THOSE BLUE REMEMBERED HILLS

When I first went to Lampeter, way back in October 1970, St David’s University College suited me to absolute perfection. The venerable College of fewer than 400 students formed a bizarre but lovable community set in the heart of rural Wales.

So, when the opportunity arose to work for Harper Adams Agricultural College in 1980 I was delighted to accept. There were comparisons with Lampeter at the time: Harper Adams was old, having been founded in 1901; it had less than 400 students and it was set in A E Houseman’s rural Shropshire.

However, there were also important differences. While SDUC basked in its University of Wales status, Harper Adams was bidding to offer its first degree course but even this humble non honours degree course had to be offered through Wolverhampton Polytechnic. While SDUC sat smugly in The UCCA Handbook, Harper Adams had to fight it out with both the University Departments of Agriculture and the many CNAA degree awarding institutions. The future of humble Harper Adams Agricultural College was anything but secure.

Since 1980 there have been the most amazing changes. We have now become Harper Adams University College with the power to award our own degrees and we even have research degree awarding powers. We have over 1800 full-time students registered and admission to most of our courses is genuinely competitive. We are definitely favoured by the university league tables and are right up at the top for the important tables such as: Teaching quality, student satisfaction and graduate employment. We have just spent £3million on a new Library and Learning Resources Centre and have been given a £1.8million award as a Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning.

All of this has been hard earned and well won. The world of higher education has become intensely competitive and both academic and non academic staff must be committed to making it work. The price of failure can be measured by the institutions which have closed or been forced to submerge into oblivion. In recent years, both Wye College, once part of London University, and Seale-Hayne in Devon have thrown in the towel.

What comparisons can we now draw between The University of Wales, Lampeter and Harper Adams University College? I genuinely wish that Lampeter’s success and development had been at a comparable rate. If so Lampeter could now be making comparisons with St Andrew’s in Scotland.

I certainly believe that Lampeter has the capacity to excel. There is so much that remains utterly distinctive and quite brilliant but it needs to realise its potential and compete for a distinctive place amongst the university institutions of the 21st Century. It is not about marketing plans and putting the onus on a few beleaguered people in the Marketing Department it is more about having clear, common objectives and developing new courses for the 21st Century. It also requires ambition, imagination, self belief, commitment and real endeavour from all staff and even alumni. 

There is still a place for the small, specialist institution where students can feel that they belong and matter. However, the institution needs to capture that loyalty and move on to the future, whilst taking the best of the past with them.

Richard Jopling (1973)

