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So just what is a university? 
In Western Europe the Latin word ‘universitas’ 
was used to refer to degree-granting institutions 
of learning linked with ‘specialised associations 
of students and teachers with collective legal 
rights usually guaranteed by charters issued 
by princes, prelates, or the towns in which 
they were located.’1 Unsurprisingly, Europe 
does not have a monopoly on the development 
of universities. The University of Al-Karaouine 
in Fes, Morocco, founded as a mosque in 859 
by a woman, Fatima al-Fihri, developed 
into one of the leading universities for natural 
sciences. Al-Azhar University in Egypt was 
founded in 970 and the Nizamiyya schools 
in what is present-day Iran, were founded 
in the eleventh century and became a 
model for universities in the region.

1 Marcia L. Colish, Medieval Foundations 
of the Western Intellectual Tradition, 400-1400, 
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Pr., 1997), p. 267.
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government and other agencies.
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Why is the idea of academic 
freedom associated with universities? 
Early on, the concept of academic freedom 
was linked with institutions which became 
known as universities. This is first recorded in 
an academic charter, the Constitutio Habita,2 
adopted by the University of Bologna in 1155 or 
1158. There have been many examples in history 
of universities and students being the subject 
of state, government or religious repression. 
The link between academic freedom and a 
university was formally recognised in the Bologna 
Declaration. Known as the Magna Charta 
Universitatum, this was launched in September 
1988 to mark the 900th anniversary of the 
University of Bologna’s foundation and has been 
signed by University Rectors and Vice-Chancellors 
from throughout the world. The Declaration 
also makes clear that universities are both 
teaching and research institutions. 

So how does an institution 
become a university in the UK? 
In the UK, the award of university title is subject 
to rigorous scrutiny. This is one reason why 
UK universities are highly regarded internationally. 
Only institutions with university title can award 
recognised higher education degrees. The award 
of university title is authorised either by Royal 
Charter or Act of Parliament. The FE and HE Act 
(1992) provided for such powers to be granted 
by the Privy Council which acts on the advice 
of government. Since 1999 the Quality Assurance 
Agency (QAA) has been empowered to offer 
confidential advice to the Privy Council and is 
responsible for overseeing criteria and scrutiny 
processes. The scrutiny of degree-awarding 
powers and university title applications is one of 
the most important responsibilities of the QAA.

2 Malagola, C. (1888), Statuti delle Università e dei 
Collegi dello Studio Bolognese. Bologna: Zanichelli. 
This guaranteed the right of a traveling scholar to 
unhindered passage in the interests of education.
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Do we have too many universities?  
Compared to other countries, the UK was 
slow to expand the number of institutions with 
university title. This was partly because all levels 
of secondary school education only became 
free after the 1944 Education Act. Even then, 
the number of people offered the opportunity 
to study at university was restricted. By the late 
1980s, higher education institutions, many of 
which had been founded in the early to mid 
19th century and were known as polytechnics, 
were teaching Bachelors, Masters and PhD 
degrees that were validated by the Council 
for National Academic Awards. 

The 1992 FE and HE Act allowed these 
institutions to formally apply for teaching and 
research degree awarding powers. Following 
scrutiny, these institutions and others which were 
specialist higher education institutions, applied 
for and were awarded university title, thus 
recognising the achievements of their graduates 
and the role of these institutions in teaching and 
research and the delivery of undergraduate, 
postgraduate and research degrees.

These universities continue to teach the 
majority of the higher education students in 
the UK. They make a very significant contribution 
to research and knowledge exchange relevant 
to business, industry, the NHS, local and 
national government and many other areas 
of the private and not-for-profit sectors both 
in the UK and internationally.
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All this expansion has made 
no difference to social mobility  
Wrong! This myth has gained currency in recent 
years. Research has confirmed that modern 
universities in particular make a significant 
contribution to social mobility.3 By tracking 
employment destinations three and a half years 
after full-time students had graduated and 
comparing these with their family backgrounds 
when they entered university, this confirmed 
that universities with the most inclusive student 
profiles make a positive contribution to social 
mobility with graduates moving into higher 
socio-occupational groups compared to their 
family backgrounds. These universities also 
recruited many more black, Asian, ethnic 
minority and older students. As institutions, they 
have positive strategies to support people from 
non-traditional backgrounds, a history of recruiting 
students from low participation neighbourhoods, 
state schools, FE colleges and those with 
vocational qualifications. They also offer flexible 
and part-time as well as full-time provision. 

Government and all mainstream political 
parties have said that they support social mobility. 
Without an increase in funding for additional 
student numbers and with a significant reduction 
planned in the BIS budget (of which two-thirds 
is accounted for by higher education and student 
support), it is difficult to see how commitments 
to social mobility can be squared with rising levels 
of attainment in schools and colleges and rising 
demand from people of all ages who want to 
study at university for the first time.

