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CHAPTER 2

A History of Payment by Results: Lowe’s 
Code (1862) and the Browne Report (2010)

2.1  IntroductIon

This chapter addresses the historical roots of present economic policymak-
ing in higher education. A humanities critique is applied to the process of 
policymaking by close reading select committee reports, white papers, and 
Parliamentary debates. To date, a critical history of economic rationale in 
educational policymaking in England is poorly recorded. This chapter 
explores Payment by Results, a topic which has seldom been discussed at 
length within the context of education.1 I return to the foundation of the 
system of Payment by Results within educational policy reform in England 
during the 1860s as a tool to interrogate the present state of higher edu-
cation.2 To this end, I will close read, contextualise, and analyse two semi-
nal education policies: Lowe’s Code (1862) and the Browne Report (2010). 
The chapter develops two distinct vignettes in order to demonstrate the 
prevalence and power of Payment by Results within the context of 
educational reform in England: one at the advent of debates in liberal 
education and the other within the current context of neoliberal 

1 William F. Connell observed that “a thorough history of the work of the Committee of 
Council on Education, and in particular, of the Payment by Results scheme, has yet to be 
written” (1950, 203): a statement that is remains accurate until my attempt here.

2 Although repetitive, “Payment by Results” is capitalised and used throughout this chap-
ter in order to draw attention to the use of this term as a proper noun for this public policy 
instrument.
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education. Through these two distinct moments I trace the production, 
and re-production, of an economically motivated system in educa-
tional policy.

An interrelation of nineteenth and twenty-first century examples of 
economic incentives in teaching is useful for several reasons. First, as 
Regenia Gagnier argues in The Insatiability of Human Wants: “it is neces-
sary to remind ourselves of the ways in which developments in economic 
thought were contested in the past because we find now that economism – 
the tendency to interpret all phenomena in market terms – is widespread 
and influential” (2000, 5). In the aftermath of the Browne Report (2010) 
it can be difficult to imagine higher education outside a mindset of “eco-
nomic growth” (2010, 14). However, the first application of the system of 
Payment by Results within educational policymaking throughout the 
1860s was free from such limitations to alternative visions. In clarifying 
the historical context in which such an approach to policymaking was first 
developed, I suggest that Lowe’s Code in the twenty-first century creates 
space and possibilities to respond with more critical nuance and historical 
awareness to the established form of the approach as currently experienced 
in higher education in England today. Second, I assert that this approach 
allows for a historical methodology and literary critique to be enacted on 
economic policymaking. This is a kind of re-humanising how scholars can 
talk about (or back to) white papers as potential narratives, about policy-
making as historical contingency, and monocultures of economic value as 
a political agenda rather than an objective fact. This chapter highlights 
how a Payment by Results model of valuation has dominated government 
policymaking concerning the financing of higher education since 2008. 
Broadly, Payment by Results is a performance-based system of pay that 
establishes minimum benchmarks of expectation and seeks to measure 
tangible outcomes in order to calculate success. A reliance on the assess-
ment of minimum thresholds as opposed to maximums means Payment by 
Results is an approach that is readily adopted in times of austerity: limited 
criteria of value makes it cheap to administer. However, this approach had 
more profound effects than simply cost-cutting; as the system records only 
minimum levels of success, critics argue that the Payment by Results dis-
regards more aspirational ambitions for education. Close analysis of policy 
processes and literatures represents the ways in which state processes 
reconfigure higher education as a private investment as opposed to a pub-
lic good. Exposing the historical roots of policymaking approaches offers 
insight into current debates concerning value within the humanities and 
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what action we might pursue in moving beyond such low expectations of 
higher education.

Sole reliance on the fiscal determinism of a Payment by Results system 
is an inappropriate register for the assessment of value in education. This 
chapter establishes a connection between a nineteenth and a twenty-
first- century policymaking example and their corresponding critique, in 
order to advance a critical consideration of educational values. The dis-
cussion is formed of two parts. The first section discusses the financial 
reform of elementary education under The Revised Code of Minutes and 
Regulations of the Committee of the Privy Council on Education in May 
1862 (Lowe’s Code henceforth). Debates in Parliament demonstrate a 
desire to control the cost of elementary education at a time when educa-
tional demand was rapidly expanding.3 Re-tracing the actions and articu-
lations of educational values in Lowe’s Code serves as a reminder that 
economism is a choice and not a natural or necessary part of the policy-
making process. The second half of this chapter turns to the most recent 
iteration of Payment by Results within higher education: The Independent 
Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance (the Browne 
Report henceforth), 12 October 2010. The systemic changes that the 
Browne Report initiated, both in terms of government subsidy and the 
individual financing of higher education creates new tensions for the 
valuation of the humanities.

2.2  Part I: Lowe’s Code

The Revised Code of Minutes and Regulation of the Committee on the Privy 
Council of Education, known as Lowe’s Code, represents the first instance 
in which the British government adopted a system of Payment by Results 
approach on a national scale. Although the policy passed through the 
House of Commons in 1862, the process began in 1859 with the launch 
of the Newcastle Commission. The findings published as the “Report of 
the Commissioners appointed to inquire into the State of Popular 
Education in England” (Newcastle 1861) provided the  evidence from 
which Robert Lowe, 1st Viscount Sherbrooke, and his colleagues at the 
Privy Council of Education would construct Lowe’s Code. Therefore, the 
investigations launched in 1859 represented the formation of the first 

3 Wardle, D. describes Lowe’s Code “established value for money as the criterion for mea-
suring the educational system, and […] stood condemned under its own terms” (1976, 70).
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Payment by Results system in education in England and the start of 
“thirty-five years of experimentation with educational efficiency” (Rapple 
1990, 1). However, a history of policy starts with a debate and a commit-
tee, rather than a report. Therefore, in order to fully articulate the ways in 
which Payment by Results was first introduced into educational debates in 
England, the discussion in this section is organised chronologically. I char-
acterise the important changes from Commissioners Report, through 
Parliamentary debates, finally turning to the establishment of Lowe’s Code. 
The discussion concludes with an analysis of the critical responses of 
Matthew Arnold and Sir James Kay-Shuttleworth, who emphasised the 
shortcomings of educational assessment that established minimum expec-
tations for financial reward.

2.2.1  The Newcastle Commission

In 1859, a Royal Commission was appointed under the chairmanship of 
the Duke of Newcastle “to inquire into the present State of Popular 
Education in England, and to consider and report what Measures, if any, 
are required for the Extension of sound and cheap elementary Instruction 
to all Classes of the People” (Newcastle 1861, 1). The Commission pub-
lished its findings in 1861, proposing a new strategy that would radically 
alter the economy of education. Throughout the investigation into ele-
mentary education, the Newcastle Commission employed fifty-four 
inspectors, who collectively visited 9384 daily schools over the course of a 
year. The inspectors also visited 539 schools for pauper children, 118 
Reformatory, Ragged or Industrial Schools and 38 training colleges. In 
total, the report claims that of the 10,075 schools inspected, 879,773 
children were in attendance. Whilst these numbers demonstrate that under 
the attention of Kay-Shuttleworth educational quality and attendance had 
much improved throughout the mid-nineteenth century, the report none-
theless argued that “not more than one fourth of the children receive a 
good education” (Newcastle 1861, 295).4 After sitting for three years, the 
Committee published its recommendations in a six-volume report. The 
long and varied accounts of the fifty-four inspectors from regions across 

4 Kay-Shuttleworth served as the first Secretary of the Committee of the Privy Council of 
Education and established a national system of teacher training colleges during the 1840s.
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England offer a great deal of personal detail into the state of education in 
elementary schools.

However, given their scope and style, these findings were unwieldy and 
difficult to interpret as a whole. The report that the Newcastle Commission 
produced is indicative of the patchy assessment of schooling prior to 1862. 
Within the Commissioner’s report, the methodologies of assessment var-
ied tremendously: some inspectors provide personal accounts of conversa-
tions with members of the public, whilst others list the figures of literacy 
in each class, tabulated by age. Despite the quantity of information con-
tained in the final report, the Duke of Newcastle and his team of inspec-
tors were unable to provide a substantial framework for decisive action 
with which to remedy the situation they found. The most conclusive state-
ment from the Commissioner’s report states that “we have been obliged 
to come to the conclusion that the instruction given is commonly both 
too ambitious and too superficial in its character […] and often omits to 
secure a thorough grounding in the simplest but most essential parts of 
instruction” (Newcastle 1861, 293). There was an “obligation” (293) to 
find a conclusion as opposed to a natural provision of one. The recogni-
tion that education was in need of reform is the only absolutely decisive 
conclusion of the six-volume report, whilst the means to achieving it is not 
addressed.

Despite its ambiguity, Robert Lowe used the finding of the Newcastle 
Commission to institute substantial educational reforms. In his chapter on 
“Culture and the Revised Code” in The Educational Thought and Influence 
of Matthew Arnold, William Connell observes that “the dependence of the 
Revised Code upon the report of the Newcastle Commissioners was made 
clear in the speech of Vice-President, Robert Lowe, in introducing the 
first revised version of the original Revised Code” (1950, 204). Lowe 
brought the first version of his code to the House of Commons on 13 
February 1862. In this address, Lowe describes how the Newcastle 
Commission had revealed: “the evils of an inadequate quantum of teach-
ing, a loose test of efficiency, far too expensive machinery, and a decline of 
the voluntary spirit” (HC Deb 13 February 1862 vol. 165 col. 214). On 
balance, the appraisal of elementary education that the Newcastle 
Commission offered was mixed and revealed a system that was compli-
cated, unbalanced, and expensive. Lowe’s attack on the “inadequate 
quantum of teaching” was misrepresentative, considering a large number 
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of positive accounts of teaching within the report.5 However, Lowe’s 
other criticisms are in accordance with the broad comments included in 
the extensive Newcastle Commission report.

