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Postgraduate Education 
Postgraduate study is an integral and crucial part of the activities, opportunities and qualifications 
provided by the UK’s universities. For some occupations in the private and public sectors, these 
qualifications are a key pre-entry requisite. In other areas, postgraduate study provides individuals 
with an opportunity to improve their employment opportunities, be the innovators of tomorrow, 
contribute to businesses, improve outcomes, organisation and practice and develop the solutions 
required to resolve global and societal challenges.  
 
As well as providing future staff potential, students undertaking postgraduate qualifications add 
significant value to universities and the academic communities of which they are part, taking 
responsibility for much practical application of their research or their research-informed teaching. 
Postgraduate taught and research students add value to the learning environment, encouraging 
thinking and challenging others. Value is also created when postgraduates do not continue 
immediately to a traditional academic career but return to postgraduate study having gained 
professional and business experience in the workplace. Increasingly modern universities harness 
expertise through the employment of lecturers and researchers who have opted for an industrial or 
professional career in advance of, or as well as, an academic career. There is a critical need to grow 
postgraduate research numbers in the UK in order to counter the demographic ‘time bomb’ of an 
ageing population of academics in some disciplines in both the UK and USA. Without a strategy to 
address this, there will be serious implications for future retirement and replacement needs.1  
 
For their part modern universities have been particularly adept at identifying new curriculum areas 
and markets, for example, in business and management and in the digital and newer creative 
industries. This has been vital in ensuring that Britain is a world leader in these industries and a world 
leader in new higher education markets. 
 
Modern universities deliver 37% of all postgraduate provision in the UK, 30 % of all international 
postgraduate provision and almost 10% of the doctorates studied by international students, often in 
new subject areas and disciplines. 
 
In spite of the benefits of postgraduate education to individuals, employers and the UK, the number 
of UK-domiciled postgraduate students has not significantly increased in the last 5 years.  
 

International 
UK universities teach and accredit postgraduate courses in countries throughout the world. They are 
also a key destination for EU and international postgraduate students whose study brings mutual 
benefits to Britain, their home countries and universities through higher education partnerships which 
straddle the globe. However, the number of UK-domiciled postgraduate students has not significantly 
increased over the last five years and funding regimes are not geared to innovation, either in terms of 
new disciplines vital to the economy or in respect of flexible delivery. Any decline in the number of UK-
domiciled postgraduate students risks damaging the attractiveness of the UK as a destination for 
international students (already under strain in some sections of the market as a result of the Home 
Office / UKBA decisions to limit the post-work study route). Put simply international students do not 
just want to study with other international students but to study alongside their UK counterparts. 

                                                 
1
 See for example: RCUK Health of Disciplines Report 2007. 



 

 

Impact of 2012 Funding Regimes (England) 
In spite of the importance of postgraduate study to the economy and society, Ministers and the 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills appear to have assumed that there would be no impact 
on postgraduate fees in 2012-13 as a result of the withdrawal of 80% of teaching funding in England – 
a reduction which will come into effect from the 2012-13 academic year for new entrants to university. 
In fact HEFCE teaching funding covers more than undergraduate teaching.  
 
As a result funding for postgraduate taught provision is also being withdrawn and universities in 
England have had no option but to increase postgraduate fees for home students with effect from 
the 2012-13 academic year (albeit that they are seeking to ensure that where possible, there is 
enhanced bursary provision).  
 
There are also proposals from other Departments to reduce support for postgraduate study. DfE has 
amended (and in some cases withdrawn) bursaries available for PGCE students for initial teacher 
training in some subjects with effect from 2012-13. The Department of Health has used the NHS and 
Social Care Bill (which abolishes the Strategic Health Authorities currently the contracting authorities 
for both the pre-registration and post-registration education of nurses, midwives and the health allied 
professions – undergraduate and postgraduate qualifications  currently provided by modern 
universities in conjunction with clinical placements in the NHS -– to propose that the national budget 
for post-registration training (the equivalent of a postgraduate qualification and the route for example, 
by which a nurse will train to become a specialist pediatric nurse) should be removed entirely with 
funding responsibility transferred to NHS providers / GP commissioners. 
 
The policies being promoted by the current Government stand in sharp contrast to that being 
adopted in Australia where postgraduate provision is being expanded and funded in all universities. 
 

The demography of postgraduate participation in the UK 
Relatively little monitoring of the diversity of the postgraduate student cohort has been undertaken by 
BIS. This makes it difficult to identify all of the barriers to postgraduate study that are faced or 
perceived to exist by under-represented groups.  
 
Part-time and Mature Students 
Modern universities supported 37% of the total postgraduate student population in 2007-08, 
(compared to Russell Group and 1994 Group universities, which supported 28% and 14% of the total 
postgraduate student population, respectively). However out of that figure, modern universities 
supported almost half (48%) of the total part-time postgraduate student population.  
 
