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The first academic report on the University of Essex envisaged some eighteen months 

ago a student population of 10,000; and in his development plan announced on 

October 22, the architect provided even for the possibility of 20,000. A university of 

10,000 today would be bigger than either Oxford or Cambridge, almost half as big as 

the total population of all the colleges and medical schools of the University of 

London, and three times as big as the average size of the remaining seventeen English  

universities.  

 

It may seem odd that I should begin this series of lectures with the claim that the 

University of Essex is going to be big, as though bigness were important. I believe it 

is vitally important. While universities of 20,000 and 30,000 students are found in 

other countries, those of this country have traditionally been small. The projected size 

of Essex marks a departure from that tradition. So do many of our other proposals. 

But they are departures from form and method, not from principle. Far from 

repudiating the accepted idea of a university we are determined to preserve, and 

perpetuate it. The university ideal, which derives from the corporation of masters and 

scholars of the Middle Ages, is of a self-governing community concerned with 

advancing and disseminating knowledge. This conception is still cherished, but in the 

conditions of today, conditions undreamt of only a few years ago, it is in jeopardy. 

Long before the Robbins report it was clear that every aspect of universities as we 

have known them is threatened by the pressures not only of expanding numbers but 

also of rapidly expanding knowledge. This two-fold threat can be met, I believe, only 

by radical innovation.  

 

Let me identify some of the problems which seem to demand new solutions. There is 

first the problem of research. The scale and character of modern research call for such 

a range of skills and for equipment so complex and so expensive that scientists 

working independently and alone have given way to teams of specialists, each making 

his own contribution of information and techniques. As a result, departments and 

universities will in the future have to be very much bigger. Departments need to be 

big to build up effective research teams, to justify the expense of the latest equipment 

and to cover all the branches of a particular subject. Universities in turn will need to 

be big to accommodate big departments over the generous range of studies expected 

of them. Even so, they can no longer hope to offer every academic subject; and as 

knowledge is expanded so its traditional allocation to departments is becoming 

increasingly artificial. Universities therefore will have to devise a far more flexible 

organization of subjects so as to allow research at the growing points of knowledge, 

so often in areas which cross the customary divisions between departments.  

 

The expansion of knowledge has created problems, too, for the university as a place 

where people are taught. Graduates need more and more to be experts, people who 
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have mastered a particular field of study. But they need also to be experts who see 

their expertise in perspective. They should be outward-looking specialists, not 

bunkered. University courses have to be constantly reviewed so that essential, new 

material is included and the inessential, old eliminated. And if there is to be no 

lengthening of the undergraduate course, and no overloading, far more students will 

have in future to be persuaded to stay on at the university for graduate work, and 

graduate work of a quite new kind. The one-storey British university with graduate 

studies as a kind of attic excrescence will have to be replaced by a two-storey 

structure.  

 

Another problem is the diversity of student population which massive expansion 

entails, and the content and arrangement of courses appropriate to it. The Robbins 

report has shown that, in the past, expansion has been achieved without a lowering of 

academic standards, and it argues that standards at entry are not likely to fall in the 

future. But students now come from all sections of the community, many from homes 

with no tradition of culture or learning. Many also look forward to careers in industry 

and commerce, in the civil service and local government, in science and technology, 

rather than in the older professions. The intellectual curiosity of these students is most 

easily aroused by modern subjects. They want to see the relevance of their studies to 

the problems of the world they live in, and to their future careers.  

 

But a university is not just a place of research and teaching. It is, or should be, a self-

governing academic community. Universities are people, not places, people with 

different interests living and working together. But the cohesion of an academic 

community is threatened by sheer size. It is one thing to achieve a vigorous sense of 

belonging in a university of 2,000 and 3,000 quite another in one of 10,000. Bigness 

has to be reconciled with intimacy. Students and staff must not feel lost. This calls for 

revolutionary thinking, particularly about the physical setting of a university, to allow 

the intermingling of different disciplines, and to integrate the social and working life 

of the university. Plans formulated in 1963 for student living must take account of the 

greater maturity of young men and women and their legitimate desire for 

independence. Finally, the whole system of internal government will need 

reorganizing if in a big university the academic staff are still to feel themselves 

members of a single community, with a say in the making of policy and a sense of 

common purpose.  

 

 

The Fundamental Problem  
A new university has to concern itself with a host of problems: its size and rate of 

growth, its range of studies and curriculum, its admission standards and teaching 

methods, its student activities, its physical plan, its government and administration. 

But the really fundamental problem is the kind of university it is going to be. In face 

of the pressures for large-scale research, for increased numbers, for more vocational 

and specialist training, it must continue to be a place of intellectual rigour, a teaching 

institution of the highest quality, a community committed to the pursuit of learning. It 

must stand for excellence. And this means change. The traditional ends will have to 

be sought by new means, and there is no time to waste, for the pressures will certainly 

increase. Tendencies scarcely perceptible today will be much accentuated tomorrow. 

