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1. Widening Participation and student numbers
Widening participation in higher education involves thinking about older, part-time and non-traditional students. It should not be confused with increasing participation – although the funding of record numbers of first-time students at UK universities has been a vital pre-requisite in promoting widening participation. The commitment of some universities to widening and increased participation has not been without risk.
Widening participation has institutional risks 

· Current Hefce funding regimes continue to favour full-time provision

· The HESA statistics which are used to report non-continuation do not capture the fact that many students drop-out for a combination of life-style reasons often associated with income, family circumstance and the challenges of balancing study and part-time / full-time work

· Widening participation is not valued as a factor in the university league tables, all of which are constructed and published by national newspapers.

Student support regimes favour a standard full-time 18-21 year old
The 2004 HE Act excluded part-time students in England from loans for tuition fees and maintenance. This is a serious weakness which has not been rectified by the introduction of a more generous student support package for part-time students (for which the majority of the latter do not qualify). With 43% of all HE students now part-time this is an area that urgently needs examination.
Many universities committed to widening participation have not increased tuition fees to pro-rata the £3225 fee charged in most institutions for full-time courses. This means that universities that offer more flexible and part-time routes to study are receiving less income.

Widening Participation and Admissions

The debate about widening participation has been high jacked by the debate about widening access to Oxbridge and a small number of universities. The underlying assumption is that well-qualified and socially under-privileged students are being denied access to certain universities and are therefore disadvantaged. 

If there are unfair barriers to admission, universities should, of course, address them. However, a policy which emphasises access for a small number of students to a small number of universities is in danger of distracting attention from the mismatch between funded numbers and applications in 2010 – many of which are from students who are pre-qualified i.e. they have already have the exam results that they would normally need to be accepted onto a university course. 
Universities which are the most successful in widening participation welcome students of varying ages, with varying backgrounds and entry qualifications. What students come with in terms of qualifications is far less important than what they leave with as graduates. It is inevitable that some students will come with lower pre-entry qualifications than others but can still study successfully for a degree.

2. Applications and access to University in 2010
The initial deadline for applications has passed and this year’s UCAS figures show a record number of applicants to higher education in 2010 and a 22.9% increase on last year. Would-be students are entitled to keep on applying so this is not the end of the story. 

As a result there is a serious risk that many individuals who have been at the heart of the drive to uplift aspirations, will be the students most at risk of not getting university places in 2010 and in the future. Inevitably, students with lower pre-entry qualifications will be the ones most likely to miss out. 

The 2010 figures also show very significant increases from older applicants: up 44.8% for 21 to 24 year olds, and 63.4% for over 25s. An increase of 41.3% in applications for social work and 16.2% for teaching suggest that the current economic situation is causing people to apply to higher education as a way of retraining. 
The Government has funded record numbers of places during its term in office. However, the suggestion that students should take up apprenticeships and college courses if they miss out on going to university, misses the point. 48% of university applicants have already studied at college and the great majority are applying to university to acquire higher-level skills. There is nothing like enough apprenticeship places even if it was appropriate to ‘divert’ qualified students away from university into other forms of education or training. 

Additional Student Numbers
Funded numbers in universities in England have been reduced to 2008 levels and universities have been given a number ‘cap’ for 2010. There are real concerns that the overall effect will be to lower even further the number of funded places available in 2010. A detailed assessment of the number of applicants likely to be left without a place in 2010 is urgently needed. 

The Conservative commitment to fund 10,000 additional funded places in 2010 is therefore welcome in principle. However, the proposal to fund these additional places through an early repayment discount scheme raises a number of serious questions – in particular, about whether the finances add up. 
The costs of increasing numbers

million+ has undertaken detailed work with London Economics
 on the cost of increasing full-time student numbers, based on 2009 prices and taking into account the different teaching cost bands
, the call on full-time student support of students from different family backgrounds, completion rates and working on the assumption that students would be entering standard 3 year programmes. million+ estimates that the additional total cost associated with the funding of every additional 5,000 full time undergraduate students for three years of study is £90.06 million. Of this amount, £49.5 million is linked to the allocation of resources by Hefce; £22.4 million is associated with the cost of loans and £18.6 million is linked to maintenance grants. Of course, this forward investment also produces returns for the Exchequer in terms of graduate repayments and the higher taxes which graduates are likely to pay during their life-time (in addition to other non-monetised benefits.) The cost of funding 10,000 additional full-time students would therefore be in the order of £181m.
An early repayment discount scheme - who benefits?

