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million+ Briefing
This briefing sets out four key areas of concern that must urgently receive attention from all political parties if a sustainable and world leading system of higher education, that can be fairly accessed by all, is to be secured in the UK.

1. Research excellence should be funded wherever it is found
The Government has previously committed to funding world leading research wherever it is found and identified in universities, including modern universities. This principle is widely supported by both university staff and students.
Worryingly the recently published HE Framework Higher Ambitions – the Future of Universities in a Knowledge Economy, fails to make firm this commitment. Instead it states that the Government would support and protect just a hand full of world-class research centres, that scarce resources mean we need more research concentration not less, and that supporting pockets of excellence in a wide number of institutions may be at risk in the future.

A simplistic policy of even greater research concentration risks stifling innovation, postgraduate opportunities and accessible and relevant research that is absolutely critical to local and regional economies as well as the national economy. It also puts at risk the international partnership work undertaken by many modern universities and which is a great source of foreign exchange earnings - something that BIS, with its responsibility for UKTI, should be fully aware of. 

The principle of funding following excellence should be protected and the successful use of funds resulting from RAE2008 should be given due recognition. Even though many institutions have only just received funds they have already made huge differences. 

For example, at UCLan, where the QR funding rose to nearly £4m (from approx. £1m) they have already ploughed 100% of that funding stream back into the areas that earned it. They have also strategically re-worked their research interests into 25 Research Clusters which have all formed research plans with clear aims and objectives of how the research will grow at UCLan. Many areas of world leading research are now receiving RAE funding that they didn’t before.

At the University of Bedfordshire they recognised that they had to strengthen staffing in key areas. One was Cell Biology linked to Exercise Physiology. They have been able to recruit Professor Mark Lewis from UCL who started in September and announced a £400,000 grant from the MRC shortly afterwards. This points to the fact that as the 'new sector' matures, researchers are finding that Bedfordshire is a suitable place for them. This strengthens the case for funding to be continued on the current basis of funding excellence wherever it is found and resisting any attempt to 'corral' it further


2. Fees Review
million+ have been critical of the decision that the review would not report until after the general election. We are concerned that there is a risk that this hugely important debate will be stifled, that students and parents won’t be able to make an informed choice at the ballot box and that the general public may be effectively denied a voice.

In addition, there has been widespread concern that the review group does not have a single representative of the users of the university system (the students) on it. However – and this has not been mentioned to date - it also does not include anyone from the public or not-for-profit sector even though approximately 40% of graduates currently entering employment are taking jobs in the public and third sector, ranging from teaching, physiotherapists and nurses and the charity sector. 

The key objectives 
· Full-time and part-time students must have the same access to an integrated fees, funding and support system
· Any model must be sustainable but it must also be fair and must ensure widened participation and a capacity to expand numbers  
· The principle of additionally must be clearly established. Possible increases in contribution from graduates cannot be used to cover up for massive reductions in the unit of resource.

3. Crisis in Funding University Places

Application and admissions to university are not a perfect market. However the shortage of places in summer 2009 coupled with recent UCAS figures showing an 11.6% rise in applications for 2010 intake, compared to the same point last year, indicate the likely size of the problem on the horizon. 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 the coming years. 
It is also widely accepted that:

· There is a direct relationship between recession, industrial restructuring and a tightening youth jobs market and enhanced interest in higher education

· Second, the cohort of 16-24 year olds in the population has been growing since 2000 and peaks in 2009 and 2010 / 11.

A route out of recession
Ministers should be doing their very best to promote and fund this demand. However the total intake in 2009 was restricted by the former DIUS to the 2008 total of 456,000 + 10,000 additional funded places. This allowed for only about 466,000 places in 2009. This meant approximately 16,000 places available through clearing, compared to 43,000 in 2008.
In addition the Government has capped participation in higher education at 44% when it has a unique opportunity to boost levels of participation to that achieved in other OECD countries. 

