
UNIVERSITIES will have to
publish “student charters”
giving commitments on the
number of hours
undergraduates will be taught
and how long academics
should take to mark essays.

Under a coalition initiative,
universities could also be
required to specify maximum
class sizes and whether
academic staff do the teaching
or leave it to postgraduate
students.

The scheme is intended to
deal with student protests

about teaching that have hit
universities, including Bristol
and Manchester.

David Willetts, the
universities minister, has
ordered an inquiry panel to
report to him by the autumn to
coincide with university
funding proposals from Lord
Browne that are widely
expected to lead to a rise in
tuition fees.

“When Labour raised tuition
fees in 2004-5, they failed to
establish what was in it for
students,” said Willetts.

“It’s crucial that whatever
emerges from Browne must

involve a big improvement in
the student academic
experience. We can achieve
that by explicit charters and
audits and also by making it
easier to bring in more
providers and competition.

“Put all that together and
you get real competitive
pressures driving up quality.”

The government has not
decided all the members of the
panel, but those so far
appointed include Aaron
Porter, incoming president of
the National Union of
Students, and Janet Beer,
vice-chancellor of Oxford

Brookes university and
chairwoman of the University
Alliance lobby group. The 1994
Group of research universities
has also been asked to provide
a member. In addition
consumer groups and other
university associations will be
represented.

Student protests about
teaching quality have grown as
higher education has
expanded and class sizes have
grown. Recently, more than
200 mechanical engineering
students at Manchester signed
a petition about low standards
on their course, which

included a “tutorial” of 150
students and one academic.
There were complaints that
work had been returned after
several months with no
marking except a tick, while
some lecture notes had been
copied from textbooks.

A few universities,
including Lancaster, have
introduced pledges to students
on the numbers of hours they
will be taught, maximum class
sizes and how quickly essays
will be marked.

Paul Wellings, Lancaster’s
vice-chancellor and chairman
of the 1994 Group, said: “About

four weeks is the deadline for
most subjects, but for some
such as physics and maths it
has to be much quicker.”

In return, students are
expected to give undertakings
to hand in work on time and
turn up to classes.

The government review will
produce a template for
universities to follow,
although it will not specify
sanctions if charters are
breached. Willetts said he
believed that in most cases
universities would comply to
protect reputations without
charters being legally binding.

Handicap system dropped

MEN really are worse than
women at recognising people,
researchers have found. The
reason, scientists believe, lies
in the genes.

The findings come from a
study of 120 people who were
tested on their ability to recog-
nise unfamiliar faces. They
were initially shown close-up
pictures of 10 to 20 anonymous
faces for 20 seconds and asked
to memorise them.

The photographs had been
digitally altered to remove ears,
hair and any obvious blem-
ishes. The intention was to
force the subjects to identify
people based only on their
main facial features.

The subjects were then asked
to identify the same photo-
graphs interspersed among 30
to 50 other faces. According to
researchers at York University
in Toronto, women were 5%
more successful than men at
identifying the faces.

They also noted that gay
men and left-handed men

scored better than other men.
Jennifer Steeves, a psycholo-

gist who led the study and runs
the perceptual neuroscience
laboratory at the university,
said her team was surprised by
the results. “There is a small
but significant difference in
how reliably and how quickly
men and women can recognise
faces,” she said. “Women just
seem to be more efficient at it
than men.

“It may be that they are
programmed to study faces
better because of the need to
recognise the needs of their
offspring.”

Not all women are better
than men at recognising people
at parties, as Meryl Streep’s
magazine boss character illus-
trated in the film The Devil
Wears Prada; she needed her
assistant to brief her on people
she was about to encounter.

But the Toronto researchers
suggest there may be a
significant difference in the
way men and women analyse
faces. They suspect women and
gay men use both hemispheres

of their brains, while straight
men use just one side.

Psychologists believe that
women and gay men are more
interested in reading emotion
and personality traits from the
faces of others, an instinct
linked to an urge to empathise
and nurture, and devote more
brain power to the task.
However, researchers have yet
to prove that theory by
scanning subjects’ brains as
they are in the process of identi-
fying faces.

Saffron Ellidge, a “face
reader” based in north London,
who is used by a range of
employers to help vet job candi-
dates, believes the Toronto
study chimes with her observa-
tions. “The results of this study
don’t surprise me,” she said.
“Women do take in more from
people’s faces because they are
more interested than men.

“In my work I have observed
that the people with the worst
facial recognition skills are
what you would call alpha
males. They tend to be most
a b s o r b e d i n t h e i r o w n

emotions, whereas those who
want to gain rapport with
others are better at it.”

Other British experts main-
tain that the gender difference
in ability to recognise faces is
marginal. Tim Valentine,
professor of psychology at Gold-
smiths, University of London,
warned: “This study was made
particularly hard because they
took away any context.”

Valentine believes that in rec-
ognition tests the differences in
performance of individuals of
the same sex is greater than the
difference between genders.

The secrets of facial recogni-
tion are so far defeating
technology. A computerised
method called face-mapping
seeks to identify people by
measuring the distances
between features without
having to worry about changes
to clothing and hairstyle.

However, recent research by
Josh Davis, senior lecturer in
psychology at the University of
Greenwich and an adviser to
the police on identity parades,
found it unreliable.

Jack Grimston

DurhamUniversity has dropped a controversial
“handicapping” points system that penalised applicants
fromhigh-performing state and independent schools. The
university had previously “modified” applications based on a
school’s average GCSE performance. Those from theworst
schools received themost extra points, while those at the
best-performingwere given none.
As a result, some schools advised pupils not to apply to

Durham for some subjects, while critics accused it of social
engineering. Durhamwill continue to take school
performance into considerationwhen judging a candidate’s
potential, but will not allocate points using themodifier.
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Meryl Streep’s character in The Devil Wears Prada had to be reminded of the names of people she was about to meet

Look, lads – girls are
bestat spotting faces
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