Before turning to Lowe’s reforms, one further passage of the Newcastle 
Commissioners Report is worth quoting at length. Although much of the 
report was site-specific and, therefore, difficult to extrapolate from, the 
following paragraph speaks to wider concerns. The Commissioners rec-
ommended the institution of

a searching examination by competent authority of every child in every 
school […] to see that all the children under [the teacher’s] charge really 
learned to read, write and cipher thoroughly well […] and there can be little 
doubt that […] if a teacher finds that his income depends on the condition 
that his scholars do learn to read, whilst another teacher is paid equally well 
whether they do so or not, the first will teach more children to read than the 
second […] the object is to find some constant and stringent motive to 
induce them to do that part of their duty which is at once most unpleasant 
and most important. (Newcastle 1861, 157)

In this articulation of the apparent need for “a searching examination” 
(157), the argument for Payment by Results within education in England 
was born. The system of assessment is designed to provide the “result” of 
teaching their pupils to “read, write and cipher thoroughly well” (157). 
This is not an unreasonable minimum expectation of education especially 
given the lack of national organisation and ad hoc arrangement of school-
ing at the time. However, what is less clear-cut is the method of assessing 
this standard of education. Evidencing that one can read, write and solve 
mathematical problems is dependent on many factors. How can one be 
certain that a student is able to read, rather than recite from memory? 
How should one measure writing as being “thoroughly well” executed or 
not? What traits should this assessment include? Can the result of one test 
be indicative of the students’ general aptitudes? These challenging ques-
tions cannot be fully answered with the simplicity of the method sug-
gested above, and as critics were soon to observe, it denoted a lack of 
consideration for such qualitative difficulties.

5 For example, see Newcastle (1861) commentary on reformatory schools (413), the Royal 
Carriage schools at Woolwich (422) and parish free schools in Lincoln, Gainsborough &c. 
(463) are all explicitly described as being “excellent” in the Commissioners report.
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The Commission proposed the endorsement of a Payment by Results 
approach because of the poor level of teaching of “the Three R’s” (reading, 
writing, and arithmetic).6 This deficiency posed a large problem for elemen-
tary schooling, as these rudimentary skills are the foundations of more 
advanced studies. What is perhaps most surprising to a contemporary reader 
is the assertion that the reason for the deficiency is that these skills were the 
“most unpleasant” (Newcastle 1861, 157) duty that teachers were required 
to undertake. The report argues that if a teacher is not paid directly to teach 
the Three R’s, then they are “bound” (157) to neglect them. Such asser-
tions were not unusual at the time; prior to the commission’s findings in 
1861, evidence of sporadic teaching is frequently found in the annual 
reports of school inspectors. Reverend J.  P. Norris offers a particularly 
prominent example in his General Report for the Year 1858 in the Counties 
of Chester, Salop and Stafford. Norris makes specific reference to how “the 
task of geography and history is far easier and less irksome than that of 
teaching to read and write” and urges that “teachers should give their prin-
cipal attention to these essential subjects” (qtd. in Newcastle 1861, 248). 
Therefore, Payment by Results was partially invented to ensure that teachers 
were fulfilling a minimum expectation of educative responsibility. The 
Newcastle Commissioner’s report insisted that “the object [of policymak-
ers] is to find some constant and stringent motive to induce [teachers] to do 
that part of their duty” (157). This foundational desire to create a uniform 
and democratic, albeit limited, system of elementary education is predicated 
upon the belief that access to basic schooling was a national imperative and 
responsibility. The Commissioners report records how,

three-fourths after leaving school forget everything they have learnt there; 
and we are desirous to suggest inducements by which the schoolmaster, 
while still chiefly interested in completing his work with his elder scholars, 
shall find it worth his while to give that sound foundation to the younger 
boys, which shall enable them, if so minded, afterwards to complete their 
education for themselves. (Newcastle 1861, 321)

The Newcastle Commission found that students had forgotten how to 
read and write after leaving education; therefore, it is not only the content 

6 The Three Rs are rumoured to have been coined by William Curtis, who is described in 
the most unflattering manner as “a portly and bottlenosed bon vivant and unconscious buf-
foon” in Thorne, R. (1986). It is claimed that during an after-dinner speech for the Board of 
Education around 1795, Curtis humorously slurred the words “reading, ‘riting, and ‘rith-
metic” (qtd. in Timbs 1825, 75).
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of an education that was forgotten but also the means to pursuing further 
learning. The desperate need to be able to assess a level of competency in 
a complicated system is evident in the Newcastle Commission’s recom-
mendation of the Payment by Results approach. The government sought 
to bring order to a fragmented and uneven system and the inspectors 
identified the 3 R’s as a primary means by which to begin this national 
educational reform.

Such democratising aspirations were not inherently economic and the 
desire for greater organisation and better teaching quality should not be 
condemned as unnecessary in the context of the fragmented and expand-
ing school system in the mid-nineteenth century. However, Lowe’s deci-
sion to pursue a policy that was built on an extremely limited model of 
assessment demonstrates that his principal desire was for reform to aid 
economic control and administrative efficiency. Undeterred by the indis-
criminate findings of the Newcastle Commission, Lowe keenly assumed 
the task of reforming the structures of elementary education in England as 
he saw fit. The following section explores Lowe’s particular influences 
and  the consequences of economic motivations shaping educational 
policymaking.

2.2.2  Robert Lowe and Economic Motivations

Although the need for greater organisation is explicitly presented in the 
Newcastle Commissioner’s report, the investigation into elementary 
schooling was motivated by a different, although somewhat contingent, 
demand. By 1860, the government was in desperate need of financial 
retrenchment and the requirement for economic scrupulousness resided 
within the original request of the Newcastle Commission. The task 
appointed to the Duke of Newcastle was to recommend potential improve-
ments for “the extension of sound and cheap elementary instruction” 
(Newcastle 1861, 4). For Lowe, and others in the Committee on the Privy 
Council of Education, “sound and cheap” (4 my italics) fulfilled the 
requirement of “a minimum standard of education” (Hansard “Mr Lowe” 
1862a, vol. 165 col. 214). The use of “sound” in the request of the 
Newcastle Commission is indicative of the governmental interest in attain-
ing a level of sufficiency rather than an interest in high-quality education. 
Furthermore, the direct implication of “cheap” demonstrates that any 
suggestions or improvements needed to be relational to reductions in 
cost. An economic interest plays an important part in the changes to 
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education that were implemented by Lowe’s Code. Throughout the period 
of debate and revision in Parliament, Lowe persistently asserted the ben-
efits of Payments by Results as the preferred system of assessment. In order 
to implement order into education at elementary level, Lowe argued that 
“a minimum of education” (Hansard “Mr Lowe” 1862a, vol. 165 col. 
237) was the most important factor to assess.

At this juncture, it is significant to note that Lowe is not remembered 
as a great reformer of education, but rather for his position as Chancellor 
of the Exchequer (1868–73) under William Gladstone as Prime Minister. 
Lowe’s legacy is his rationalist approach to policymaking; Connell observes 
how he “abhorred administrative untidiness and longed to see [his] work 
based logically with Benthamite purity and simplicity, upon a few clear 
principles” (1950, 208). Lowe’s intention in 1861 was to both organise 
and economise the system of elementary education.

Under Payment by Results, financial rewards are provided for successful 
performance within specific criteria of assessment: above all else, a focus 
on basic utility saturates this approach. Lowe was greatly inspired by the 
economic theory of Adam Smith and believed that “education is no excep-
tion to the rules of Political Economy” (Lowe 1868c), frequently refer-
encing Smith’s thinking in discussions of educational reform.7 Lowe’s 
inclusion of education as a field that is suitable for economisation is unsur-
prising given his belief in the universal applicability of Smith’s economic 
principles. In “Private Versus Public Education: A Classical Economic 
Dispute” Edwin West documents how “Lowe felt that Smith’s presump-
tion that competition was necessary to overcome the natural desire of 
every man to live as much at his ease as he could, was sincerely intended as 
a universal principle” (1964, 472). Lowe’s Smithian perspective saw edu-
cation as the responsibility of the parent and not the state, and the rise of 
competition within school assessment as being a means with which to 
induce teachers (prone to the pursuit of an easy life) to offer a sufficient 
level of education at the lowest price. Therefore, Payment by Results was 
instituted in England during the 1860s as an economically motivated ide-
ology that aspired towards a utilitarian efficiency. Huriya Jabbar argues 
that “Lowe’s emphasis on technical efficiency, and his reliance on incen-
tives rather than mandates to induce teachers to improve student 
achievement, suggest[s] an approach to policy that arose out of his par-
ticular applications of economics to education rather than the general 

7 See Lowe, R. (1868c).

2 A HISTORY OF PAYMENT BY RESULTS: LOWE’S CODE (1862)… 



44

climate” (2013, 228). As a proponent of liberal free trade who primarily 
understood policy from an economic perspective, Lowe believed that edu-
cation should be understood as a commodity, and like any other, could be 
managed through the application of an efficient political economy.

The belief that all aspects of society can be managed as a free market is, 
to humanities scholars and educators alike, a categorical error. Lowe’s dis-
regard for the idea that teaching ability might be motivated by anything 
other than financial incentive is particularly extreme. Helen Small identi-
fies how Lowe’s personal experience of complacent educators during his 
education at Winchester College likely “intensified his contempt for the 
low general standard of university education” (2013, 71). Lowe wrote 
how “no occupation [is] more likely to degenerate into lifeless routine and 
meaningless repetition” (1868c, 8) than teaching. There is no evidence 
that Lowe understood that an individual’s experience of education, as a 
student or as a teacher, could be potentially transformative or inspira-
tional. Although, of course, Lowe is not the sole reason that Payment by 
Results was adopted in England in 1862, his personal experiences and 
perspective on economic theory should be acknowledged, given his vital 
role in the policymaking process.

