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1. Summary of speakers’ presentations 
 

Professor Claire Callender: Part-time undergraduate participation in higher 

education in England 

 Part-time undergraduate participation in higher education is productive for the 

economy by ensuring high-level skills. 

 Part-time participation transforms lives by offering a flexible way to gain 

qualifications and therefore promotes fairer access to higher education. 

 But the needs of part-time students have been overlooked by the debate around 

full-time undergraduate funding. 

 In 2012, part-time undergraduate funding was changed in England. The mean-

tested grants for low income students towards the costs of their tuition and course 

were abolished. They were replaced with loans to cover students’ tuition fees only 

(with repayment conditions broadly similar to the loans available for full-time 

students). All students potentially qualified for these loans. This was hailed as a 

major step in terms of opening access to higher education, particularly for adult 

learners and students from non-traditional backgrounds.  

 However, the reforms have not had the desired effect of widening access. Instead, 

while there has been a gradual decline in part-time entrants since 2008/9, there has 

been a sharp decline since the 2012 funding reforms. Between 2010 and 2016 

there has been a 61% fall in part-time undergraduate entrants.  

 The decline in participation is due to a combination of factors: the significant 

increase in tuition fees (which have doubled or even tripled since 2012); the 

restrictive loan criteria (which means the majority of students are not eligible for 

them); and a lower than anticipated take-up of loans amongst those who qualify for 

them. These factors combine to deter both students and employers from investing 

in higher education.  

 Higher education institutions are not incentivised to provide part-time programmes, 

especially following the removal of student number controls and the increased 

demand for full-time undergraduate courses.  

 The existing funding system is based on an idea of a ‘typical student’ who is a 

school leaver, studying full-time in higher education, and entering the labour market 

for the first time. It needs to be modified to recognise the distinctive characteristics 

of part-time students in order to attract them and motivate higher education 

institutions to provide courses.  

 

Paul Johnson: The pros and cons of the current higher education financing system 

 There are a number of positive features of the existing funding system: 

o £9000 fees have contributed to reducing the deficit and have had no impact 

on the participation of full-time students from different social backgrounds.  

o The system is progressive in the way that high income graduates carry the 

burden of repayment after completion of their studies rather than it being 

imposed on the general taxpayer.  

o Reducing fees would benefit high-earning graduates the most.  
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 But there are a number of negative features of the existing funding system: 

o Students graduate with substantial debt, around £50,000, and this is the 

same for all regardless of their degree subject and its economic value.  

o There is an absence of price-sensitivity. Universities charge the full price 

regardless of the cost of the actual degree.  

o Many students will not repay their full loan during their working lifetime.  

 There needs to be increased competition between the university sector and other 

routes into employment post-18.  

 The higher education sector needs increased economic regulation, along the lines 

of other public services, such as electricity and gas suppliers.  

 The idea of free higher education is absurd. There can be no such thing. The 

question is over who is paying for it. The current model does mean that higher 

earning graduates pay for it rather than the taxpayer.  

 

Baroness Wolf of Dulwich: the lack of sufficient tertiary education provision 

 Too much focus is given to universities as the post-school route; reducing options 

for people and making them feel that there is no other choice but to attend a 

university.  

 Universities are no longer required to offer foundation degrees to provide extra 

funded places. 

 Insufficient funding is devoted to alternative provision, such as apprenticeships. We 

observe a tale of 2 sectors: higher education has 2.3 million students and a 

£33billion turnover whilst other tertiary (level 4) receives only £9million through 

advanced learner loans. The government continues to expand the higher education 

sector with insufficient regard for tertiary education.  

 The current system is therefore dysfunctional and unfair.  

 We need to change incentives to equalise the post-school education sectors. At 

present, there is not enough incentive not to go to university. 

 The funding structure needs to be reformed to increase tertiary entitlement and 

create a genuine choice for people to pursue cheaper, shorter, technical degrees, 

such as HND. 