So university is not just about young people? 
Correct. Many people do go to university straight 
from school but 48% of all applicants have already 
studied in FE Colleges. Over 40% of all HE students 
study part-time and modern universities have 
been particularly good at offering flexible provision 
and opportunities for students who missed out 
or did not have the opportunity or qualifications to 
go to university when they were 18. The average 
age of graduates from universities which have more 
socially inclusive student profiles is 26 – and many 
of their graduates are much older. Some modern 
universities have more students studying part-time 
than the Open University and Birkbeck combined.

3 Social Mobility: universities changing lives 
million+ March 2009 (based on quantitative work 
undertaken by the Institute of Education).
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But what about quality and standards?  
Academic standards need to be assured at 
whichever university students study, whatever 
course they study and however they study (full 
or part-time). This is the role of the QAA which 
works with all universities and with students 
(who are involved in the quality assurance process). 
The process of quality assurance which ensures 
academic standards is often confused with a wider 
debate about the quality of the student experience. 
This has arisen in particular as a result of the 
requirement since 2006 that graduates in England 
have to make a higher contribution towards 
the cost of their university studies.

In some of these discussions, the quality of the 
student experience is often based on a narrow 
and out-dated idea that all university students in 
the UK study between the ages of 18 and 21, live 
away from home and study on small campuses. 
This is simply not the case. There is a very wide 
range of experience with students living at home, 
studying flexibly, entering university when they 
are older and working to fund their studies. 

Proposals which directly link funding and 
student numbers with the quality of the student 
experience of full-time students would be 
impossible to apply with any degree of accuracy 
or fairness given the diversity of circumstances 
in which the students of today study. However, 
universities do have a responsibility to ensure 
that students have a quality experience wherever 
and however they study. Many universities 
work with their local students’ unions to try and 
achieve this. Inevitably, the capacity of institutions 
to deliver a quality student experience is also 
related to the funding available.
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Lots of students ‘drop-out’ 
so there must be something wrong  
UK universities have much higher completion 
rates and much lower ‘drop-out’ rates compared 
to their European and US counterparts. Completion 
rates of 64% are not uncommon in the US. This 
compares with a national average of 87% in the UK 
i.e. an undergraduate non-completion rate of 13%.4

The reasons why students do not complete 
are complex but in the UK there is a direct 
relationship between non-completion and a 
student’s residual household income. There are 
also worse completion rates among students 
who are studying part-time, a result of the much 
poorer student support system available to 
part-time students and other pressures. 

A study by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
of working-class students who had not 
completed their courses, concluded that the 
majority of these students did not regret studying 
at university and wanted to return to higher 
education at a future date.5 

However, many universities remain concerned 
that students can be classified as non-completions 
even though they successfully graduate. 
This is because current funding regimes in 
England require a student to complete modules 
by a particular date even though the university 
may allow the student to re-sit or complete 
later and, if they are successful, continue 
to the next year of study. Universities do not 
get paid for teaching these students even though 
they successfully progress. This particularly 
disadvantages universities which recruit 
widening participation students and have the 
most socially inclusive student profiles.

4 Hesa performance indicators 2008/09.

5 Rethinking working-class ‘drop-out’ from 
university Jocey Quinn, Liz Thomas, Kim Slack, 
Lorraine Casey, Wayne Thexton and John Noble, 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (November 2005).
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Surely the German model of vocational 
and technical education is much better?  
Those who propose that the German system 
of technical and vocational education should be 
adopted in the UK often do not realise that many 
university courses in the UK are vocationally 
focused, support progression from a wide range of 
qualifications and have been developed specifically 
to meet the technical and professional needs 
of employers. Exponents of the German model 
often also suggest that some universities should 
be re-focused as teaching-only institutions. 

This would completely undermine the scale and 
scope of the vocationally focused undergraduate 
and postgraduate qualifications which universities 
have developed as well as their capacity to compete 
in both the undergraduate and postgraduate 
international market which is vital to the UK. 
It would also break the links between the teaching 
of these degree programmes and research 
relevant to employers and industry that universities 
also undertake. As a result, it is likely that one 
outcome would be less industry and employer-
relevant research being undertaken in the UK.

It would also undermine access to many 
professions and jobs in both the private 
and public sector where a degree remains 
a pre-requisite of employment.

UK universities educate students in graduate 
attributes such as problem-solving and research 
skills. This is very different to some other countries 
where graduate study is frequently focused on the 
acquisition of a body of knowledge. The skills of 
enquiry alongside the development of technical 
and professional expertise and subject knowledge 
are key features of degrees from UK universities 
and one reason why graduate qualifications from 
UK universities are valued throughout the world.