National spending on elementary education had been steadily increas-
ing throughout the 1850s. This was largely owing to the excessive admin-
istrative processes that were insufficiently organised to deal with a large 
number of personal enquiries over salary and grant payment in schools. 
The Newcastle Commission identified the “complication of the business” 
(1861, 328) of education as being in need of major redress. By 1859 the 
annual government expense in education grants was in excess of £723,000. 
Compared to national expenditure at the time, this was a relatively small 
cost: in the same year the price of the Crimean War (1853–56) was 
approaching £78,000,000.8 The high financial cost of the war played a 
significant role in the need for cutbacks in public spending during 
Gladstone’s government throughout the 1860s. “Gladstone took over a 
£5 million deficit” (Jenkins 2012, 215) as Chancellor of the Exchequer in 
1859 and, therefore, the need for reducing government spending was 
imperative. Connell suggests that “the real genesis of the Revised Code 
[Lowe’s Code] lay in the current demand for the retrenchment [of] the 
inflated income tax that had been built up during the Crimean War” 

8 The Advocate of Peace documents “crushing taxes, an augmented national debt, and 
expensive floating liabilities”(1869, 117).
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(1950, 206). Brendan Rapple concurs: “the run on the coffers due to the 
Crimean War” meant that in educational policy at the time it “was a sine 
qua non that it would be cheap” (1990, 3). Such accusations of purely fis-
cal intent ignore the moral interests that were present in the Newcastle 
Commissioner’s report. The focus on financial savings did not appear to 
motivate the initial commission, which stated that, in terms of state grants 
to education, “it would not be desirable either to withdraw it or largely 
diminish its amount” (Newcastle 1861, 297).

Further evidence of the increasing interest in the economisation of edu-
cation is found in a speech that Granville George Leveson-Gower (the 
Second Earl Granville) made in the House of Lords, 13 February 1862. 
He describes the state grants offered to schools under the initial proposal 
as follows: “one third […] of the sum thus claimable is forfeited if the 
scholar fails to satisfy the inspector in reading, one-third, if in writing, and 
one-third in arithmetic” and emphasises that “if they fail in all, the State 
will contribute nothing towards the maintenance of the school” (Hansard 
“Earl Granville” 1862b, vol. 165 col. 173). The proposed system of 
assessment of elementary education was divided into three equal parts; the 
limited tests would be relatively easy to administer and would lead to a 
greater consistency in inspectors’ reports. Here, an observable leap has 
been made from the recommendations of the Newcastle Commission to 
the creation of Lowe’s Code. Whilst in its initial imagination of Payment by 
Results, the Commission was keen to find “some constant and stringent 
motive to induce” (Newcastle 1861, 157) teachers to engage students in 
essential studies, it seems that their metaphor of payment was taken quite 
literally by policymakers. By 1861, grants were to be administered “on 
sufficiently stringent conditions” (Hansard “Mr Lowe” 1861, vol. 164 
col. 734) and thus an idea initially conceived to motivate teachers became 
mandatory. Performance related pay is identified as an example in the 
Newcastle Report, but  not an endorsement or a clear proposition. 
Regardless of the original intention of the Commission, the “constant and 
stringent motive” (Newcastle 1861, 157) was henceforth integrated into 
law as a monetary reward.

The proliferation of the language of economic utility is frequently 
found in discussions of the revisions to educational policy at the time. 
Granville exhibits an exemplary economic register in his speech to the 
House of Lords. For instance, he rejoices how “the result […] will be 
contemporaneous with enormously increased efficiency in the schools, 
and with a great increase in the amount of useful instruction received by 
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the children” (Hansard “Earl Granville” 1862b, vol. 165 col. 174). Once 
more the “amount” of educational knowledge being transmitted is the 
principal concern, as opposed to the quality. The language that Granville 
uses to discuss schooling is wholly economic: “increase”, “efficiency”, 
“amount”, and “useful[ness]” are its primary objectives. It is unsurprising 
that, in a time of financial retrenchment, Lowe’s economically driven proj-
ect was popular in government. Those with sensitivities towards efficiency 
welcomed the suggestion that the chaotic system of assessment in elemen-
tary education might be curbed into three easily defined areas of 
knowledge.

Affirmation of this economised view of the Payments by Results method 
is explicated in a letter written in 1882 from Lowe to Ralph Lingen (then 
Permanent Secretary of the Education Department 1849–70). Reflecting 
upon the last twenty years under which the system of Payment by Results 
had dominated the assessment of elementary education, Lowe describes 
the economic perspective of his approach in some detail. The letter admits 
how he chose a system that “was more a financial than a literary prefer-
ence” (1893, 217). This, Lowe continues, enabled “useful knowledge” 
with “precision” to be administered in elementary schools. This definition 
typifies Lowe’s view of the structures of elementary education requiring 
efficiency. For Lowe, “the Three R’s” were the most useful knowledge 
available in elementary education. This is not, as the Newcastle Commission 
identified, because these subjects were the foundational blocks in the edu-
cative process, but rather because they conveniently provided “an amount 
of knowledge which could be ascertained thoroughly by examination” 
(Lowe 1893, 217). Use, for Lowe, was not a foundational starting point 
or an element in a complicated world of compounds: use was the result. 
Under Lowe’s Code, any “amount” of knowledge that could not be accu-
rately and “thoroughly” assessed was useless to the government’s 
grants body.

Under Lowe’s Code educational grants to schools were “on average 
reduced [by] two-fifths” (Shuttleworth 1861, 4). In “The Cult of 
Efficiency in Education: Comparative Reflections on the Reality and the 
Rhetoric” Anthony Welch charts how “the scheme had a profoundly 
depressing effect upon both monies expended by the state upon elemen-
tary education (the grant fell from £813,441  in 1861 to £636,806  in 
1865) and also heralded a precipitous decline in numbers of pupil teachers 
and teachers’ college trainees” (1998, 165). Lowe’s Code directly reduced 
the costs associated with financing education and indirectly demotivated a 

 Z. H. BULAITIS



47

generation of prospective educators. In his 1867 general report on 
Elementary Schools, Matthew Arnold described how “in 1861, [there 
was] one pupil-teacher for every thirty-six scholars; in 1866 it was one 
pupil teacher for every fifty-four scholars” (1889, 111). Arnold argues 
that this drop in student-teacher ratio was accompanied by a decline in the 
quality of education provided. His report directly attributes the change to 
Lowe’s Code lamenting that

the mode of teaching in the primary schools has certainly fallen off in intel-
ligence, spirit, and inventiveness during the four or five years which have 
elapsed since my last report […] In a country where everyone is prone to 
rely too much on mechanical processes, and too little on intelligence, a 
change in the Education Department’s regulations, which by making two- 
thirds of the Government grant depend upon a mechanical examination, 
inevitably gives a mechanical turn to school teaching, a mechanical turn to 
the inspection, is and must be trying to the intellectual life of a school. 
(1889, 121)

Marcham observes how Payment by Results is “normally regarded by edu-
cationists as retrogressive and by administrators as advantageous” (1979, 
132). The system implemented in 1862 made the system of governance 
efficient and cheap, as it simultaneously reduced the qualities of an educa-
tion to a mechanical process with a culture of minimum values. Arnold 
observed a correlation between the reform of value assessment in educa-
tion, in the adoption of Payment by Results, and the “mechanical turn to 
school teaching” (1889, 121). Further analysis of the critical response 
from Arnold to the reallocation of teaching grants, alongside the interven-
tions of James Kay-Shuttleworth, are addressed in the following section.

2.2.3  Critical Responses to Payment by Results

Such an economised system has obvious neglects; with the gain of effi-
ciency of administration and assessment came the loss of creative practice 
and concern for quality. As a consequence, there was significant public and 
political debate surrounding the educational reforms during 1861–62. 
Shuttleworth and Arnold were among the loudest campaigners against 
Lowe’s Code. Arnold’s “The Twice-Revised Code”, published in Fraser’s 
Magazine, March 1862, was written in support of Shuttleworth’s “Letter 
to Earl Granville, K.C., on The Revised Code”, July 1861. Although 
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Shuttleworth’s letter was arguably “the most powerful and important 
pamphlet that appeared early in the controversy” (Connell 1950, 211), it 
was written in technical language, was over 80 pages long, and was primar-
ily designed to address politicians who were already aware of the debate. 
As Arnold states in his introduction to the “Twice-Revised Code”, 
although Shuttleworth’s attack on the adoption of Payment by Results is 
well founded, it is “too copious” (1862, 212) for a general reader. Arnold 
realised that his strength as a cultural communicator would make the sub-
ject more widely accessible. In a letter to his mother, dated 26 February 
1862, Arnold describes how he had set about “presenting the subject in 
its essence, free from those details with which it is generally encumbered, 
and which make ‘outsiders’ so afraid of it” (Letters of Matthew Arnold 
1895, 185 italics original). The “Twice-Revised Code” is an elegantly 
argued and entertaining extrapolation of educational theory and debate. 
Arnold clearly identifies Lowe as a “political economist” (1862, 243) as 
opposed to an educational reformer. He argues that Lowe’s Code was leg-
islation intended to organise, economise, and constrain elementary educa-
tion into a mechanical system. However, rather than setting a minimum 
standard for quantified learning, Arnold aspired towards a “general intel-
lectual cultivation” (1862, 224 italics original) for all children in England. 
This, he argued was a “debt and a duty on the State’s part” (240 italics 
original).

