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Increasing participation in Higher Education

Record numbers of students are being funded to study at undergraduate level and for Level 4 qualifications at universities in England. This is the result of improved attainment at 16 and positive funding policies to encourage progression e.g. the funding of Aim Higher, additional school and college places for 16-19 year olds and support for students from disadvantaged families to continue with their education. Overall, there has been an increase in participation by those from lower socio-economic groups in the last decade.

The trend towards increased participation goes well beyond younger students. Applications from mature students (those over 25) and from people in their thirties and forties, who did not previously have the opportunity to study at university, have increased significantly. While other routes to higher skills are important e.g. advanced apprenticeships, it is wrong to counter pose the latter against participation in higher education. There are higher participation rates in other OECD countries and the UK’s competitors are investing heavily in university places as well as research. 

Contrary to some claims, many university courses are professionally and vocationally focused. In spite of current difficulties with the labour market, graduates are still more likely to be employed than non-graduates and they re-enter the workforce more quickly if they become unemployed. 

Participation (in university study) therefore provides economic benefit to the Treasury in terms of higher tax returns but also to society. The non-monetised benefits of a university education are well recorded and provide inter-generational benefit e.g. the children of graduates are more likely themselves to gain higher level qualifications.

Participation and unmet demand

Funding for undergraduate student places has not kept pace with increased demand and attainment levels. The previous Government initially reduced the number of additional places that it had intended to fund but provided 10,000 additional places in July 2009 and agreed to fund an additional 20,000 university places for the 2010/11 year in the March 2010 budget. In May 2010, the Coalition Government reduced this to an additional 10,000 places.

While it is true that there is now a record number of students funded to study at university, there are risks to widening participation of a ‘no-growth’ strategy – and it is difficult to see how numbers will be able to grow as a result of the fees and funding strategy outlined in the Browne and the Spending Reviews. This is in spite of aspirations to expand numbers by 10% in the CSR period.  

Those most at risk of not getting places when there is a mismatch between supply and demand are widening participation students who often present with lower pre-entry qualifications but whose lives would be changed by the opportunity to study at university.  

Figures from the University and College Admissions Service (UCAS) show that 190,000 would-be students were unable to secure a place at university this year. In spite of this ‘overhang’ in demand Coalition Ministers have advised that no additional places will be available in the 2011/12 academic year. It is also likely that those universities which recruit more than their allocated numbers in 2011/2012 will be subject to financial ‘clawback’ (as many will be in this present financial year as a result of the recruiting over their numbers cap in 2010).
Widening participation and social mobility

It is sometimes inaccurately claimed that greater access to higher education has had no effect on social mobility. Widening participation is far more than simply increasing the number of school leavers going to university. It involves thinking about older, part-time and work-based students. Modern universities in particular have not only increased but also widened participation in higher education although it should be noted that widening participation is not valued as a factor in the university league tables published by national newspapers.

Social class differentials in HE participation rates are key to understanding the contribution which modern universities make to social mobility. These institutions teach the majority of students and provide significant numbers of students from working class families with the chance to move into professional, managerial and technical careers. These universities are also major contributors to the participation in higher education of students from black and ethnic minority backgrounds. An analysis of HESA statistics
 undertaken with the Institute of Education confirmed that:
· 8% of graduates from 28 modern universities came from professional families – but 17% of the students from these universities had similar professional or management careers three and a half years after graduating
· Three and a half years after graduating with a first degree, the earnings of graduates from these universities were nearly 15% higher than wages of people who have lower qualifications – many of whom could have progressed to university but did not do so

· Many of the degrees offered had considerable technical content, including IT, engineering, design and qualifications related to healthcare

· Graduate wages had not fallen despite a growth in supply 

· A significant number of graduates entered careers which benefitted society 

· Just over a quarter of the students graduating from these universities were from ethnic minority backgrounds compared to an average for UK HEIs of just over 16%

· Of this 26% of students from ethnic minority backgrounds, nearly 13% were Asian students while over 6% were black students 

· The average figures for all UK institutions were much lower: Asian students made up just over 8% of the total undergraduate student body and black students make up less than 2.5%. However these figures do not tell the whole story. Black and Asian students are far more likely to go these modern universities than other institutions. Nearly 60% of all black graduates and around 36% of Asian graduates in the HESA survey studied at these 28 universities. 