This runs directly counter to the policy advocated by Professor David (Danny) Blanchflower the former member of the Monetary Policy Committee of the Bank of England who ‘called’ the recession, and has called for the creation of far more additional places in further and higher education
.
Raising aspirations and widening participation
The stark reality of today’s labour market could be a key motivator in encouraging younger and older people, especially those with no family tradition of going to university, to apply to university in unprecedented numbers in 2010. Instead many face the real prospect of being relegated to the ranks of the long-term unemployed with all the personal, family and health and societal consequences which this brings - and with very obvious consequences for the already burgeoning call on the Job Seekers Allowance and Income Support budgets of the Department of Work and Pensions

Increasing numbers – the costs

million+ has undertaken detailed work with London Economics
 on the cost of increasing 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. 
The solution: short-term funding for 2009 and 2010

With the Fees Review not reporting until Autumn 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, has announced that an additional £655m will be deployed to support additional places for 16-19 year olds in school, colleges and in training. This should be, and has been, warmly welcomed. 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 unemployment benefits paid out by the Exchequer. 

4. Widening Participation

Widening participation in higher education should not be confused with increasing participation. Widening participation involves thinking about older, part-time and work-based students. Some universities have used their vast experience as higher education providers to support not only increased participation but also widened participation in higher education. Their commitment to widening participation has been of benefit to the economy and to social cohesion.

Widening participation has institutional risks 

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

· Current student support regimes favour a standard full-time 18-21 year old (i.e. younger full-time students) 

· 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.

Retention rates and non-completion
Retention rates in UK universities compare very favourably with those in other OECD countries. However students from under-represented groups are more at risk of non-completion. They are more likely to face financial problems, have less experience in study skills, have more caring responsibilities than other students and may need to study on a flexible basis. 

Universities themselves are not fully funded for these ‘non-completions’ even though they may have taught students for much of the year. It is therefore crucial that additional funding is made available to support students and universities which are trying to ensure that widening participation students fulfil their potential. Success by these students also helps to promote the concept of learning and success in communities where there is no strong tradition of HE access. 
The current ‘clawback’ of funds by Hefce’s non-completion audit, which is based on an arbitrary date of 31st July rather than dates set by universities or whether a student actually continues to the next year of study (as many do) could seriously damage the vital work done by many universities to widen participation.
Student Support Regimes

The differences in the full-time and part-time student support regimes in England are profound. With 43% of all HE students now part-time this is an area that urgently needs examination.

The 2004 HE Act failed left part-time students in England not entitled to access income-contingent loans for tuition fees unlike full-time students. This is a serious weakness which has not been rectified by the Government’s introduction of a more generous student support package for part-time students (for which the majority of the latter do not qualify). 

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 committed to widening participation by offering flexible and part-time routes to study are receiving less income than others.

The recently announced Fees Review must ensure that part-time students no longer have to pay fees upfront and simplify the current complex system which disadvantages universities that do not teach the standard full-time student.

Widening Participation costs: the funding myth

It is often implied that additional funds have been made available for widening participation by the Government and the Higher Education Funding Council for England (Hefce). In fact, the funds allocated for teaching have been top-sliced to provide a widening participation premium. (The annual uplift in research funding has also far outstripped the increase in the teaching grant.)

The widening participation premium is paid for students recruited from under-represented groups. The principle of a premium has been welcomed by universities - but it is nothing like enough – nor is it acceptable to top-slice the main teaching and learning budget, thus reducing the overall unit of funding for teaching in the sector. 

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. This was once again clear in the recently published HE Framework Higher Ambitions. Government funds and private monies are being devoted to identifying and preparing the ‘gifted and talented’ for entry to these universities. The initiatives are almost exclusively related to school leavers and improving A-level grades. 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 changes needed to pursue successful widening participation strategies on a wider scale. The former approach relies on the idea of ‘fitting students to join the university’ rather than ‘fitting the university to students’. It will not make a major inroad into addressing issues of inclusion, social justice and widening participation in higher education. 

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. Policy and funding initiatives need to match the reality and diversity of the lives of widening participation, mature and part-time students and those with caring responsibilities.
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� Radio Four News at Ten 15 June 2009 


� 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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