Arnold identified three main problems with Lowe’s Code in “The Twice- 
Revised Code”. First, he argued that the method of assessment proposed 
fostered automatism instead of intelligence; second, that the system was 
damaging to the teaching profession; and third, that the policy was 
informed by an interest in economics as opposed to qualities of a liberal 
education. In broader terms, these three grievances stand in opposition to 
the establishment of a culture of minimum rather than maximum valua-
tion of education. Payments by Results, under the government of 1862, 
sought to establish an efficient but rudimentary test for elementary educa-
tion and little more. The proposed system demanded a small and precise 
amount of knowledge to be assessed. This set of specific criteria limited 
the role of the school inspector to carrying out a mechanical process. In a 
particularly animated hyperbole, Arnold aligns the classroom with a bat-
talion in an army, and school inspectors to the rank of generals. Lowe’s 
Code, he allegorises, “is as if the generals of an army […] were to have 
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their duties limited to inspecting men’s cartouch-boxes” (1862, 235).9 
The limited and minimal assessment criteria are seen to neglect many of 
the other important factors of education institutions. He continues: “the 
camp is ill-drained, the men are ill-hutted, there is danger of fever and 
sickness. Never mind; inspect the cartouch-boxes! But the whole disci-
pline is out of order, and needs instant reformation: – no matter; inspect 
the cartouch-boxes!” (1862, 235). For Arnold, measuring minimum stan-
dards in limited subject areas jeopardises the wider project of education. 
The metaphor of the army is an effective image, with the inference that, 
like the military forces, schools are responsible for the defence of national 
interests. It is also perhaps a shaded criticism of the amount of money 
spent in the Crimean War in comparison to the relatively small cost of 
education. Choosing to assess only a limited and precisely specified amount 
of knowledge was a dangerous approach in Arnold’s opinion; he argued 
that teachers would not be motivated to educate pupils to their highest 
potential but rather instead to conform to the expected regulations of 
government assessment. Small describes how, for Arnold, “an education is 
of value in its deepest civilizing and life-long effects, not primarily for its 
turning out of functional literates” (2013, 74). Arnold argued that under 
the revisions of Lowe’s Code “the Teacher […] is led to think, not about 
teaching his subject, but about managing to hit those requirements” (qtd. 
in Connell 1950, 225). The tension between Lowe and Arnold was 
because of an entirely dissimilar belief and approach to the valuation of 
education.

The impact of Arnold’s “Twice-Revised Code” is difficult to measure. 
As with the creation and revision of any government policy, a large num-
ber of agents and agendas shaped the effects and implications. However, 
before Lowe’s Code was finalised in the summer of 1862, a copy of the 
“Twice-Revised Code”, thinly veiled in anonymity, was sent to every 
member of both of the Houses of Parliament. One significant amendment 
in the February 1862 session of Parliament was that “[a] third of the grant 
instead of none at all, was to depend solely upon a pupil’s attendance” 
(Connell 1950, 217). Therefore, the limited criterion for payment was 
widened to include attendance, a small concession towards engaging stu-
dents as individuals through recognition of their participation in educa-
tion. Arnold and Shuttleworth could not stop the implementation of 

9 A cartouch-box is a pouch as part of the military uniform that was purely ornamental of 
Britain from 1840 onwards.
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Payment by Results across all elementary education in England, and 
Arnold would continue to protest against the system for over thirty years 
until his death in 1888. In his school inspection report in 1867, Arnold 
describes “a deadness, a slackness, and a discouragement which are not the 
signs and accomplishments of progress […] certainly to be attributed to 
the school legislation of 1862” (1889, 110). It is tragic, or perhaps a fit-
ting memorial, that in the year of Arnold’s death the tide turned against 
the system of Payment by Results in elementary education in England.

Throughout the late 1800s, the system adopted under Lowe’s Code was 
continually revised and eventually dismissed entirely. In 1888, the Cross 
Commission reported that “we are unanimously of the opinion that the 
system of ‘payment by results’ is carried too far and too rigidly applied, 
and that it ought to be modified and relaxed in the interests equally of the 
scholars, of the teachers, and of education itself” (Cross Commission 
1888, 183). From the stringent economic base of Lowe’s Code, the policy-
makers reformed and revised the system of elementary education.10 The 
acknowledgement of the need for a more “relaxed” approach to teaching 
went some way to heal the damaged relationship between public inspec-
tors and educators. However, as Howard Barnard observes “a feeling of 
hostility […] outlived the system of ‘payment by results’” (1958, 131). 
Shuttleworth commented retrospectively in his Memorandum on Popular 
Education that “the Revised Code has constructed nothing; it has only 
pulled down” (1868, 30), a feeling that Arnold shared. From the outset, 
Lowe confessed limitations of his revision in an address to the House of 
Commons: “I cannot promise the House that this system will be an eco-
nomical one, and I cannot promise that it will be an efficient one, but I 
can promise that it shall be either one or the other. If it is not cheap it shall 
be efficient; if it is not efficient it shall be cheap” (Hansard “Mr Lowe” 
1862a, vol. 165 col. 229). The two main concerns Lowe observed in the 
structures of elementary education were inefficiency and economic cost.

These were undoubtedly faults in the education system that Lowe’s 
Code addressed. Lowe’s view of the landscape of elementary education 
was always from an administrative and economic perspective and in this 
regard he was successful. Arnold and Shuttleworth’s admonishment is 
rooted in the neglect of the qualitative and ambiguous systems inherent 
within the processes of education. In “Mr Walter and Schoolmasters’ 

10 See Forster’s Act (1870) and The New Code (1890) which reverses Lowe’s Code’s 
legislation.
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Certificates”, an article published anonymously in the London Review, 11 
April 1863, Arnold argued that “Mr Lowe was never weary of disparaging 
all securities except this one security of results; he could not sufficiently 
scout the motion of paying for the ‘means’ instead of solely paying for 
‘results’” (1863, 259).11 Arnold’s accusation is that only things that are 
visibly available for measurement are elected as the benchmark for success. 
This valid observation present throughout “Twice-Revised Code” identi-
fies the principle difficulty facing the security of the “free creative activity 
[...] the highest function of man” (Function of Criticism 1864, 28) of 
liberal education. In the pursuit of knowledge (and by relation, for Arnold, 
contentment) the Payment by Results system of the 1860s flattened edu-
cation to a system of minimal expectations and financial motive.

The use of Payment by Results in education slowly diminished at the 
end of the nineteenth century, and by 1897 had been fully removed. The 
focus on the “Three Rs’ had diminished and more subjects were included 
in school curricula, the assessment of all individual students was relaxed to 
a broader inspection of the school. Alongside the Cross Commission, 
above, the “Code of Regulations for Day Schools” in 1895 was a turning 
point in the minimal assessment of education. For example, in infant 
schools, the 1895 code instituted “a variable grant of 2s., 4s., or 6s. […] 
having regard to the provision made for (1) suitable instruction in the 
elementary subjects, (2) simple lessons on objects and on the phenomena 
of nature and of common life, and (3) appropriate and varied occupa-
tions” (Committee of Council on Education 1895, 18). A far wider field 
of subjects were included in the inspections, which demonstrates an inter-
est in a richer and more varied educational experience. In particular, the 
adoption of object lessons challenged the tedium of learning by rote, mak-
ing schooling a more immersive and active experience.12 By 1895, addi-
tional grants were available for the following subjects in day schools for 
older students: English, or Welsh (in Wales), or French (in the Channel 
Islands), Geography, Elementary Science, History, Object lessons, Suitable 
Occupations, Needlework and Domestic Economy (the latter two for 
female students only).

11 Arnold’s authorship was identified through his quarterly accounts. See “Mr Walter and 
Schoolmasters’ Certificates” (1862, 257–61).

12 Elizabeth Mayo’s Lessons on Objects describes how the prevailing aim of object lessons 
was “to exercise the faculties of children according to their natural order of development, 
aiming also at their harmonious cultivation” (1866, 6).
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The purpose of the above narrative re-tracing of the rise and fall of 
Payments by Results within an educational context is designed to empha-
sise two important claims. First, that is entirely possible, and indeed his-
torically demonstrated through the example of Lowe’s Code, that a national 
system of economised education can be reversed through the very same 
policymaking process with which it was instituted. Second, historical 
records demonstrate how economism within education was a personal 
preference of certain nineteenth-century policymakers as opposed to being 
seen as the purpose of government itself. The wider context of costs, such 
as the Crimean War and the need for economic retrenchment, meant that 
Payment by Results was adopted at that particular moment in time. It is 
worth noting that these conditions were not shaped by an interest in edu-
cation but rather in economics. The ensuing responses from Shuttleworth 
and Arnold demonstrate that an individual interrogation of the process of 
policy can lead to a clearer articulation of the results, particularly when 
they are placed within a richer explanatory context. Although the reversal 
of Lowe’s Code was slow, the criticisms of the day played a productive role 
in its eventual abolition. These are all considerations that apply to the 
Browne Report as will be presently discussed in the second half of this 
chapter. How has the process of policymaking affected the result? Who are 
the beneficiaries of this economism? What might humanities scholars bring 
to an appraisal of Payment by Results in higher education? The following 
section pursues these questions, building upon the humanistic knowledge 
and understanding of policy reform in the 1860s established above.

2.3  Part II: the Browne report

The focus of the enquiry now moves from the Victorian period to the 
present day. Shifting from the foundations of Payment by Results insti-
gated in 1862, I shall presently define the conditions of higher education 
finance that were set into motion in 2009. The Browne Report, like Lowe’s 
Code in its time, is an important milestone in the history of education in 
England. The report was a reiteration of the system of Payment by Results, 
but unlike the previous example, one that impacted the higher education 
sector. Moving between these two examples (Lowe’s Code as foundational 
and most basic to the Browne Report as an advanced iteration) exposes 
circumstantial differences. For example, Victorian elementary education 
was increasingly supported by state finance and educational reforms 
throughout the mid-nineteenth century attempted to make attendance 
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compulsory.13 Derek Gillard describes how “by 1851 the average length of 
school attendance had risen to two years, and in 1861 an estimated 2.5m 
children out of 2.75m received some form of schooling” (2011). By com-
parison, contemporary higher education is a non-compulsory consumer 
choice financed by invested stakeholders in the business of education. 
Therefore, Lowe’s Code and the Browne Report should be understood to 
belong to their historical moment and as a product of their  respec-
tive  places within educational hierarchies. Nonetheless, as forms of 
Payment by Results, these two examples are among the most significant 
and vividly disputed moments in the ideological history of the system of 
English education. Considering them side by side can yield productive 
reflections.

In “The Cult of Efficiency in Education”, Welch presents a convincing 
argument concerning the resemblance between Lowe’s Code and the 
“recent and ongoing reform movements in the UK and Australia” (1998, 
165). However, he does not investigate any specific act or policy docu-
ment within his discussion of contemporary higher education. Welch’s 
analysis of Lowe’s Code reveals that the policy “coalesced around an agenda 
of cost containment, an increased business influence, […] and an instru-
mental concern with enhanced system performance” (165). In relating 
the past iteration of Payment by Results with the present, Welch’s study 
only goes as far as to identify how the white paper “Higher Education: 
Meeting the Challenge” explicitly promoted that higher education should 
take “increasing account of the economic requirements of the country” 
(Dept. of Education and Science 1987, 2). Welch correctly observes the 
echoes in the rhetoric from the educational debate in the 1860s within 
neoliberal management techniques since the 1980s.14 However, he does 
not consider the productive potential of analysis of corresponding cri-
tiques, nor does he seek to address the particular implications of these 
effects upon the contemporary higher education sector. I offer an analysis 
of policy that is comparative not only in a contextual sense but also in 
terms of its attentiveness to the processes of governance and the potential 
for humanistic critique.

