Subject Centres: an aide-mémoire
Over the past ten years, UK higher education has created one of the most innovative approaches to quality enhancement in the world through its network of Subject Centres. They deliver support and advice to the academic community in twenty-four subject areas, which cover the whole field of education. Working with individual academics, with departments and with professional associations, the Subject Centres provide targeted services to give practical and effective support. They assist teachers, managers and support staff in raising the quality of education and in providing the best possible learning experience for students.
In both good times and difficult times, the Subject Centres offer a cost-effective solution to upskilling the professional work-force in UK higher education. They provide services that individual institutions cannot themselves easily undertake, and they facilitate the cooperation that is necessary, but often difficult, between institutions. Working with the grain of the sector, they identify and spread good practices and provide the most up-to-date information on learning and teaching approaches. They harvest and disseminate the results of many innovative projects which might otherwise be lost, and they fund a wide range of small development projects that provide immediate benefits to teaching staff and their students. 

The Subject Centres provide staff development in key areas of pedagogy (e.g. elearning, work-based learning, problem-based learning), quality assurance (e.g. assessment and feedback, external examining), and staff support (e.g. induction for new lecturers, training for heads of department). They provide invaluable advice to policy-makers on strategies for developing particular disciplines from medicine and the natural and applied sciences through to the social sciences, arts and humanities. 
Formed ten years ago as part of the Learning and Teaching Support Network, Subject Centres were transferred to the Higher Education Academy, when it was established in 2004. The Centres are located in universities across the UK, funded primarily by government grant and drawing on the academic expertise of their host institutions. They are close to the academic community and reflect the diversity of subjects and missions across higher education. 
Over that period, they have developed unparalleled expertise that provides a rich resource for UK higher education. They have proved responsive to change and have provided a bridge between national policy and academic practice. As a distributed network of small expert teams they have shown their agility in the changing academic landscape. They are highly valued by the UK academic community and their work is also widely followed and respected in other countries.
There is currently an energetic debate within the Academy about the future of the Subject Centres, in the light of planned government funding reductions. While there is scope for reform and renewal, the basic model of subject-based support remains a unique source of competitive advantage. It is vital for the future health of UK higher education that subject-based academic support of this kind should continue to be provided.
Prof. Michael Kelly

University of Southampton

Director, Subject Centre for Languages,

Linguistics and Area Studies

