The future of UWL or whatever happened to St. David?
Willy Price, in his two volume ‘A History of St David’s University College, Lampeter, ‘published in 1977 recognises that the preceding one hundred and fifty years of The College’s history had been full of ups and downs. Indeed I remember Professor Stanley Boorman recounting how, not long after the war, things became so bad for the College that the entire staff offered to take  substantial cuts in their salaries to help stave off closure. However, according to The Reverend Price he saw all that behind the old Coll, and he foresaw the SDUC sailing serenely into the future, accompanied and protected by the Battleship, ‘The University of Wales.’ While he was writing his history I was there at the time but I don’t think that any of us would have disagreed with this rosy assessment of the future.

However, what nobody could have possibly envisaged was that the world of higher education was about to change beyond recognition and that even Battleships would no longer provide protection from Exocet missiles and even nuclear submarines. The future of higher education would change substantially and in ways that nobody could possibly have predicted back in the 1970s. No longer would there be a few, privileged people eligible for higher education (5% at that time); no longer would there be a bias in favour of men (Lampeter had been a men’s College up until the 60s) and no longer would applicants have to beg for a place, or have an ‘O’ level in Latin (or something equally footling) in order to fulfil exacting conditions for admission.
The equivalent of the Exocet was the joining up of the Polytechnic sector, and the Colleges of Higher Education to form a new concept of going to ‘University’ or ‘Uni.’ as expressed in ‘student speak.’ The current Government’s objective is to achieve a goal of 50% of young people experiencing higher education in some shape or form. One can only applaud The Labour Governments, in particular, for driving forward this agenda and for its resolve to widen participation to all elements in our society. Higher Education is becoming, quite rightly, the province of the many rather than the preserve of the few. The country’s work force needs intellectual development and transferable skills and people should have the right and opportunity to aspire and to achieve. So, instead of there just being a few, much sought after universities places, there is now a wealth of opportunity. The problem with all this from Lampeter’s point of view is that the growth in potential students has been more than matched by the growth in providers. Now, thrust into a fiercely competitive world, Lampeter’s isolation works against it. The new and old universities are all nearer to the main population centres, easily accessible by public transport, convenient for the day student and offer part-time and flexible approaches to learning.
The nuclear submarine of Lampeter’s troubles comes in the form of blistering new technologies. Who needs Libraries (Carefully storing The Reverend William Price’s two volumes of the history of Lampeter) when you can Google up anything from a line of poetry to a full essay on “The Holy Roman Empire was neither holy, Roman nor an empire; Discuss” The modern day student is probably learning more from U Tube than from books and certainly they learn more from the internet than from lecturers and tutors. The day is coming when the entire contents of the Bodleian Library will be accessible from the middle of the Sahara. But it is worth noting here that those new technologies set a challenge for the entire university sector, not Lampeter alone. You can’t help wondering if in the rush to become more ‘vitual’ we are not actually missing something human and fundamental? 
Where does all this take us with regard to Lampeter’s future? On the face of it there are few advantages to the dear old Coll. from the above developments. It is evident that Lampeter will never have mass appeal to the average young person and it would be fair to acknowledge that most young people want the big city lights; the pleasures of all day and night Clubbing and the sheer press of the multitude. It is, however, the delight of Lampeter that it doesn’t offer and can never offer these things and I believe that there are enough discerning people for whom the particular charms of Lampeter will always appeal. Where else can students fly fish on the Teifi, swim in The Dulas, sing from the top of The Mound, walk in some of the finest landscape in The British isles, see Red Kites, or simply admire the architecture of OB. Then there is the much more fundamental need of being known, of being somebody and having the opportunity to live with, study with and really get to know people from every walk of life; not in a virtual world but in a real, tangible, human world. In saying this I am failing to recognise the delights of ‘Clubbing’ but isn’t one Club much like another whether it is in Sheffield, Northampton or Southampton or anywhere else? Clubs rather strike me like modern day campuses; all the same and grown out of very quickly.

When considering a place and a future for Lampeter, I think that is also important to acknowledge that there is more than one take on all this. Universities often ignore the opinion of parents and imagine that all students make informed and entirely independent choices. Of course there are no absolutes here but from my experience, the parents, who ultimately have to pay up for their sons/daughters education, have a very different perspective. Parents are usually flabbergasted when they realise what they are actually paying for. They imagine (and don’t forget very few of this generation of students have parents who went to University) that students will be taught for most of the week and not just have three or four hours total contact per week. They imagine that students are playing sport and socialising at the weekends, not going home or working at TESCO. They see the Students’ Union on the Open Day and imagine it to be buzzing and thriving in the evening and not the rather drab, empty places that students actually get. Often this confusion and disappointment is shared by the student as well. It seems to me that a university that really offered these things, particularly as regards teaching and contact hours, would find enormous favour.    