13 Most famously in the Elementary Education Act of 1870 (known as Forster’s Act) but 
see also previous reform in the Factory Act (1833).

14 An extended contemporary history of neoliberalism (1980–present) is provided in Chap. 
5 with a discussion of New Public Management, accountability cultures, and impact 
assessment.
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As a result of this ambition, this section explores the formation and 
implementation of the Browne Report, demonstrating how it mirrors the 
structure and motivations of policymaking concerning Lowe’s Code. The 
analysis begins with a summary of the purposes of the independent review 
and continues to explore the implementation of the review’s findings, 
which were published on 12 October 2010 in a document called “Securing 
a Sustainable Future for Higher Education” (the Browne Report hence-
forth). With this context established, the discussion turns to criticisms and 
responses from those working within the university. This response princi-
pally consists of humanities scholars who critique the adoption of a free 
market for higher education. The connections and correspondences 
between Lowe’s Code and the Browne Report are at times explicit, while 
elsewhere are less straightforward. The tensions in this attempt to draw 
these two policies into correspondence are developed in the conclusion of 
this chapter. As discussed in reference to Dinah Birch’s Our Victorian 
Education in the introduction, the interconnection between Victorian 
policies and the present day can be illuminating even when they are not 
directly analogous.

2.3.1  Contextualising the Browne Report: The Move Towards 
Minimal Government Involvement in Higher Education

By the twenty-first century, England had experienced a publicly funded 
higher education system for nearly fifty years. The “Higher Education 
Report of the Committee appointed by the Prime Minister under the 
Chairmanship of Lord Robbins 1961–63” (known as the Robbins Report) 
actively argued that universities “should encourage the cultivation of high 
excellence” (Robbins 1963, 265), presenting an ambition for maximal 
rather than minimal standards of education. The Robbins Report suggested 
that there should be “an increase in public expenditure on full-time higher 
education from £206 million in 1962/3 to £742 million in 1980/1” 
(Robbins 1963, 273). It explicitly advised against a system of private fund-
ing because this could “deter parents […] from persuading, encouraging 
or allowing their children to proceed to Higher Education” (274). The 
late-twentieth century and, even more so, the early-twenty-first has seen 
great changes to the structures of higher education. Since the 1960s, 
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student numbers have more than quadrupled, growing from around 
400,000 full-time students in the 1960s to over 2.3 million in 2017.15

During the 1990s there was a gradual increase in the amount of money 
paid by students in the form of student loans and tuition fees. A National 
Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education produced “Higher 
Education in the Learning Society” (known as the Dearing Report) in 
1997. This white paper represented a significant milestone in public policy 
that moved away from blanket government funding for undergraduate 
education. The Dearing Report established a student contribution towards 
tuition fees of up to £1000 from 1998 and was instituted to relieve some 
of the burden of finances from public budgets to the private investor. The 
connection between the policy of the Dearing and Browne reports is well 
documented. For example, Gill Wyness’ survey of “Policy Changes in UK 
Higher Education Funding 1963–2009” explains that “Dearing’s main 
aim was to bring more money into the sector” (2010, 11). Although this 
article was published prior to the Browne Report, Wyness correctly antici-
pates how “given the current economic circumstances, perhaps the most 
important issue arising from the [Browne] review will be how to expand 
the HE system while cutting costs to the exchequer” (2010, 14). The 
Browne Report was framed as an economic manifesto for the future of 
higher education. The proposed policy offered a radical departure from 
the previous models of finance in its aim to reduce “the pressure on public 
spending” (Browne 2010, 3). The Browne Report cites Dearing’s work as 
fruitful while Robbins’ more liberal and democratic vision is not men-
tioned. Within the Browne Report, Dearing’s report is celebrated because 
it “focused on the role of higher education in contributing to interna-
tional economic competitiveness” (Browne 2010, 18). This historical 
preference, favouring of Dearing over Robbins, is a clear indicator of the 
fiscal incentives behind the changes implemented through the Browne 
Report. Dearing’s vision is cited as the initiation of the model to “create 
genuine competition for students between HEIs” (2010, 8) that the 
Browne Report intended to implement on a national scale. The following 
section explores the motivations for economic efficiency within the higher 
education sector.

15 Total number of UK/EU Higher Education part-time and full-time students in England 
according to Higher Education Statistics Agency.
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2.3.2  National Economic Motivations

An immediate history of the Browne Report begins with Lord Peter 
Mandelson’s first speech regarding higher education as Secretary of State 
for Business, Innovation and Skills, 27 July 2009. Speaking at Birkbeck, 
University of London, he stated that “higher education is not cheap”, 
asserting that the country “had to face up to the challenge of paying for 
excellence” (2009). The language of this speech makes it explicit that 
Mandelson’s primary interest in policymaking intervention in higher edu-
cation was principally concerned with lowering its financial cost. The com-
missioning of the Independent Review of Higher Education Funding and 
Student Finance was the means by which to tackle this challenge. In 
November 2009, Lord Browne of Madingley was appointed to lead a 
review of fees and funding of higher education institutions. Browne’s 
committee was asked to “examine the balance of contributions to universi-
ties by taxpayers, students, graduates and employers” (Hansard 2009, vol. 
499 col. 4WS). The nature of this initial request to “examine the balance 
of the contributions” of education pre-empted any element of surprise at 
the financial focus of this report. Lord Browne, much like Lowe, is an 
economist best known for being the chief executive of multinational oil 
and gas company BP (1995–2007).

The circumstances in which a demand for economisation emerged are 
equally similar to the context of Lowe’s Code. Although the Browne Report 
was commissioned under a Labour government in 2009, it reported to the 
Coalition government (2010–15), with Vince Cable replacing Mandelson 
as Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills in May 2010. The 
context was, as with Lowe’s Code, that of economic retrenchment. Stefan 
Collini observed in the London Review of Books, how the coalition was 
“using the whipped-up frenzy about the deficit in the public finances as a 
cover for a recognisably ideological assault on all forms of public provi-
sion” (2010, 25). Once more, the context of austerity was the setting for 
the adoption of Payment by Results as an effective and efficient means of 
value judgement in the education sector.

The Browne Report makes no efforts to conceal its process of cost- 
cutting. The report explains: “in our proposals, public spending reduc-
tions are made by removing the blanket subsidy […] for all courses” 
(2010, 27). The Browne Report is driven by an interest in the economics 
of education and finds no anxiety in speaking in solely fiscal terms. The 
statement that “higher education matters” is justified as follows: “higher 
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education matters because it drives innovation and economic transforma-
tion” (14). University education and research is valued as a means to build 
a stronger economy. Some public investment remains, but only “to sup-
port priority courses and the wider benefits they create” (Browne 2010, 
25). This change to the financial relationship between state and universi-
ties is significant. In this allocation of support, politicians behaved more 
like private investors than as part of a public support system, directing 
money where it saw the opportunity for direct profit or “wider benefits” 
(25). Such statements suggested that knowledge, and by extension higher 
education, was only deemed valuable when it has a direct use or is of 
immediate profit to the economy. 

The changes to block grants in 2010 meant that the government no 
longer provided funding for any taught undergraduate courses in the 
humanities or social sciences. In allowing the market to dominate the financ-
ing of universities, the only assurance of any public money was for “priority 
courses” (Browne 2010, 8). These courses are generally based around skills 
that are in high demand in the public sector, for example, “courses in sci-
ence and technology subjects, clinical medicine, nursing and other health-
care degrees” (47). According to the Browne Report, these are “the courses 
[that] are a priority for the public interest” (47) whilst education in the 
humanities and arts courses is left in omission, signifying their positioning as 
a consumer choice. In an interview with The Telegraph, Cable explained that 
although politicians cannot directly control universities they “can create a 
framework in which universities that don’t deliver will be subject to financial 
discipline. They will be operating in a market” (2010). The image of deliv-
ery emphasises the outcome-driven conception of value. Cable’s comment 
also acknowledges that externally imposed governance structures and 
frameworks can profoundly alter the way in which universities operate. A 
reliance on market rationality is indicative of the government seeking to 
avoid defining higher education as a public good in itself.

In a context in which many public services are shifting towards becom-
ing private corporations, it is not surprising that higher education is facing 
a similar future.16 However, few academics anticipated the extremes of this 
change in the complete removal of public funding of the block grants to 
the arts, humanities, and social sciences. This economisation is a symptom 
of the government’s desire to make cuts to the budget rather than to 

16 Some prominent examples include British Telecoms (1984), national rail networks 
under the Railways Act (1993), and the Royal Mail (2014).
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improve the quality of higher education in the long term. The Browne 
Report explicitly states that the government benefits from being “less 
involved” (2010, 9) with the higher education sector by requiring “less 
regulation” (9). Therefore, it should be understood that the Browne 
Report was motivated by the desire to reduce public spending and deregu-
late the “marketplace of ideas”, to borrow Louis Menand’s expression.17 
The report explains that “we are reducing the reliance of the system on 
funding from Government and control by Government” (Browne 2010, 
46). Then-Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne, was accused of 
influencing the review panel, which was supposed to be independent of 
departmental interests. A report by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) 
released on the same date as the Browne Report provided an independent 
analysis of the proposals. The IFS confirmed that “the public purse would 
be the main beneficiary of the proposed reforms”, and explain how “the 
exchequer […] would save up to £6,000 on the cost of a degree for each 
student” (2010, 1). Whether the review was truly independent of govern-
ment or not, the results were clearly in favour of limited spending on 
higher education in the public budget book.

