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In the last few decades, higher education in the UK has undergone

a massive expansion. In the academic year 1967–68 there were

around 50,0001 undergraduates in the first year of their degree

(out of a total population of 55 million2), compared to 400,000 in

the year 2007–08 (total population: 61 million). 

There has also been a significant shift in the way that higher

education is funded in England and Wales, though the changes

have not been applied across the board in Scotland and Northern

Ireland. Up until the 1990s, tuition fees for degrees were paid for

by the state, with students also receiving a maintenance grant to

live on, which was means tested according to parental income.

That decade saw maintenance grants phased out to be replaced by

maintenance loans, with students being asked to contribute

towards their course fees from 1998. In 1999 Scottish devolution

began and with it different funding arrangements north of the

border. In 2000 Scotland abolished tuition fees for all Scottish

undergraduates and restored grants a year later. Conversely, the

current Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition government

abolished the existing cap of £3,000 a year on student fees in

England and Wales, raising it to £9,000 a year from autumn 2012. 

To offset the huge hike in the cost of doing a degree, student loan

repayments were slanted to avoid graduates who never did find a

well-paid job being in debt for the rest of their lives. People whose

career choice necessitated starting out in low-paid jobs were also

protected – repayments do not start until a graduate is earning

£21,000 a year, with repayment rates related to income. The

remainder of the loan is then written off if not repaid after 30

years. Government figures indicate that as many of 60 per cent of

graduates will never pay their loan in full.

In two decades England and Wales have moved from a position

where only small numbers of people go on to university, but where

they are funded by the taxpayers, to a situation where higher

education has become more accessible, but is largely funded by the

students themselves. The largest growth spurt in student numbers

came in the 1990s, when polytechnics were given university status

as part of a policy shift to encourage wider participation in higher

education.

The 2012 reforms to student fees saw an immediate fall in

university applications for the year 2012–13, with 47,000 fewer
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students starting degrees in England compared to the previous

academic year (HEFCE, 2013). The reforms had been accompanied

by an array of negative publicity, which may go some way towards

explaining the 12 per cent drop in student numbers immediately

after the fees went up. However, the dip in numbers may prove to

be temporary, as degree applications increased for the year

2013–14, with numbers up 13,000 on the previous year (HEFCE,

2013).

A major criticism of the move towards the self-funding of students

is the disproportionate impact it is likely to have on less well-off

students. Data from the University and Colleges Admissions Service

shows that 18-year-olds from the richest areas of the UK are three

times as likely to go to university as those from the most

disadvantaged areas. Entries to institutions that require the highest

grades are between six and nine times greater for students in the

richest areas. Evidence from the first intake since the reforms does

not show a significant change in these proportions. There also

continues to be a significant gap between the sexes in university

attendance, with a third more females than males choosing to go

on to higher education and this gap rising to 50 per cent in the

most disadvantaged areas. 

Data also shows that some subjects have fared worse than others

since the introduction of the £9,000 student fees. Modern foreign

languages saw the biggest decrease (HEFCE, 2013) with a fall of

14 per cent in entrants between the academic years 2011–12 and

2012–13. Science, technology, engineering and mathematics saw

the smallest drop off in student numbers, with arts, humanities and

social sciences seeing the most impact of falling student numbers.

Differences in fee arrangements between the four UK nations has,

inevitably, made a difference in the cross-border flows of students

studying in different parts of the UK to which they live. Fees are

not payable for Scottish students – and reduced for Northern Irish

students – who study in their country of domicile, which brought

about a 19 per cent fall in 2012 of the number of Scottish students

studying in England and a six per cent fall in Northern Irish

students crossing the Irish Sea.

The impact of the increase in the
number of university places
Back in the 1960s, when participation in higher education was so

much lower, it was primarily doctors, teachers, lawyers and

academics who did degrees – as well as, perhaps, sons and

daughters of the wealthy who went to university as a matter of

course, no matter what their career choice. A high number of

graduates would also have been found in banking, the media,

politics, the civil service and the commercial science sector,

although a degree wouldn’t necessarily be a prerequisite. So what

careers are today’s graduates going into? As well as the old staples

of law and medicine, there are a host of other occupations where

having a BA or BSc is the norm for entrants, including IT,

journalism, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, the civil service

and management, in most sectors (Purcell and Elias, 2004).