 Is Lampeter just unable to meet 21st Century expectations and is there anything, in the end more powerful than the sheer technical force and superiority of the Exocet or nuclear submarine?  I believe that there is an answer for Lampeter but it would take imagination, courage and investment to make it happen.

Let’s just imagine for one moment an institution which had the vision to defy the normal and the bland. I would love to see Lampeter have the courage to do the following:

· To review its undergraduate course provision and to come up with some new and potentially popular courses. One example, could be; ‘Creative Writing’ and why not, in the heartland of Wales, have some form of music or even Drama? Lampeter inspires creativity so why not capitalise on it? If Lampeter is to be a special place it must have special courses and not just the same courses as everybody else. In marketing terms it has to find a ‘USP’ or unique selling point.
· I believe that any institution that declared itself in favour of actually teaching students would score a genuine hit with many students and most parents. Do any of us really believe that ‘independent’ learning is anything more than a sop? Yes it can have its place in some small part but there has to be the human element, the good counsel, the experience and the wise hand on the tiller of life and learning that we all need.

· If there is to be more concentrated teaching does a degree need to last for three years?  You could easily concentrate the current three year programme into two years, giving a total of ninety teaching weeks. A two year, genuinely full-time degree would offer good value in providing a concentrated, residential experience and there would still be twelve weeks left for short breaks.  I appreciate that most students work in the vacations and so help their finances but on the other hand there is a loss of momentum during this time and there are financial advantages to completing your studies in two , sharp years rather than dragging it over to three. Such an arrangement would have undoubted popularity with the international and EU students
· In some ways, Lampeter’s isolation can be seen as a disadvantage but equally it can be seen as strength and an opportunity for the academic community to be together and to generate understanding, fun and friendship.  The Lampeter student can’t just go home at the weekends; he or she has to be there and so the SU and the sports and activities could flourish accordingly and every advantage could be taken of the academic terms. This isn’t just the trimmings. The real value of a university education should be the opportunity to inter-act with the other students and the academic community as a whole. This is the real value and joy.
· It grieves me to say it, but I also believe that many of Lampeter’s problems stem not only from a lack of vision but also a lack of endeavour, in many areas and particularly with regard to promotion. There always was a good story here but it was never really told; you had to stumble over it to find it. Yes, Lampeter has to get its ‘Product’ right but then it has to ‘Promote’ it strongly. I do appreciate that for a small institution this is not an easy matter but Lampeter has many advantages in this respect and not least of all a caring and committed alumni organisation and an exceptionally high percentage of ex students who are currently working in secondary education. 
So there has to be the courage to take a root and branch type approach and the imagination to create a place where not all students want to go but where more than enough students want to take advantage of something unique. Here it is important to remind ourselves that universities are (or should be) international centres. It is just one of Lampeter’s many strengths that it is a university institution set in the beautiful centre of Wales and giving people from different backgrounds and places the opportunity to enjoy living there. The University of Wales, as a whole has become too focussed on recruiting Welsh students and I do not believe that universities should take a rather bigoted view.  Lampeter never was quite the same as the others and always drew heavily from England and I believe that it should continue to have the courage to stand against small mindedness and to welcome students form all countries, classes and backgrounds into a unique academic community.
But, finally, where will the money come from? I believe that if the money can not be found from within the University of Wales that we should leave the University of Wales and reclaim our original charter. There are precedents and I believe that if we could find the right sponsors all is possible.

So, we can’t go back and certainly we can’t go back to St. David’s College, or even SDUC. We can’t stay the same, so goodbye UWL and you can keep your Lampeter campus of the Mid Wales Institute of Arts and Technology. (Soon to be the site of a mega store). But could Lampeter really go forward? Is there the vision, the courage and the sheer endeavour to be ‘St.David’s University ‘or even ‘The Prince of Wales’ University?’
I believe that Lampeter has to sail on to find its own, unique destiny. It will never appeal to 99% of the population but if it can give the quality and kind of education I have described I believe that it would appeal strongly to at the very least 1% of the more discerning prospective scholars and 1% is far more than is needed. Given the right courses and curriculum and given the right sort of promotion I see no reason why in should not comfortably treble in size before its 200th anniversary. This has huge implications for everybody living in the University and in the Town. The cultural, sporting, social and recreational benefits for Lampeter town and Ceredigion could be enormous and our old Coll. would genuinely have found a safe haven. To those who mutter that this is all too fanciful, I can point to at least one, small, residential, rural University College which has quadrupled its size in just twenty years.
Richard Jopling