The immediate consequences of adopting this private model of student 
finance were twofold. First, the revelation that government subsidy would 
only be offered to subjects that produced tangible services in the national 
economy prompted widespread concern amongst scholars in the arts, 
humanities, and social sciences. The Browne Report made concrete what 
had previously been a growing suspicion: that higher education was being 
considered as a national commodity. Second, there was a noticeable real-
location of financial responsibility in terms of tuition being largely paid for 
by individual students. The rise in data concerning student satisfaction and 
league tables testifies to this change. The specific effects of this iteration of 
Payment by Results will be addressed in the following two sections. After 
a consideration of how government retrenchment in public spending 
reconfigures the value of higher education as a service industry for the 
provision of skills, I reflect on the potentially productive space of individ-
ual student values. The tension between neoliberal governance and the 
aspirations for a liberal education is key in exploring the implications of 
these changes.

17 See title of Menand. L. The Marketplace of Ideas: Reform and Resistance in the American 
University (2010).
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2.3.3  National Gains: The Debate Concerning 
Tangible Knowledge

The Browne Report makes no effort to conceal the government’s approach 
to cost-cutting: “in our proposals, public spending reductions are made by 
removing the blanket subsidy […] for all courses” (2010, 27). Public 
investment remains only “to support priority courses and the wider ben-
efits they create” (25). As a result, higher education funding from the 
government provides support for STEM subjects (Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics), which are able to produce outcomes that 
Martha Nussbaum describes as “immediately useful discovery” (2010, 
129). The Browne Report does not once specifically refer to the humanities 
or the social sciences, which does little to restore confidence in any gov-
ernmental interest in liberal education.

It is unsurprising then that many humanities scholars do not feel that 
the Payments by Results system offers a suitable model of valuation for 
higher education. Colleen Lye et al. argue that such policy is indicative of 
universities being repositioned “as a business whose primary purpose is to 
drive economic growth, and whose activities are expected to be profit-
able” (2011, 2).18 The language that describes universities as sites for 
“economic growth” “profit” and “business” enterprises lies outside of the 
vocabulary traditionally associated with the humanities. Lye et al. describe 
the current changes to higher education as resulting from “a consumerist 
view of education that resignifies it as a private investment instead of a 
public good” (2011, 2). Collini wryly notes how the “responsibility for 
higher education has now been subsumed into Lord Mandelson’s 
Department for Business” (2009, 19). Such conceptions of higher educa-
tion indicate that the government is interested in the economically valu-
able and external benefits to industry that are made available through 
advanced training. The Browne Report documents a marked shift in gov-
ernment involvement in higher education. The focus on global competi-
tion and internal comparison mechanisms reveals a state that no longer 
takes responsibility for the funding of universities.

This approach has led to the vast expansion of data collection and sta-
tistics, which attempted to categorise, evaluate, and substantiate the value 
of specific universities. In “Operationalizing Hope: The Neoliberalization 
of British Universities in Historico-Philosophical Perspective”, Gagnier 

18 For further example see Amsler S. (2011); Barnett R. (2011).
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observes that “traditional markers of academic distinction […] have been 
overtaken by internally established criteria of worth [in] compliance or 
alignment with the University’s competitive drive in a global Higher 
Education market” (2013, 11). Higher education is transformed into a 
commodity in an international marketplace, with universities becoming 
the providers of varying standards of education and setting their prices 
accordingly. Value cannot be attributed as absolute but instead as rela-
tional within the free market of education. As Samuel Bailey crucially 
established as early as 1825  in A Critical Dissertation on The Nature, 
Measure and Causes of Value, “value denotes consequently nothing posi-
tive or intrinsic, but merely the relation in which two objects stand to each 
other as exchangeable commodities” (4–5). Higher education has become 
a contemporary example of the age-old principle that quantitative values 
are not intrinsic but instead externally constructed through comparison, 
and in the particular case of student tuition through comparative 
league tables.

Writing in Times Higher Education, 7 October 2010, Claire Callender 
poses a vital question that many humanities scholars are continuing to 
attempt to answer:

according to Browne, the government should only fund ‘courses that […] 
provide skills and knowledge currently in shortage’ such as science, technol-
ogy, medicine, nursing, healthcare and ‘strategically important’ languages. 
What does this say about how society values the arts, humanities and social 
sciences? (2010)

The implicit valuation and support of “strategically important” (Browne 
2010, 47) courses implies an indirect disregard for that which it omits. 
The Browne Report institutes an 80% cut in government grants to teach-
ing.19 Callender’s question, “what does this say about how society values 
the arts, humanities and social sciences?” requires an answer since it reveals 
a lack of valuation for a large proportion of academic disciplines. STEM 
subjects are perceived to provide immediate discoveries and are able to 
produce economically beneficial knowledge. The government support of 
such quantified education is a manifestation of the system of Payment by 
Results in its extreme.

19 See Paton, G. (2010) “Lord Browne Review: University Teaching Budgets Slashed 
by 80%”.
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I argue that in terms of government motivation, the present situation 
of higher education is much like that of the educational reforms of the 
1860s. The removal of the HEFCE block grant for all undergraduate 
courses reflected policymaking “decisions about whether the courses are a 
priority for the public interest” (Browne 2010, 47). The present system of 
Payment by Results since 2010, is akin to Lowe’s Code in the sense that it 
seeks to reward those skills that are most sought after on a national scale. 
In elementary education in 1862, basic literacy and numeracy were state 
priorities. In the context of contemporary higher education, the focus is 
on training a generation of specialists for certain jobs.20 The present 
method of government investment suggests that higher education is not 
financed as an end in itself, but a means of creating the necessary skilled 
workers to meet national labour demands. What is being paid for in gov-
ernmental investment in higher education is a human product, be it a 
doctor, technician or engineer. Any alternative values of higher education 
are not valued in the policymaking practice of Payment by Results.

In the 1860s, Lowe’s Code implemented the Payment by Results system 
as a catchall for basic literacy and numeracy skills. The Browne Report 
adopted the system for the opposite reason; its interest was in paying for 
the most specialised expertise that was in short supply and great demand 
both at the level of the national economy and the individual prospective 
student. The knowledge that the respective systems of Payment by Results 
funded were skills that at the time were deemed to be essential, useful, and 
beneficial to the nation. It is no coincidence that in a policymaking con-
text, which demands measurable and short-term results, these kinds of 
knowledge were also quantitatively assessable. In contrast to the 2010s, 
the minimal model of assessment under Lowe’s Code was favourable due to 
the primitive nature of public intervention in education and the need for 
efficiency to reduce government spending. In 1862, a system of Payment 
by Results was adopted as a foundational attempt to lay the groundwork 
for a universal system of elementary education in a disordered system.

Cutting subsidies for non-essential subjects in the Browne Report is in 
many ways a re-invention of the Payment by Results policy of the 1860s. 
In both instances, the government chose to only pay for subjects that pro-
duce readily measurable results in national high demand. In both Lowe’s 

20 For example, the training of medical professionals is subsidised by the government in 
order to relieve the strain on the NHS as England’s population lives longer; 2011 Census 
data show that one in six people in England and Wales (over 9 million in total) are over 65.
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Code and the Browne Report, the primary impetus behind government 
action is the same: to regulate the amount of public money spent on edu-
cation. In 1859, the Newcastle Commission was instructed: “to inquire 
into the state of public education in England and to consider and report 
what measures, if any, are required for the extension of sound and cheap 
elementary instruction to all classes of the people” (Newcastle 1 my ital-
ics). Similar aspirations for cheapness endure in the Browne Report: “the 
pressure on public spending has increased significantly” (2010, 3) and 
“public resources [are] now limited” (25). The model of Payment by 
Results has been repeatedly assumed to be the best strategy for education 
to deliver “value for its money” (Hansard “Mr Lowe” 1862a, vol. 165 c. 
230) in England. It takes the work of a humanities scholar to point out 
that this is not an accidental or natural event, but the result of a particular 
policymaking practices. Through interrogating policy, as phenomena to 
be understood in and of themselves, this chapter has served as a reminder 
of “the ways in which developments in economic thought were contested 
in the past” (Gagnier 2000, 5), in order to advance a critical consideration 
of the present.

Looking from this historical example to higher education today, one 
might expect to notice a difference in the governmental expectation of 
quality. This is not the case. An assurance of minimum levels of quality, the 
logic inherent in Payment by Results, has resurfaced in the Browne Report. 
The report explicitly states how in the free market of higher education 
“the interests of students will be protected by minimum levels of quality 
enforced through regulation” (Browne 2010, 3). “Minimum levels” (3), 
the devout interest of the economising administrators of 1862, pervades 
present educational policymaking through government regulation of edu-
cation under the Payment by Results model. Shifting from Lowe’s Code, to 
150 years in the future, one might assume that the policymaking systems 
integral to education had evolved significantly. The excuses and allow-
ances permitted to Lowe’s Code, as a system in its primitive stages of devel-
opment, cannot apply to this contemporary example. The reprise of 
minimal investment models and the Payment by Results system is the 
result of a different set of circumstances than those facing policymakers in 
the 1860s wherein a neoliberal faith in the market seeks to reduce the 
values of education to an economic scale.

The national incentive to encourage students to study subjects that are 
valuable to the economy has not only been criticised by scholars in the arts 
and humanities. Aaron Porter (then President of the National Union of 
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Students 2010–11) argued that “the true agenda [of the Browne Report] 
is to strip away all public support for arts, humanities and social science 
provision in universities and to pass on the costs directly to students’ bank 
accounts” (qtd. in Richardson 2012). Speaking in economic terms, Porter 
criticises the devaluation of the arts and humanities. Across higher educa-
tion organisations, research networks, and in the popular press, the cuts 
integral to the Browne Report were perceived as a dismissal of the value of 
the humanities at the level of government. As a result, much of the criti-
cism of the report has attacked the purely economic focus and the subse-
quent marketisation of education and sought to re-assert the importance 
of a humanistic education. This criticism is addressed in the final section of 
this chapter, but I will first address a significant point that Porter makes in 
identifying how the cost is passed onto students. The following section 
explores how the student is configured as being a customer of education, 
able “to ‘pay more’ in order to ‘get more’” (Browne 2010, 4).