Tiny trickles will become raging and resistible torrents. The problems obviously are 

for all the universities, not just for new ones; and without fuss or publicity the older 
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universities have done a great deal. But abandoning traditional attitudes is a painful 

process, and is necessarily slow. A new university enjoys the immense advantage of a 

clean slate; unhampered by precedents and by established structures, its plans can be 

freer, more daring, more experimental. They must, of course, be realistic.  

 

All the points I have mentioned have been thoroughly aired in recent months and 

years, and individuals and organizations have, with varying degrees of passion and 

common sense, suggested all sorts of solutions. But a university in the making lacks 

the dispensation of the armchair critic. It has to transform ideas into reality. Its 

proposals have to be workable, and workable in the nineteen-sixties, with all the 

limitations imposed by finance, local conditions, the practices of all the other 

universities, by preferences and prejudices of schoolmasters and parents, the 

preferences and prejudices too, alas, of those of us who have propounded them. And 

this brings me to the question of how a new university is founded and who is 

responsible for its first plans.  

 

Essex is one of seven so-called new universities founded within a period of three 

years, and sharing a pattern of development which is strikingly different from that of 

earlier universities in this country. The twelve English civic universities all began life 

as privately founded colleges, and they prepared their degree students for the 

examinations of London. Only after long periods of apprenticeship, sometimes of fifty 

years and more, did they receive their charters and become full universities with the 

right to award their own degrees. A decisive change came after the war with Keele. It 

was established under the aegis of the University Grants Committee, and was able 

from the outset to determine its own entrance requirements and courses, and to award 

its own first degrees. An even more radical procedure was adopted with Sussex, and 

this was repeated with the six other so-called new universities.  

 

 

Beginnings of a New University  
Here, briefly, is what happened in Essex. In July 1959, the Essex County Council 

adopted a resolution of its vice-chairman that it should inquire into the possibility of 

establishing a university. In May 1960, a Promotion Committee, chaired by Her 

Majesty’s Lieutenant of the County, submitted a formal application to the University 

Grants Committee, and one year later it was successful. On May 18, 1961, the 

University of Essex was born. An Academic Planning Board was constituted in 

September. In March 1962, it presented a report to the Promotion Committee and 

three months later recommended my own appointment. By the end of September our 

Council of Governors had appointed Mr R. A. Butler Chancellor. In April of this year 

we announced the names of the first professors and in October adopted the architect’s 

site plan. Our first students will be admitted in October 1964, just three and a half 

years after the university’s birth.  

 

This, then, was the sequence of events at Essex. I want now to go back and pick out 

the particular parts played by the University Grants Committee, the Promotion 

Committee or sponsors, and the Academic Planning Board, to show who took the 

really vital decisions.  

 

The Grants Committee has fathered all seven new universities. It recommended to the 

Government the areas to be chosen and the exact location of the universities within 
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these areas. In the case of Essex it rejected a site near the county town of Chelmsford, 

which the sponsors originally proposed, and chose an alternative site which had been 

suggested at Wivenhoe Park, Colchester. It felt that the Chelmsford site would have 

encouraged students and staff to commute from London, and made it difficult for the 

university to build up a strong corporate life. The Grants Committee also guaranteed 

the university enough money to provide for teaching and allied research for a student 

population rising to 3,000 in ten years. But it imposed no plan. Like every other 

university, Essex has to follow the accepted procedure of the Grants Committee. It 

cannot commit itself to any building project which involves the taxpayer’s money 

without first obtaining the committee’s approval. Its salaries must be in accordance 

with approved ranges and scales, it is given a maximum ratio of staff to students and 

of senior staff to other staff, it is allowed ten to fifteen square feet of lecture room for 

every student, and £5 for an office chair. And if you have ever tried buying an office 

chair for £5 you will know that this allowance is not recklessly extravagant! In the last 

resort, the Grants Committee has a power of veto. It can withhold funds for any aspect 

of the university’s work. More important, the Grants Committee, as the body 

responsible for advising the Government on all university development, has given 

broad advice both on total numbers and on the demands of particular subjects. When I 

was appointed Vice-Chancellor I rather expected to receive from the Grants 

Committee a letter with detailed instructions about the university’s future. A letter did 

come, but it was simply a personal note from the chairman congratulating me on my 

appointment ana saying, in effect, that he would be pleased to see me if at any time I 

felt he could be of assistance. In fact, in the last twelve months or so there has been a 

good deal of informal contact between our own officers and those of the Grants 

Committee. But for all its generous help the Grants Committee, strictly respecting the 

traditional autonomy of universities, has left us remarkably free.  