· These universities had a higher proportion of women graduates and for women, a graduate qualification is particularly important in improving earnings because women who enter the workforce with Level 3 qualifications do much worse than men

· Modern universities also admitted students when they were older and provided opportunities to many who were unable or did not wish to progress from school or college to university with average age of students in modern universities being 24/25 

· These universities also provided flexible routes to study with some universities having more part-time students than the OU and Birkbeck combined.

Participation and completion

The expansion of access to university has been criticised on the grounds that some students do not complete their courses. In fact, completion rates in UK universities compare very favourably with those in other OECD countries. However, it is common knowledge that 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. Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation confirmed that most working class students who left early had gained skills, confidence and life experience from their time at university – and that the majority re-entered university later. 

Participation and the Browne and Spending Reviews

Both the Browne and Spending Reviews are predicated on the rapid withdrawal of teaching funding and ending the ‘partnership’ approach by which undergraduate teaching has been funded in the past. This partnership approach informed the Dearing Report and the 2004 HE Act and provided for public investment in universities alongside a graduate contribution linked with a fee. In contrast, the Browne Review and the CSR both assume that teaching funding is reduced from the current £3.5bn per annum to £700-800m per annum by 2014/15 and that increased graduate contributions replace public investment with effect from the 2012/13.

This approach assumes that participation in higher education is of value only to the individual and is of no benefit to society or the economy. Many universities stand to lose between 95 and 100% of their annual teaching grant. As a result, million+ has estimated that the average fee required will be £7400 – more than double the current annual maximum fee of £3290.  
There has to be a concern that this has the potential to damage participation and social mobility – especially in view of the Government’s expectations that this new fee regime will be introduced from 2012/13. Students who are already in school and college and studying for Level 3 and other pre-entry qualifications will be faced with the prospect of having to access much higher fee loans with very little warning.

Impact on participation of mature students 
Both Browne and the CSR are predicated on the ‘standard’ student who graduates at 21/22 years old. A feature of widening participation students is that they enter university later and do not follow a linear progression route from school or college to university. No assessment or modelling appears to have been undertaken of the impact of the proposals on participation of mature students.

Part-time and other equality factors

The Browne proposal to extend fee loans to part-time students is welcome – although again the impact of much higher pro rata fees remains unknown. The impact (of higher fee levels) in terms of gender, ethnicity and disability deserve particular attention – for example, there is no assessment in relation to impact on participation by those who are not  disposed for religious or other reasons to borrow or pay interest.

The Government’s interest in a progressive graduate contribution system is, of course, welcome. However, this cannot in itself safeguard participation or perceptions about costs. In economic terms, students view higher education as an investment good (rather than as consumption good). Decisions to participate are not just influenced by the availability of fee loans, the rate of interest and the details of graduate contributions but also by risk aversion and perception of ‘costs’ set against the loss of full-time earnings for three or four years. There is a risk that the Government relies on the ‘over-hang’ in demand to safeguard participation after 2012/13. Even if this proves to be correct initially, no impact assessment has been published about the impact on lower-socio-economic groups e.g. 4-7 of the need to take out much higher fee loans in order to participate in higher education.
Participation: the need for a simplified system

One of the objectives of the Browne Review was to create a simpler system – and non-traditional students frequently cite the complexities of the current system as being confusing and off-putting. There is a risk that the new system will be more complex, more difficult to understand and more difficult to administer. 

Inequity in institutional income, social mobility and funding for widening participation
Currently there is equity of the taxpayer funded resource according to the subject studied and wherever students study. This is provided through a combination of public investment (the teaching grant, fee loans and means-tested maintenance support) and graduate contributions. There is a risk that, in the future, taxpayer funding will be provided to support higher fee loans for universities which have the most socially exclusive student profiles and are therefore more likely to be able to charge the highest fees on the basis of reputation rather than productivity. In comparison, universities which deliver the most in terms of social mobility and widening participation may end up with fewer resources. Such an outcome would be difficult to reconcile with the Coalition Government’s support for social mobility. One way of ameliorating the effects of these new funding regimes would be to ensure that sufficient central funding is allocated to the teaching budget to enable the full costs of teaching widening participation students to be met.
Conclusion

We welcome the commitment of all parties to increasing and widening participation in higher education. There are, nonetheless, significant concerns about the impact on participation of a rapid increase in fee levels which will be required as a result of the withdrawal of public investment in undergraduate teaching from 2012/13 and which will remove 95-100% of teaching grant in many universities. 
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�‘Social mobility: universities changing lives’ million+ report based on analysis of DHLE Longitudinal Survey 2006





� From life crisis to lifelong learning: rethinking working class ‘drop-out’ from higher education, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Nov 2005.
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