 

The Rt. Hon. Lord David Willetts: responding to key points made by previous 

speakers 

 At the moment, the best advice to give to a student from a lower socio-economic 

background would be to go to university. 

 The removal of number controls has boosted participation in higher education 

amongst all groups and increased competition between universities. 

 The ‘one price fits all’ model for university courses is effective as it would be too 

complex to assess what is a high value and therefore high cost course. However, 

we do need to recognise that certain degrees, like medicine, law, and economics, 

tend to lead to higher-paid jobs and therefore we ask if they should pay more 

because they will earn more following their degree.  
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 We also need to consider the extent to which a university adds value and better 

understand a student’s starting point and the progress they make during their time 

in higher education. Oxbridge tends to take students with higher prior attainment 

and so perhaps there is not that much extra value added. We do not have effective 

metrics to measure ‘value added’. 

 If the Pupil Premium is the correct approach at secondary level, why is a negative 

Pupil Premium approach taken in the higher education sector? Insufficient value is 

given to universities that are supporting high numbers of students from lower socio-

economic backgrounds and improving their life chances.  

 The graduate repayment scheme is not public spending. But the problem is that the 

non-public spending full-time model does not work well for part-time students. 

 

2. Recommendations 

The following are derived from the seminar discussion as a whole. 

i. The funding system for part-time students needs to be reformed to promote 

participation, particularly amongst mature learners, and to incentivise higher 

education institutions to provide flexible and attractive courses. Reforms might 

include reducing, and subsidising, fees; changing the terms of loans to increase the 

numbers eligible to take one out; and altering the language used to describe loans 

to appeal to those who may be more debt averse because burdened with existing 

financial commitments.  

ii. The government and the higher education and employer sectors need to increase 

their focus on part-time education and recognise the economic benefits of up-

skilling mature learners and creating opportunities for on-going career progression.  

iii. Policies around tuition fees and student finance need to foster intergenerational 

fairness: reducing tuition fees to £7500 would be unfair on those who have already 

paid £9000 and will be paying an additional 9% on their earnings even when 

earnings are stagnating.  

iv. The government needs to distribute its investment in post-school education more 

fairly and evenly to recognise a wider range of routes into employment. The higher 

education sector has expanded and received increased investment at the expense 

of tertiary education provision. This imbalance in funding needs to be redressed to 

support the needs of students from diverse backgrounds from across the country. 

Students should pay for their education, with the government sharing the risk.  

v. The government needs to generate more incentives for all higher education 

institutions to offer a wider range of qualifications, at varying prices, and with 

courses running for less than 3 years. Students paying for their education should 

be given more power and choice.  

vi. Careers, Information, Advice, and Guidance in schools should take a more 

balanced approach with regard to further and higher education options. Pupils 

should not feel pressured into entering higher education as the only option following 

school. 

vii. The higher education sector needs to attach more value to the progress students 

make while at university and to agreeing a metric to measure the ‘value added’ by 
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acquiring a degree. This may transform existing university hierarchies and increase 

the prestige of universities that are successful in developing positive graduate 

outcomes for students from non-traditional backgrounds.  

 

3. Next steps 

 The Bridge Group will be increasing its policy focus on part-time participation in 

higher education and will be convening a summit on the subject, early next year. 

The event will initiate a programme of research to enable us to derive practical 

recommendations to influence the sector.   

 The Bridge Group is pursuing conversations with City & Guilds to better understand 

the importance of collaborations between the further and higher education sectors 

to ensure fair access to training and higher qualifications across the country and 

parity of esteem between apprenticeships and academic qualifications.  

 

4. Contact details 

For any queries regarding the seminars or to share information please contact: 

 

Dr Sarah Dauncey 

sarah.dauncey@the-bridgegroup.co.uk  

 

M: 07760 123 962 

www.thebridgegroup.org.uk  
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http://www.thebridgegroup.org.uk/

