This goes well beyond practical skills.

Higher education can and should always
contribute to immediate employability – but
its true purposes are wider, longer and deeper.
John Bale
Councillor, Guiseley and Rawdon ward
Leeds City Council

Final preparations
Having watched BBC Four’s The Art of Dying
in which Dan Cruickshank worked at
encountering his own mortality, Gary Day asks
“what is there to say except that we are all
going to kick the bucket?” (“Bored to death”,
8 October). Accompanying the programme,
the Open University’s free booklet offered to
help us make sense of the end of life. But Day
is not interested. It would be useless, he says.

It is startling to hear a fellow academic
express views that flout major spiritual,
philosophical and literary traditions that for
centuries have encouraged precisely the
contemplation of mortality and its practical
implications for how life might best be lived.
More recently, the avoidance of death in 20th-
century Western societies has been criticised by

key social scientists such as Zygmunt Bauman
and the historian Phillippe Aries.

Day’s article provided yet another example
of such avoidance. Maybe it’s up to him
whether or not he chooses to discover what
death might teach him about life. Yet society’s
difficulty in acknowledging the transience of
its members has painful consequences: the
bleakness of dying in medical regimes that
prioritise cure over care; the emotional and
social isolation still faced by bereaved people;
the underfunding of cemeteries. Research
centres and courses at universities such as
Bath, Lancaster, Durham and the OU help to
make death part of life for people such as
nurses and funeral directors who teach and
work in death and dying.

Our capacity to engage more humanely with
this challenging aspect of life is growing, but
there is still a long way to go. Avoidance of
death is the ultimate in short-termism for, as
the poet Emily Dickinson points out: “Because
I could not stop for Death/ he kindly stopped
for me”.
Jenny Hockey
President of the Association for the Study
of Death and Society
University of Sheffield

Where hardship abounds
The anguished response of the president of the
National Union of Students to my article on
student finances (“The life of Riley? Hardly”,
15 October) leads me to recall the words of
Mandy Rice-Davies: “He would say that,
wouldn’t he?”

More seriously, Wes Streeting needs to learn
that the gadgets he regards as “essentials” of
21st-century life are beyond the means of
many ordinary people whose taxes help to pay
for students’ education and whose own
household budgets do not leave even his
(underestimated) 13.8 per cent for fun.
Kevin Sharpe
Professor of Renaissance studies
Queen Mary, University of London

Art and suffering
What A.C. Grayling says about the concept of
“art” (“Art: whether you love it or hate it, the
purpose is to elicit a response”, 8 October)
cannot be an adequate definition of this
concept unless he is prepared to argue that
torture is art, too (an idea that seems to be
suggested in the illustration accompanying
Grayling’s article, which shows a naked man
whose nipples are attached to electrodes that
are linked to a painting).

Reread Grayling’s article with the idea of
someone torturing a person in mind and see if
there are any statements that Grayling makes
(“the work is its own justification”) that could
not be applied equally well to torture. So long
as the torturer does not have any particular
purpose in mind, but even if s/he does it seems,
then this might still be “art”.

If this is so, Grayling must (a) argue that

torture might well be “art” (and, given his
definition of the concept, I would not put this
beyond him), (b) say how his statements about
art cannot or should not be applied to torture,
or (c) accept that his concept of the nature of
art is badly deficient in some way.

In short, rather than saying what “art” is
(probably an impossible question to answer
anyway), he should try to say what is not art.
Kenneth Smith
Buckinghamshire New University

Historians, take a lesson
Your historians (“Past mistakes”, 15 October)
seem to be as guilty as the politicians they
criticise. Historians have been criticising the
misuse of history by policymakers for
centuries. Politicians have been selectively
quoting from history for their own purposes
for as long as there have been politicians. Is
there any evidence that politicians are now
more likely to listen to historians? It would
seem that history is not on the side of the
historian.
Tom Franklin
Tom Franklin Consulting

The greatest number of people studying
history in Britain are aged between five and
14. If research historians and policymakers
wish to be more “directly useful”, they might
consider giving more than the occasional
passing nod to the values, skills and concepts
that can be developed in the school classroom.

