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POLICY ISSUES

In the course of this academic year the University needs to consider and implement a number of changes to its organisation and structure.  Some of these result from the development of existing policies, such as centralisation, while others arise because of significant changes in the demand for particular areas of study.  In order to reduce rumours and inform discussion I thought it appropriate to write this paper and circulate it widely.  The paper provides my best assessment of the changes that I believe we have to introduce over the next few months.  Some decisions are more firm and immediate than others.  I will try to indicate the status of each decision clearly in the text of the paper.

1. The future of the Faculty of the Built Environment cannot be considered in isolation from the problems experienced by the School of Architecture.  The School of Architecture has experienced two serious problems.   First of all a few years ago it was treated in a most unreasonable and unfair way by the sudden withdrawal of accreditation by the Architects’ Registration Board.  That accreditation was reintroduced after a gap of a few months but the very act of withdrawing it must have had a significant adverse impact in terms of the reputation of the School. 

2. Secondly there has been the recent well publicised incident where there was a substantial failure of students in the Third Year.  The events that led up to that failure are the subject of a separate report.  Nevertheless I cannot understate the reputational damage that that event did both to the Architecture Degree and also, to an extent, to the University.  The consequences of that reputational damage in terms of applications to the course in the future remain unknown.

3. Architecture operates in a confusing and complex regulatory environment.  It is a high cost activity and, particularly in relation to the Diploma, is likely to suffer an adverse impact as a result of the higher fees that will be introduced in 2006.  It is difficult to imagine that many students will continue to be attracted to Architecture as a profession if it involves 5 years full time study as well as 2 years part time.  The fee debt alone will be £15,000.   No other profession will be affected in this way.  The likely consequence is that the Diploma may move to part time study but if it does the question has to be addressed as to what would be the economic level of the fee.  In favour of the continuation of our provision of Architecture is the fact that it has a long and distinguished reputation in Birmingham and is the only qualifying Architecture Degree and Diploma course in the West Midlands.  The withdrawal of this provision would be a significant disappointment to the Architectural profession in the City. 

4. The current situation is that pending the outcome and discussions on the report on the events leading up to the failure in the Third Year of the BA Architecture, the School of Architecture does not have my approval to offer places on either the Degree or the Diploma in 2005.  Before the end of this calendar year the strengths and weaknesses of the School of Architecture will have to be considered carefully so that an informed decision can be taken on whether we invest in Architecture and recruit a cohort of students in September 2005 or close the provision.  

5. Whatever decision is finally taken in respect of the future provision in architecture it is clear that there will be a difficult and challenging job for the Head of School. I am delighted that Jim Low has agreed to be the Head of the Birmingham School of Architecture. His experience with the QAA and as an HMI will be extraordinarily valuable in addressing the problems faced by that area of academic work. Jim has also agreed to undertake a significant amount of work for the university in preparing the university for the QAA institutional audit in November 2005. This will be a critical contribution given the inevitable element of disruption to both AQSD and Registry as a result of the changes that I have described earlier. Jim will retain his oversight of the work of the ABBE project.
6. There is one area of Architecture which is successful and has not experienced the same difficulties as the qualifying Degree and Diploma.  This is the course in Landscape Architecture and related work.  It has an excellent reputation, capacity to recruit international students, and although recruitment has been weak in previous years, is showing signs of improving.  As far as I can ascertain there may not be a great deal of commonality between Landscape Architecture and the BA Architecture.  While there is a common First Year, aspects of the ethos and values of these two courses are different.  Landscape Architecture appears to see itself, correctly, as much more closely aligned to the design disciplines.  Architecture, while it may wish to see itself as principally a design discipline is also torn by the need, sometimes emphasised by the Architects’ Registration Board, of ensuring that its students have significant technical experience in the construction and design of buildings.

7. I can see a significant argument being constructed that Landscape Architecture would be better placed in BIAD.  The argument in relation to Architecture is more difficult to articulate but it is at least worth thinking about in terms of whether or not, if the provision continues, it might be more appropriately located within BIAD.
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