 

 

Finding a Site  

Next, a look at the sponsors. They had to persuade the committee that they could offer 

an attractive site near a town or city with a good supply of lodgings suitable for 

students, and with housing at reasonable rates for the academic staff and their wives 

and good schools for their children. They had to persuade the committee also that they 

were prepared to dig deep into their pockets. A great university has a lot to give to a 

community but in the first years the community will be asked to give a lot to the 

university. In Essex the County Council presented a 200-acre site, and with the county 

boroughs of Southend, East Ham, and West Ham, promised an annual sum of around 

£120,000. The sponsors, for their part, gave an assurance that they would raise money 

through a public appeal to make a substantial contribution towards the initial capital 

cost. The Grants Committee rightly attached importance to such financial support. 

Quite apart from its indication of local enthusiasm, it would allow the university to 

develop more quickly than it could otherwise do with money only from government 

sources, and it would give it the opportunity to carry out projects not supported by 

public funds.  

 

However, here there was a surprise in store. One of the factors which the Grants 

Committee took into account in making its new foundations was the supply of 

lodgings. While fully recognizing the advantages of student residence on the site, it 

wrote: ‘It would have been unfair to other universities if the new universities became 

almost immediately entirely residential’. Few could have guessed from this statement 
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that the committee would allow its own capital grants to the new foundations to be 

used only for buildings for teaching and research, and that not one penny could be 

spent on student accommodation. The fear, in the circumstances, that the new 

universities might become almost entirely residential seems a trifle unreal. The 

committee clearly felt that, until the new university’s supply of lodgings was drawn 

on, its own funds for residential accommodation should go to those older universities 

where suitable lodgings had been exhausted. Perhaps it felt also that local pride would 

see to it that the university would not be deprived of amenities regarded by most as 

essential. Industrialists in the region can hardly be blamed if they feel that their tail is 

being twisted. It would certainly have helped Essex, and I suspect the other new 

universities, if the use of government funds had been unrestricted, and the university’s 

own appeal for say 10 per cent, of the total capital cost, could have been for all 

aspects of its development. Industry and commerce might then have contributed 

towards buildings for teaching and research in areas associated with their interests, 

rather than exclusively towards student accommodation. It is far easier for an 

electronics firm, for example, to justify to its shareholders donations towards the 

study of electrical engineering than the building of study bedrooms. And this is not 

the only drawback of the committee’s decision. Precisely because residential 

accommodation is so essential and so expensive to provide, we are likely to spend our  

private funds as quickly as we raise them. Little or nothing will be left for those 

reserves which would have given us freedom to determine our own fields of research, 

and which are the only guarantee of a university’s independence.  

 

Let me return to the sponsors, for their work did not end with winning their case for 

the University. Some of them, have served as the governing body of the university, 

and will continue to take responsibility for its running until such time as it receives  

its first charter. They have organized a public appeal for £1,000,000, have 

administered the university’s limited funds, and have also been responsible, with the 

first members of staff, for the whole development of the site. We have relied heavily 

upon their experience and their public spirit.  

 

The last of the three chief actors in our story was the Academic Planning Board. Two 

of the board’s duties have been to ensure that the university has the right standards in 

its first and higher degrees, and to make proposals for its range of studies and its 

curriculum. Both duties arose from the decision of the Grants Committee to dispense 

with sponsor universities and to allow the new foundations full university status from 

the beginning. The board had also to select and nominate the first Vice-Chancellor 

and, with his advice, the first professors, and to prepare a petition for a royal charter. 

Officially, the members of the board were appointed by the sponsors, but seven of the 

eight names were proposed by the Grants Committee. The chairman was the Provost 

of King’s College, Cambridge, who had served on the board of the new University of 

East Anglia. The other members were the Vice- Chancellor of Southampton, the 

Principal of Newnham, a Professor of Chemistry from the University of Edinburgh, a 

Professor of Metallurgy from the University of Sheffield, a Professor of American 

History from University College, London, and a distinguished economist. The 

sponsors added the name of the Chief Education Officer of Essex.  

 

The Planning Board submitted a first report to the sponsors setting out the broad lines 

which in its view the university should follow, four months before my own 

appointment. I have often been asked if I did not find the report restricting. I have not, 
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and perhaps for a simple reason. Being clear about the direction which the university 

should take, the board in looking for a Vice- Chancellor presumably limited its choice 

to those who very broadly shared its views. It could be argued in fact that, only when 

it was agreed about the general direction which the university should take, could the 

board know what kind of Vice-Chancellor to appoint. Potentially there are dangers in 

this arrangement, and I can only say that it has worked well in Essex. The board 

always insisted that its first report was not the law of the Medes and Persians. It has 

been regarded as a guide, not as a blueprint. All its recommendations have been 

debated with the first members of staff3 and in many ways changed. What has not 

changed is the brand image which, on the personal initiative of the chairman, the 

report established, the image of a forward— looking university concentrating on 

modern studies, with a strong school of social studies bridging the gap between the 

sciences and the humanities. It would be hard to overemphasize the influence of the 

Academic Planning Board, for the lead which it has given will determine the direction 

which the university takes for very many years. But its members will be able to 

continue their association with Essex by serving on the Academic Advisory 

Committee which for some ten years or so will keep under review the university’s 

standards.  