From my long list of suggestions for ways
forward, here’s just one: they could more often
work with history teacher-educators with a
view to ensuring that cutting-edge research
finds its way into schools. They might then
also find that raising interest in history at
GCSE and A level could directly benefit them
by increasing the quality, quantity and social
mix of the pool applying to study and utilise
the subject at degree level and beyond.
Peter D’Sena
Head of the education department
London South Bank University
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Objectors to impact
are not few, but many
David Delpy, chief executive of the Engineer-
ing and Physical Sciences Research Council,
argues that there is “a risk that those outside
the academy would believe that all academics
[are] opposed to the idea of economic impact
because of a vocal, critical few” (“Knowledge-
transfer units swamped as they write impact
statements for grant-seekers”, 15 October).

As highlighted in Chemistry for the Next
Decade and Beyond, the report of the recent
International Review of UK Chemistry
commissioned by the EPSRC, the council
sometimes falls short in terms of
communication and engagement with the
academic community. It is therefore perhaps
no surprise that the EPSRC seems unaware of
widespread disquiet and frustration regarding
the imposition of economic-impact criteria in
peer review. The council might, for example,
like to refer to the petition “to promote
discovery in UK science” at the Number10.gov
website, which was highly critical of the
impact agenda of Research Councils UK and
which attracted 2,294 signatures.

Alternatively, the research councils could
gauge the support of university researchers for
the impact statement from the sign-up rate to
a recently posted petition “to allocate funds
solely on the basis of academic excellence”
(http://petitions.number10.gov.uk/
REFandimpact/). Or, they could monitor
support for the University and College Union’s
recent “Stand up for research” statement
(http://www.ucu.org.uk/standupforresearch).
At the time of writing, the UCU statement had
been signed by no fewer than five Nobel
laureates.

Perhaps, however, the most effective method
of assessing UK academia’s opposition to the
economic-impact agenda is simply to refer to
the responses of universities to the RCUK’s
consultation on peer review in late 2006
(http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/research/peer/efficiency
pr.htm). The University of Cambridge’s
description of the plans as “patently silly”
provides an accurate synopsis of the overall
strength of negative feedback from the sector.

I, for one, find it rather difficult to
characterise this sector-wide response as the
misgivings of a “vocal, critical few”.
Philip Moriarty
School of Physics and Astronomy
University of Nottingham

Creative ways out of slump
If the gross domestic product figures due next
week show no sign of recovery, it will be the
first time the UK has had six successive
quarters without growth.

This leaves me wondering why the UK
needs to sell its wares, including the student
loan book, for a few billion pounds when it is
sitting on an undeveloped, and globally
recognised, economic goldmine.

We all know that nations need their niche in
today’s global economy, and we no longer
have a manufacturing base, but Britain does
hold a couple of very useful cards in the
lucrative and growing creative industries.

Go to the heart of Los Angeles, Tokyo and
Taipei and you’ll be at home name-dropping
places such as Bristol, Guildford and Salford.
These places have become major contributors
to the animation, gaming and digital content
industries worldwide. About 40 per cent of
computer games titles originate in the UK.

We generate more than 16 per cent of our
GDP from the creative industries, much of that
in the form of creative content. Computer
game sales have risen despite the slump.

By 2012, 2 billion people are likely to have
access to the internet, with perhaps as many as
3 billion with access to a mobile phone. The
need for creative content is likely to soar as a
result. The Digital Britain report outlined the
Government’s ambition to transform the UK
into a leading digital economy by 2012.

The worldwide digital economy is set to be
worth $1 trillion (£614 billion) by 2010, and
the UK could lose out on £6 billion by 2013 if
it is not able to respond to global demand.

Countries such as Taiwan, China and
Canada must be delighted to see us capping

student numbers in areas that underpin our
leading industries. Forget selling the Old Kent
Road, let’s invest in our trump card and realise
the potential of our creative industries.
Elaine Thomas,
Vice-chancellor, University for the Creative Arts

Teaching needs support, too
Mary Malcom’s opinion piece “Nurturing
critical minds” (15 October) made me laugh
aloud. Just one sentence of her article focused
on the workers meant to deliver her vague
aims – “Of course, this imposes considerable
demands on lecturers.” Yes, it does, and it is
senior management’s role to consider how to
nurture our “critical minds” and protect our
welfare as well as that of the students.

I speak as the holder of a teaching award
for “student-led” learning, which included
replacing lectures with inquiry-based activities.
But I did this at an institution – the University
of Warwick – that provided a well-equipped
independent-learning centre, an average
seminar size of 12, and grants for teaching
resources. My current institution has seminars
of 15-plus, uses graduates to teach most them
and relies heavily on technological interfaces
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