2.3.4  The Rise of Individualism and the Student as Consumer

Despite seeking to reduce the public spending at a national level, the 
Browne Report also places a great deal of emphasis on the individual ben-
efits of higher education. As seen above, higher education “matters” 
because of the contribution it makes to “innovation and economic trans-
formation” (Browne 2010, 14). However, the following paragraph offers 
an additional reason that higher education is important: “because it trans-
forms the lives of individuals” (14). At a surface level, this appears to offer 
a more holistic approach to the valuation of education, a momentary 
acknowledgement of alternative values. This optimistic misconception is 
quickly proven false, as the report repositions the individual solely within 
the market. The subsequent sentence completes the picture: “on graduat-
ing, graduates are more likely to be employed, more likely to enjoy higher 
wages and better job satisfaction, and more likely to find it easier to move 
from one job to the next” (Browne 2010, 14). The individual student is 
immediately configured within an economic framework, as a worker seek-
ing training in order to earn “higher wages” (14).

However, in placing financial liability “in the hands of the student” 
along with the freedom of making a consumer “choice” (3) the present 
iteration of Payment by Results is no longer solely connected with state 
finance, but extends its logic to the public as potential individual consum-
ers of higher education. As a result, universities are required to compete 
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for tuition fees in a competitive market, in order to maintain their humani-
ties and social sciences courses. Failing to attract students equates to a 
failure to sustain courses that are no longer subsidised by the government. 
This particular instantiation of Payment by Results places the student (or 
the legal guardians of the student) in the position of assessor and as the 
ultimate attributor of value. Therefore, instead of limited criteria, the 
potential number of assessors with varying values and educational needs is 
vast. Students base their choices of a university (and, therefore, invest-
ment) on data concerning a long list of variable factors including course 
content, teaching quality, price, environment, league-table position, his-
toric reputation, transport links, employment figures, and student satisfac-
tion surveys. There are also unquantifiable reasons, both conscious and 
unconscious, for choosing a course or a university. Value for a student can 
be a more personal and complex choice than the government subsidy for 
useful (practical and prioritised) courses acknowledges.

Many students seek out concise sources of data, such as league tables, 
in order to make their individual choice. Studies indicate that institutional 
reputation continues to influence student choice to the greatest extent.21 
In order to attract the highest calibre of applicants, a university must dem-
onstrate world-leading research (most commonly exemplified by the rank-
ing in the REF and grant incomes) and attain respectable league table 
positions (for categories such as student satisfaction or graduate job 
destinations).22 Sir Steve Smith (President of Universities UK 2009–11 
and Vice Chancellor of the University of Exeter 2002–present) explicitly 
recognises that attracting the best students, in turn, leads to better statis-
tics.23 Brighter students are assumed to do better at university and there-
fore numbers of A Level AAB+ grade students are proportional to league 
table positions. In an interview with the Sunday Times, 31 July 2011, 
Smith describes how “those students become like gold dust for their [uni-
versity’s] reputation. So you might have an incredibly strong series of 
incentives” (2011). This admission complicates the simple buyer-provider 
relationship that the Browne Report sought to establish in putting “stu-
dents at the heart of the system” (25). In this system, students who obtain 
AAB+ grades are equally commodified, being seen as products to be 

21 Connor, H. et al. (1999); Dunnett, A. et al. (2012) 12; Diamond, A. et al. (2012).
22 For example, see the National Student Survey (NSS) or the Destinations of Leavers from 

Higher Education (DLHE) survey.
23 ‘Best’ in the sense that they are deemed to be the most economically valuable to the 

institution. Obtaining AAA grades at A-Level.
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bargained for in exchange for the “value-added” to an institution in the 
form of future statistics.

There has been a proliferation of data surrounding higher education 
since 2010. Although higher education organisations have a wealth of 
statistical evidence regarding the impact of the changes that are occurring 
within the neoliberal university, there is an urgent need for humanities to 
interpret them. Franco Moretti argues that humanistic engagement with 
data can reveal new and significant phenomena through methodologies 
that close reading occludes. However, more important is the recognition 
of a need for humanities scholars to engage and critique data that accounts 
for value. In Graphs, Maps, Trees: Abstract Models for a Literary History, 
Moretti identifies that “the real point, here, is less the specific answer, than 
the total heterogeneity of problem and solution: to make sense of qualitative 
data, I had to abandon the quantitative universe, and turn to morphology: 
evoke form, in order to explain figures” (2005, 24). Although in policy 
data might be initially considered as “independent of interpretation” (33), 
Moretti argues they can be challenged, and indeed challenging, since once 
generated they rely on non-computational and qualitative skills of inter-
pretation in order to have meaning or use. Under the changes of the 
Browne Report, and the implementation of the student as a consumer, any 
payment to universities becomes subject to its relational value within the 
dataset. Purely “intrinsic” value is not a calculable feature of the higher 
education market. The consequences of the changes to education are only 
beginning to be fully realised. The kinds of humanistic data analysis that 
Moretti performs upon the literary canon in Graphs, Maps, Trees should be 
adopted and applied to the proliferation of information concerning the 
contemporary university. The following discussion explores such interpre-
tation of student application numbers.

Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS henceforth) 
applicant data reveals a decline in applicants when the £9000 tuition fees 
were implemented in 2012. The Guardian published an extensive analysis 
of this data online, 30 January 2012, reporting that “total applications to 
UK universities were down by 7.4% on last year” and “languages and art 
related subjects are feeling the biggest decreases; non-European languages 
are down 21.5% and creative arts and design are down by over 16%” 
(Datablog 2012).

This decrease in applications was only a temporary effect of the changes 
to higher education funding, and as Fig. 2.1 demonstrates, the drop in 
total applications was soon reversed; in 2017 there were more students 
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Fig. 2.1  University application rates for English 18-year-olds between 2006 and 
2017. (Graph source: “UCAS Application Results by the January Deadline 2017 
cycle.” UCAS Analysis and Research, February 2017, 12)

currently in higher education institutions in England than at any other 
point in history.

Whilst the 2013 data revealed an increase in the number of students 
electing to study disciplines in the category of the creative arts (although 
not at the same level as 2011) there was a continued drop in the percent-
age of students electing to study the arts and humanities generally. As 
Fig. 2.2 demonstrates, 2013 saw a further decrease of 6.1% in “European 
Langs, Lit” since 2012, and a 6.7% decrease in Non-European Langs, Lit” 
categories.24 This negative percentage score refers to a comparison between 
the present year and the number of applications the year before (in this 

24 The division of these subjects follows UCAS’ Joint Academic Coding System (JACS 3.0) 
first implemented in 2012. In this, “European Langs, Lit” consists of French, German, 
Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Scandinavian, Russian & East European, European Studies and 
‘Others’ in European languages, literature & related subjects. “Non-European Langs, Lit” 
includes Chinese, Japanese, South Asian, ‘Other’ Asian studies, African, Modern Middle 
Eastern, American, Australasian studies and ‘Others’ in Eastern, Asiatic, African, American & 
Australasian languages, literature & related subjects.
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Fig. 2.2 Percentage change in total applications by subject group from 2012 to 
2013. (Graph authors own, data source: “End of Cycle 2017 Data Resources.” 
UCAS Analysis and Research, January 2018)
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Fig. 2.3 Percentage change in total UCAS applications by subject group from 
2013 to 2014. (Graph authors own,  data source:  “End of Cycle 2017 Data 
Resources.” UCAS Analysis and Research, January 2018)

case, 2012), which were already lower than the previous year. “Hist & 
Philosophical studies” was the only humanities category with increased 
student application numbers in 2013 at +2.3%.25 I have also constructed a 
graph based on the same type of UCAS data set (Applications by Subject 
Group) for 2014 (see Fig. 2.3).

25 UCAS JACS 3.0 defines “His & Philosophical studies as including broadly-based pro-
grammes within historical & philosophical studies; History by period; History by area; 
History by topic; Archaeology; Philosophy; Theology & religious studies; Heritage studies 
and ‘Others’ in historical & philosophical studies”.
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Figure 2.3 shows the percentage difference between the numbers of 
applications in the 2014 UCAS cycle in contrast to 2013.26 It paints a 
negative picture for the humanities between 2012 and 2014. Figure 2.3 
demonstrates that language-based humanities have experienced the most 
significant drop in student applications. It is perhaps unsurprising to note 
that engineering and computer sciences saw an annual increase in student 
numbers since 2012. The Browne Report explicitly identifies engineering 
as being “important to the wellbeing of our society and to our economy” 
(Browne 2010, 25) and both subjects continued to “attract investment 
from the HE Council” (47) to support undergraduate tuition. However, 
not all statistics demonstrate a state of crisis for our disciplines. Although 
The Guardian headline, 31 January 2014, reads “Why the Drop in 
University Applications for Languages is Worrying” (Vincent 2014) and 
The Telegraph, 14 February 2015, reports a “Dramatic Decline in Number 
of University Students Taking Modern Foreign Languages” (Turner 
2015), the state of the disciplines were less clear-cut when assessed on a 
wider scale. I generated the following graph (see Fig. 2.4) from the actual 
number of applications as opposed to the percentage increase or decrease 
year-on-year. The graph generated from the UCAS raw data is quite dif-
ferent. Perhaps, as Moretti argues, “quantification poses the problem, 
then, form offers the solution” (2005, 33). In considering the data across 
the span of four years, student interest in the humanities is not as negative. 
Although in 2012, the first year after the tuition fees and grant removal 
was implemented, there is a noticeable reduction in applicants in the 
humanities, Fig. 2.4 reveals no further significant decline in subsequent 
years in “Linguistics, Classics and Related” or “Hist. & Philosophical 
Studies”.27

Such data reflects that the attitude of “depressive disorientation” 
(Amsler 2011, 64) in the humanities may yet be surpassed, as a momen-
tary tremor in this period of rapid transformation within higher education. 
The purpose of constructing these graphs is to demonstrate that although 
the Browne Report instituted a radical departure in the financing structure 

26 The data is published annually in January following the end of the main UCAS applica-
tion cycle. Data cited in this chapter refers to applicants in England specifically, although data 
for all domiciles in the UK is available.