The availability of alternative models of postgraduate provision at modern universities and the strong 
support for continuing professional development clearly contribute towards the widening participation 
agenda. Modern universities support 76% of all postgraduate students considered as mature (aged 
25 years or more) with 37% of those students being over 35 years of age (compared to 23% at 
Russell Group and 30% at 1994 Group universities). In addition, modern universities have a high 
proportion of female postgraduate students (57% female to 43% male in 2007-08). 
 
Ethnicity 
There is also very little information available on the relationship between access to postgraduate study 
and ethnicity. The standard measure for higher education participation used in England is the Higher 



 

Education Initial Participation Rate (HEIPR) but it is not currently disaggregated by ethnicity. Research2 
has found that students from minority ethnic backgrounds are under-represented among research and 
teacher-training students, but less so on masters degrees. Substantial differences between minority 
ethnic groups were found (South Asian groups were under-represented among postgraduate students 
across both taught and research programmers) and patterns of participation were linked with subject 
of study, institutional location and prior attainment. 
 
Modern universities play a very significant role in ensuring opportunities at postgraduate level for 
black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) students. In the academic year 2008/09, 38.3% of 
postgraduates studied at modern universities and 38.1% of all minority ethnic students studied at 
these universities – a strong reflection of the widening participation admission strategies promoted 
by these universities.  In comparison, the Russell and the 1994 Groups supported 25.1% and 24.7% 
of the overall postgraduate market respectively, but only 21.4% (each) of minority ethnic 
postgraduates3.  
 
Modern universities retain their consistently high level of ethnic minority participation when figures 
are split into taught and research courses. In 2008/09, 42.2% of postgraduates on taught courses 
studied at modern universities and 41.4% of all minority ethnic students on these courses studied at 
these institutions. In the same year 20.2% of postgraduate research students studied at modern 
universities of whom 16.4% were from minority ethnic backgrounds4.  
 
The scale of the contribution of modern universities to postgraduate provision for BAME students is 
therefore highly significant. Of all new UK-domiciled minority ethnic students entering university 
between 2007 and 2009, 40.6% chose a modern university. This would suggest that the strong record 
of modern universities in attracting students from minority ethnic backgrounds is being sustained5. 
 

How can the Government support postgraduate study? 
The withdrawal of 80% of teaching funding in England and the presumption that funding should in 
future follow the student via the student loan scheme to some extent ties the hands of Ministers in 
respect of future support for postgraduate students.  
 
The unit of resource for undergraduate teaching is also being reduced via the core and margin model 
that is being applied to UG numbers from 2012. This will result in a permanent loss of student numbers 
unless universities reduce their fees to an institutional average of £7500 or less. The acquisition of a 
first degree remains a life-changing experience for many students and million+ has opposed the 
transfer of public funding from the UG student support system to a PG loan system (assuming that the 
latter can be offered on an equitable basis including to PG students studying part-time). 
 
Research-intensive universities have previously indicated that they support the development of a PG 
student support and loan scheme provided by the private sector. However it is well-known that the 
banks will cherry-pick students according to the university which they attend and their theoretical 
future earnings. In view of the commitments of the Government to social mobility, it would be entirely 
inconsistent if Ministers supported any private sector scheme which did not offer loan facilities to all 
PG students. 
 

                                                 
2
 Are Ethnic Minorities Under-represented in UK Postgraduate Study? Paul Wakeling, Higher Education Quarterly, Volume 63, 

No. 1, January 2009, pp 86–111. 
3
 million+ analysis of HESA Ethnicity statistics on breakdown of postgraduate students by ethnicity, level of study, UK domicile 

and institutional grouping from 2007/08 – 2008/09. 
4
 Ibid. 

5
 Ibid. 



 

Conclusion 
Million+ has consistently supported the restoration of public investment in teaching including for 
postgraduate taught courses. In the absence of such investment and assuming that the only source of 
support for PG study may be from the private sector, million+ would advocate that BIS negotiate a 
loan scheme that is available for PG students wherever they study, whatever they study regardless of 
whether they study on a part-time or full-time basis and at low rates of interest. However, such a 
scheme should not be used as an excuse to by other Government Departments to withdraw funding 
for postgraduate study which they have previously or which they currently provide. 
 
There are other measures that Ministers could take, for example, to ensure that Research Council 
funding which tends to focus on full-time study and traditional disciplines is reviewed.  
However in particular in England, Ministers are a long way from developing the comprehensive 
strategy for postgraduate education that million+ advocated in March 2010.  
 

Further Reading 
million+ published a substantial research report into Postgraduate Education in March 2010. A 
Postgraduate Strategy for Britain: Expanding excellence, innovation and opportunity can be 
downloaded here: http://www.millionplus.ac.uk/file_download/97/PG_REPORT+pdf.pdf  
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