Currently 20% of students make no call at all on fee loans and student support. These students are likely to be from families who can afford to pay upfront although there may be some cultural reasons why some students do not access loans. 
Typically early repayment discount schemes discount the costs of HE for these students i.e. largely those students who can afford to pay upfront and who do not need to take out loans. An early discount repayment scheme therefore incentivises students who can afford to pay to take out a loan so that they pay less towards the cost of their higher education than they would have done. There is a real risk that such a scheme would change student behaviour with wealthier students and their families taking out loans and paying less towards the cost of their higher education than students who are not so well-off (see Case Study 1). 
Case Study 1
If the cost of tuition was £10,000, some students who had not previously taken our loans might do so. With a 10% discount, these students would repay the Exchequer £9000 rather than £10,000 upfront.
Do the sums add up? 

The student loan book stands at £3.5bn per cohort of students – but this is not the actual ‘cost’ to the Exchequer (see below). The Conservatives have suggested that if 10% of the student loan book is paid off early this would raise £300m which would be used to fund 10,000 additional student places in 2010/11. 
Taking into account the current terms applied to graduate repayments, the actual ‘cost’ to the Exchequer of the loans for each cohort of students is £1.6bn. In addition, there is very little evidence from other countries to suggest that 10% of the student loan book is likely to be paid off under an early repayment discount scheme. Any monies that were received would also have to be off-set against the cost to the Exchequer of the discount being offered and any cost of the student loan up to the point at which a loan was repaid.
The Treasury would have to agree that early repayment of student loans could be used to fund additional numbers rather than paying off the student loan book. Assuming this agreement has been reached, there are still questions as to whether an early repayment discount scheme would raise sufficient funds for the Exchequer to fund 10,000 additional students in 2010/11.
In October 2009, the Conservatives suggested that 30,000 students might be attracted to pay upfront initially. This is a major assumption, bearing in mind that there are 296,000 full-time students in a cohort).  On a 10% discount, these 30,000 students might ‘save’ the Exchequer £51 million (see Case Study 2). The cost of funding 10,000 students is approximately £181 million. An early repayment discount scheme based on a 10% discount might fund 2800 students unless many more students paid off significant sums early. If this happened, the impact of any ‘savings’ would have to be assessed against costs to the Exchequer, including any impact on the RAB charge.
Case Study 2

If one student repays up front – rather than taking out the loan – they get a 10% bonus. The cost to Exchequer of a 10% discount is £1,000 on a tuition fee of £10,000 over 3 years). If another student does not pay up front and takes out a loan, the cost to the Exchequer is £2,700 for every £10,000 lent over 25 years (the current repayment period).. Accordingly, if one student elects to repay early/ up front, the Exchequer ‘saves’ £1,700.
Would it impact on any future sale of the student loan book?

Previously, all the main political parties have supported the sale of the student loan book when market conditions are favourable. Enabling legislation has already gone through both Houses of Parliament. An early repayment discount scheme is likely to make any future sale less attractive since an early repayment discount scheme may make the loan book more expensive in the long run and would (in theory) remove the best re-payers from the loan book.

What about Australia?
The early repayment discount scheme incorporated into the Australian graduate contribution scheme has been quoted as an example of an early discount repayment scheme. However, the scheme is highly complex and take-up is low. Students, who can afford to pay upfront, pay less for their tuition than students who have to take out a loan. While discounts are given in some circumstances if the latter pay off early, these students have already been charged more than their wealthier colleagues i.e. the discount is applied to a higher tuition fee.

Part-time students

It would be grossly unfair if full-time students were provided with the opportunity to pay less for their higher education when part-time students still do not have access to fee or maintenance loans. There is a real risk that an early repayment discount scheme targeted at full-time students and introduced in advance of Lord Browne’s Review, would further complicate the student support scheme when what is really needed is a single unified system  with full-time and part-time students ‘on the same page’. Any ad hoc proposals to extend the scheme to part-time students would reduce the returns to the Exchequer and put the scale of the funding available for additional student numbers into further doubt.
The solution: short-term funding for 2010

The only viable option is a short-term and temporary boost to spending to ensure supply of university places meets demand.

It is perhaps worth putting this into context. The Secretary of State for Children Schools and Families, Ed Balls MP, announced that an additional £655m would be deployed to support additional places for 16-19 year olds in school, colleges and in training. A similar package for higher education would deliver over 30,000 additional student places for three years of study. This does not take into account potential cost savings related to Job Seekers Allowance and Income Support budgets of the Department of Work and Pensions and graduate repayments. 


3. BestCourse4Me Website

Anything that adds to the information which potential students have prior to making decisions about which courses to study and which university to choose is helpful. However, the website relies on HESA data about graduate destination after only six months of qualifying and only for those students who have studied full-time. This is generally acknowledged to be a poor indicator of future employability, salary and longer-term prospects. 

The major problem facing students in 2010 is not a lack of information but the very real prospect that there will not be sufficient funded places to meet demand.
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� London Economics is a leading European economic consultancy firm with extensive experience in the education sector


� Numbers for medical students are capped and they fall into the top (most expensive) band in terms of teaching costs and were excluded from the analysis
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