 

I come now to the first members of staff. In the last resort the success of a university 

will depend less upon its official policy than upon the people who put it into effect. In 

Essex we tried to appoint a nucleus of academic staff as early as possible, preferably 

within six months of my own appointment, that is long before the plans of the 

university were definitive, leaving a further six months for major decisions and 

another year for the discussion of details. You have to choose your staff quickly if you 

want to associate them with decision taking; but, above all, you have to try to choose 

them well. Academic staff are usually appointed in this country after a public 

advertisement, and in general the procedure works. But we felt that it was not suitable 

for some of our foundation chairs. The first professors must clearly be leaders in their 

field, men of intellectual distinction with the promise of really original work. They 

must also have the imagination to experiment with new courses and new methods. But 

we looked for more. These first professors will have to take decisions affecting the 

whole university, not just in their own field of study, and for several years will bear  

much of the administrative load. We looked for people who would work together, and 

who were in sympathy with the university programme and determined to see it 

through. For a new university only first-rate staff will do. From a cold start the 

mixture must be rich.  

 

Academic staff of this calibre are not only in short supply, they will already be in 

chairs or in posts at, say, Oxford or Cambridge, or in research establishments, and are 

not easily moved. A new university cannot wait for them to come to it. It has to go out 

and get them. We found some academics who were reluctant to leave an active 

research team, others who were unwilling to face for several years makeshift 

accommodation with builders working on the university site, still others who had 

misgivings about a town with no academic traditions. But for those who have come, 

these disadvantages were redeemed by the exhilaration of being in on something 

genuinely new, by the excitement of going fast and the stimulation of working 

together in a small pioneering team. It helped to have an attractive site close to 

Britain’s oldest recorded town, with its excellent train service to London, close also to 

the charming Wivenhoe waterfront, although as luck would have it on my first half-
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dozen visits with prospective staff the tide was out and the outlook decidedly muddy! 

Much depends also upon other member of staff, the librarian, the registrar, the estates 

and buildings officer and the finance officer; people faced with special problems in 

the early years.  

 

A word finally about speed. Essex, like most of the other new universities, will take 

its first students within three and a half years of its foundation. This has meant that the 

broad lines of the university have had to be settled in two and a half years, so that 

prospectuses could be circulated to schools a year before the admission of the first 

students. Since fourteen months had gone when I was myself appointed, it has 

allowed me personally little more than a year for the basic planning, and only six 

months or so with my first members of staff. I am inclined to think, therefore, that a 

period of less than three years between establishment and taking the first students 

would be inadvisable, even if it were possible. Innovation requires time. A university 

in too much hurry will adopt the well-tried solution; and once committed it will find it 

next to impossible to change. If the loss of a year’s deliberations means slavish 

imitation rather than something new and distinctive, a few extra student places are 

dearly bought. A longer period than three years would at first sight seem to hold out 

advantages: more time to search out the first academics, more opportunity to read, 

discuss, and to travel. But one would risk losing the whole momentum and impetus, 

the sense of rapid progress. A three-year period seems to offer at once time for 

innovation and the exhilaration of pace. In Essex we made a part-time appointment of 

an educational sociologist to take part in the university’s early decisions, which, we 

felt, should be based on the best information available.  

 

The speed at which we grow will depend upon the money made available to us. But 

our planned rate of growth is slow by the standards of other countries. The University 

of Bocarotan in Florida, which opens in 1964, aims to rise to 10,000 students in six 

years. We hope ourselves to grow faster than the envisaged 3,000 in ten years, 

provided that we have enough money and can attract staff of the right calibre.  

 

I explained at the beginning of this lecture why I believe that radical innovation is 

needed if we are still to pursue the university ideal. The University of Essex, along 

with the other new universities, enjoys exceptionally favourable conditions of 

development. It is assured of money, not as much as it would like of course, but 

substantial sums both for capital and recurrent expenses. It is assured of students who, 

with the present system of grants, can come from anywhere in the country. It is 

assured also of staff, for it has the full status of a university, and, into the bargain, an 

attractive site and, so we should like to think, exciting plans. These are enviable 

conditions; but it has far more. From the outset it has been independent and self-

governing, master of its own fate. It has been given the freedom and the scope to 

make its own attempt at preserving the essential nature of a university in face of a 

double explosion of knowledge and of numbers. The extent to which we are seizing 

this opportunity is something I hope to make clear in my later talks.  

 