27 UCAS definitions of “Linguistics, Classics and Related includes: Broadly-based pro-
grammes within languages; Linguistics; Comparative literary studies; English studies; 
Ancient language studies; Celtic studies; Latin studies; Classical Greek studies; Classical stud-
ies; Others in linguistics, classics & related subjects”.
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Fig. 2.4 UCAS Humanities Subject Applications 2008–14, Number of 
Applicants. (Graph authors own, data source: “January Deadline Analysis: 
Subjects.” UCAS Analysis and Research, 30 January 2015)

 Z. H. BULAITIS

of higher education, the results are yet to be fully understood. Small argues 
an attentiveness to “the extent to which the value of a higher education, 
not only in the humanities, continues to be understood by students, teach-
ers, parents, alumni […] in ways that resist market valuation and economic 



71

quantification” (2013, 21). As humanities scholars, we should challenge 
the assumption that the transformation of the student into a consumer by 
policy is accompanied by a student’s willingness to be framed as one.

The Browne Report makes clear that a university education is an indi-
vidual’s investment and not a public good. The report places “students at 
the heart of the system” (2010, 27) through personal and private invest-
ment, which changes higher education irrevocably: a complex consumer 
market of specialised wants replaces the assessment of minimum require-
ment of needs. Collini observes that the Browne report “in keeping with 
the ethos of market populism, shies away from anything that might look 
to involve a judgement that one activity is more worthwhile than another: 
all you can go by are consumer preferences, what people say they think 
they want” (2010, 24). Reducing the financing of education to consumer 
preference is problematic. Collini offers an analogy which, although is 
somewhat infantilising, illustrates the chief trouble with such an approach. 
He writes: “children may be best placed to judge what they want to get 
from the sweetshop, but they are not best placed to judge what they 
should get from their schooling” (23). To assume that students are in the 
best place to decide what sort of higher education they “should get” (23) 
is not in keeping with policymaking in other areas of education. Nor, 
more importantly, why a country should be interested in educating 
its population.

The private student-led sector is very different from the allocation of 
government grants. Unlike the government administrator, the student- 
consumer does not seek a sufficient level for all education but instead 
aspires towards marketable excellence or personal preferences. Like any 
consumer marketplace, entry into higher education has become increas-
ingly competitive and prospective students are not happy to invest their 
money in what might appear to be a second-rate product. With “the stu-
dent at the heart of the system” (Browne 2010, 25) education is no longer 
assessed solely by a minimum standard. An education is not necessarily 
desirable to a student for the same reasons that it might be useful to a gov-
ernment administrator. The incompatibility of these models of value forces 
wider changes: desire dominates a consumer market, whereas economic use 
dictates policymaking. Higher education is increasingly funded by the stu-
dent who has a more complex and often individuated set of criteria for 
assessing the value of higher education than the simple version of mini-
mum expectations inherent in Lowe’s Code.
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Yet, in a talk presented at Birkbeck College, London just a month after 
the publication of the Browne Report, Iain Pears noted that “in a com-
pletely free market, the humanities would clean up”. He argues that “faced 
with a choice between an arts degree costing £8,000 a year, and one in 
science costing upwards of £30,000 a year, history and philosophy would 
suddenly become very popular for all except those determined to become 
scientists” (2010). The blanket cost of courses in the UK conceals the 
internal financing of courses. John Crace similarly observes that universi-
ties are “about £1,000–£1,500 better off on every arts and social studies 
student” (2013) since the cost of teaching subjects such as English is 
cheaper than scientific subjects. The direct student tuition fees of £9000 
are actually a higher source of income than previous government block 
grants for these disciplines. Student tuition from the humanities, however, 
does not get spent in the humanities department; cross-subsidy occurs 
within institutions whereby popular humanities courses subsidise expen-
sive STEM courses. This area of higher education management is poorly 
communicated to the public and is generally opaque to prospective stu-
dents. Christopher Newfield argues that “opening the books on cross- 
subsidies would allow the public to understand exactly why universities 
cost as much as they do. It would allow universities to honor the financial 
as well as the intellectual contributions of their cultural and social disci-
plines” (2010, 42). Although speaking in an American context, Newfield’s 
observations are equally applicable to the practices of funding courses in 
England.

Although Lowe sought to introduce an exclusively economic model of 
valuation into education in the 1860s, it was a temporary affair. His liberal 
economism would be tempered by the values inherent in a liberal educa-
tion instituted in the Cross Commission, and a critical recognition that the 
highest quality of education could not be built on narrowness and cheap-
ness. To conclude this chapter on a note of optimism, perhaps in the free 
market of education, which emphasises the individual benefits of higher 
education, the potential of Arnold’s “general intellectual cultivation” 
(1862, 224) can yet be realised anew. The dangers of selfish liberalism, 
driven by competition, are as present now as they were in the nineteenth 
century. However, reading the intervention that Arnold made in his con-
text, through “The Twice-Revised Code” stands as a reminder of the 
requirement for someone to assert the value of liberal education and offer 
a practical yet humanistic critique of policymaking approaches. The pro-
tests of Arnold and Shuttleworth remain the most unfettered and least 
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defensive critiques of economisation in education to the present day. It is 
time that the humanities revive a stronger sense of assurance in the values 
that they seek to uphold. Openness, tolerance, critical thinking, communi-
cation, and cultural awareness might be hard to plot on a graph or capture 
in a survey of Gross National Product, but they are values that, if shared 
and developed, can challenge educational norms under neoliberalism.

2.4  conclusIon

This chapter began by returning to the roots of economic thinking in 
educational policymaking. The initial section traced the linguistic and leg-
islative transformation of the Newcastle Commission into Lowe’s Code. 
The actions of Parliamentary reform during the 1860s might be under-
stood as a logical course of action aiming to provide a democratic frame-
work for sustainable elementary education in England. However, closer 
critical analysis reveals that a short-term desire for a cheap system of gov-
ernance was prioritised over the development of a suitable valuation model 
for schooling. I argue that the model of Payment by Results is a mecha-
nism with which to institute a system of minimal assurances rather than 
maximal value. In tracing the history of Payment by Results, and provid-
ing a solid survey of the methods of government, this chapter contributes 
to a clearer understanding of how and why educational policy was econo-
mised between 1858 and 1888. Doing so provides a rich historical narra-
tive with which to address the present changes in higher education under 
the Browne Report.

The second part of this chapter built upon these nineteenth-century 
debates to explore how the system of Payment by Results is manifested 
under neoliberal conditions. To date, interpretation of policy documents 
is an underdeveloped part of humanities research into the value of the 
humanities. It is easier to avoid engaging with policy, lamenting its effects 
as opposed to engaging in a progressive critique. However, the work in 
this chapter provides a methodological approach to engaging with white 
papers and Parliamentary speeches that relies on humanistic skills of close 
reading and critique within a historically nuanced framework. Such a criti-
cal approach was commonplace in the nineteenth century, as Arnold’s 
“Twice-Revised Code” exemplifies. The second part of this chapter dem-
onstrated how a policy preference for economic valuation shaped the 
development of the Browne Report and how neoliberal notions of privati-
sation, deregulation, and competition are the  dominant politics of the 
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higher education sector. I outlined how within this context a new relation-
ship between the state, the university, and the student is established. 
Universities are no longer beholden to the government but to a market of 
consumer choice. Interpretation of application data demonstrates that, 
although the humanities have suffered as an immediate consequence of 
the increase in tuition fees, the emerging situation may still hold promise. 
The critical interrogation into the cost of courses, cross- subsidies, and the 
desires of student-consumers is not a common focus for humanities schol-
arship but, I argue, is a necessary one. This chapter highlights the question 
of whether a proliferation of student choice in a free market might benefit 
the humanities, with an increased sense of individualism being seized to 
renew an interest in a liberal education that benefits both individuals and 
their wider society.

In a competitive market, universities attract students by offering maxi-
mum opportunities, wide-ranging choice and quality degree programmes. 
The humanities should be able to articulate the value of their disciplines in 
terms that can appeal to student desires. The liberal arts, which increas-
ingly encompasses the arts, humanities, and social sciences, offers students 
an educational experience which is predicated on openness and human 
understanding. National league tables might be omnipresent, but most do 
not offer the ability to rank specific disciplines above one another, instead, 
only comparing like with like.28

Reading the Browne Report can leave a humanities scholar feeling anx-
ious due to its whole-hearted disregard for the qualitative traits and non- 
economic values intrinsic to their disciplines. The complete lack of mention 
of the arts, humanities or social sciences by name throughout the Browne 
Report is deeply disconcerting. In practice, the government has chosen to 
support STEM subjects, leaving the teaching of the humanities, arts, and 
social sciences unsupported by public subsidies at an undergraduate level. 
Despite the cuts to the undergraduate teaching grants, public funding 
remains for research in humanities disciplines.29 The financial structures of 
universities change the relationships of disciplines within them, which 
have a range of positive and negative effects. For example within research, 

28 For subject-league table see The Guardian’s annual subject league tables. The exception 
to cross-departmental data is the National Student Satisfaction Survey (NSS), however, this 
data is not (yet) used to compare departments in university marketing.

29 The Research Councils UK continues to provide grants through the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council.
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humanities scholars have formed collaborations with colleagues in the 
social sciences and sciences that may not have come to pass if public grants 
for research were not so science-oriented.30 This chapter has demonstrated 
that the reformed higher education sector yields new possibilities along-
side new challenges. Universities are no longer exclusively beholden to 
government interests and instead must rely on a firmer connection to stu-
dents, non-academic institutions, the media, and the wider public. These 
alternative sites of value are explored throughout  this book. Chapter 3 
explores the relationship between STEM and the humanities, in which I 
analyse the debates between scholars across disciplines concerning value 
using their own terms, rather than being defined by the limited language 
of policy. Chapter 4 studies the connection between real-life and mediated 
representations in literary fiction, and Chap. 5 develops a prolonged inter-
action between higher education and museums.
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