Several studies have sought to discover whether successive

government policies to widen participation in higher education,

from the 1960s onwards, have benefited the job market. A survey

of graduates seven years after graduation (Purcell and Elias, 2004)

found that 78 per cent of males and 68 per cent of females were

in full-time employment related to their long-term career goal. Just

1.5 per cent of respondents were unemployed. The graduates were

found to be employed across the full spectrum of industry sections,

with 40 per cent in the public sector, 54 per cent in the private

sector and six per cent working for not-for-profit organisations. ‘It

does not appear that the expansion of higher education has led to

deterioration in opportunities for graduates. There was little

evidence of over-supply of graduates or of their widespread failure

to get appropriate jobs’ (Purcell and Elias, 2004).

Attracting foreign students to study at UK universities has long

been a major source of income for Britain. Since the new fee

arrangements little affect students from abroad, numbers of

foreign students have risen in the last few years overall. Some

students from the EU are affected by the increase in fees, but,

nevertheless, there has been an increase of ten per cent in

undergraduates coming to English universities from other EU

countries between 20103 and 2012. The change in fees does not

apply to non-EU students, with a 9.3 per cent increase in

applications seen between 2012 and 2013. The number of

postgraduate students coming to England is increasing even faster,

with 13 per cent more international students coming to England

for taught master’s degrees in 2012 than in 2011 and 23 per cent

more for research degrees. Interestingly, there was also a shift in

the countries from which students came, with arrivals from Saudi

Arabia, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka seeing a significant

decline, and Norway, China, Hong Kong, Vietnam and Singapore

seeing a significant increase.
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The tuition fees didn’t really put me off doing a degree. You

don’t really feel the cost at the time, because you don’t have

to think about paying it back until you get a job. But if you

had to pay it upfront, without a loan, hardly anyone would go

to university – it would just be for the rich. Having a part time

job while I’m studying helps.

I thought I would get a better job with a degree and it seemed

better to get while I’m young. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to

do after college, so this seemed like a good option.

– Ryan Crow, second year sociology and criminology BA
Hons student at the University of Surrey

The cost of university definitely got me to defer my entry to

see if there is another way for me to get a good job without a

degree. The majority of the people I know in my year have

chosen to do apprenticeships or have gone travelling rather

than going to university, as they felt that unless a degree leads

to a certain career – like if you do law or want to become a

doctor – then there is a big risk that you’ll come out of

university, not do anything that’s related to what you studied

and then have high debts. That would make the whole thing

seem like a waste of time and money. 

However, I do know a significant number of people who are

going to university, fully knowing what debt they will get

themselves into but still wanting to experience student life.

– Sophie Beedell, 18-year-old college leaver, Cambridge

Case studies



A changing political climate
In conclusion, while the increase in tuition fees has, inevitably, seen a

drop in the number of graduates, this may level out over time as the

nation adjusts to the new arrangements. School and college leavers

who aspire to careers where a degree is a ‘nice to have’, rather than

a prerequisite, are particularly likely to forego university and enter

the jobs market sooner. Purcell and Elias (2004) found that jobs such

as routine laboratory testers, database assistants, local government

clerks, civil service administrative officers, library assistants and fitness

instructors were increasingly being filled by graduates, but

nevertheless labelled them ‘non-graduate occupations’.

The government will need to continue to monitor the extent to

which the increase in fees adversely affects students from

disadvantaged backgrounds and find ways to offset the trend if this

sector of society is disproportionately affected. This could be done

through introducing means-tested scholarships or grants, although

small grants are still available to students in some circumstances.

Finally, the gradual increase in the cost of doing a degree that

began in the 1990s could be reversed under different political

leadership. The 2012 reforms were a Conservative policy, opposed

by the Labour Party and only reluctantly supported by the

Conservative’s coalition partner, the Liberal Democrats. The Labour

Party plans to lower the cap on student fees if it is elected in the

2015 general election. The Liberal Democrats – a party that is

unlikely to win a general election outright, but could form part of a

governing coalition – wants to get rid of tuition fees altogether. A

drop in tuition fees after the next general election may see an

increase of people in their 20s returning to education, having

initially rejected a degree as being too costly.

Endnotes

1 Higher Education Statistics Agency.

2 Office of National Statistics.

3 The academic year 2011–12 was a statistical anomaly, as many
students who would normally defer their degree for a year did
not do so to avoid the hike in fees in 2012. Consequently, there
was a spike in student numbers that year, so, for more
meaningful comparison, some statistics compare 2012 intake to
2010.
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Students entering institutions that require the highest grades are between six and nine times more likely to come from the most
wealthy parts of the UK. Pictured: Peterhouse College, Cambridge
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