The system in Germany is also much more 
stratified than the UK. As a result there is less 
social mobility compared to Britain. The UK has 
more social mobility precisely because of the 
graduate offer and degree qualifications 
developed in UK universities.
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But surely funding only a few universities 
for research would be better value?  
This would stifle innovation, reduce the access 
of industry and the not-for-profit sectors to relevant 
research, wreck the UK’s share of the international 
market and deprive the majority of students 
(including those from the most disadvantaged 
backgrounds) of the opportunity to benefit from 
research-informed teaching. In spite of having 
access to much less research funding, 37% of all 
postgraduate students study at modern universities6. 
These universities also provide more opportunities 
to students who want to study for postgraduate 
qualifications part-time and when they are older.

There is no economic or academic evidence to 
suggest that a critical mass of research funding 
delivers quality. It is the quality of supervision 
which determines the quality of postgraduate 
education and research and not the fact that 
people are working in large research groups. 

At time of deficit, universities and 
students should take their share of the pain
Universities have already been targeted for 
reductions of over £1bn. Higher education expenditure 
(excluding research) and student support are 
included in the remit of the devolved administrations. 
Following the June 2010 Budget, BIS has been 
targeted for cuts of at least 25%7. At the same time, 
record numbers of people are applying to study 
at university for the first time. These are not just 
young people but also older people in their 30s 
and 40s who are looking to refocus their careers 
in a difficult jobs market and have not yet had 
the opportunity to study at university. 

What will happen if there are not 
enough funded places to meet demand?
When the supply of funded places is less than the 
demand from applicants, widening participation 
students are most at risk of not getting places even 
though they have the academic capability to study 
for a degree. These students often present with 
lower pre-entry grades or vocational qualifications. 
Universities want to teach these students. However, 
student numbers have been capped and universities 
in England will be fined if they recruit more student 
numbers than they have been allocated.

6 Hesa data 2007-8 see also A Postgraduate Strategy for 
Britain: expanding excellence, innovation and opportunity 
million+ and Coventry University, March 2010.

7 In view of the Chancellor’s Budget statement (22 June 2010) 
that DfE and MoD had ‘special needs’, the Institute of Fiscal 
Studies has estimated that a reduction of up to 33% might be 
required in the budget of BIS and universities (23 June 2010). 
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All very well but universities 
are still a burden on the taxpayer  
It depends whether MPs and government 
consider universities and students a cash flow 
problem or an investment which brings social 
and economic returns in both the short and 
long-term. When Sweden adopted a programme 
of deficit reduction it also funded 100,000 
additional places for young people to go to 
university. In spite of their country’s deficits, the 
US is investing an additional £180bn in higher 
education funding with an additional £21bn for 
research, France an additional £11bn, Germany 
£18bn, Australia £1bn and China 4% of GDP 
(compared to the USA’s current 2.9% and the 
UK’s current i.e. pre June 2010, investment 
level of 1.3% of GDP).

UK universities are very successful internationally 
and contribute £5.6bn per annum in foreign 
exchange earnings – more than the pharmaceutical 
industry. International students coming to the 
UK to study are just one part of this agenda. 

Modern universities have been particularly 
adept at developing transnational partnerships 
with institutions throughout the world. These 
partnerships cover teaching, research, knowledge 
exchange and include joint courses, flying faculty, 
validation and research collaboration8.

It has also been estimated that the economic 
impact of a university on its local economy is 
two and a half times its annual turnover. 
On this assessment, a university with a turnover 
of £200m will generate half a billion pounds 
for its local economy each year.

Graduate qualifications also bring non-monetised 
benefits including better health and improved 
aspirations and attainment in the next generation 
of children. For women, entering the labour 
market in the UK with a graduate qualification 
is particularly helpful in challenging gender pay 
inequality linked with lower qualifications. 

8 See also Universities and international higher 
education partnerships: making a difference 
Kingston University and million+, Jan 2009.
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What about up-front tuition fees?  
One of the problems with the 2004 HE Act 
is that not everyone (including politicians) 
understands it! Full-time students get 
maintenance and fee loans and do not have 
to pay tuition fees upfront. Instead, they 
contribute to the costs of their higher education 
once they graduate and are in employment. 
However, part-time students were completely 
ignored in the Act. They still have to pay 
fees upfront and have no access to fee or 
maintenance loans. This means that universities 
which teach part-time students often cannot 
charge a pro-rata full-time fee because their 
students are not able to pay these fees upfront. 

This is often forgotten by those who 
advocate higher full-time fees. million+ has 
costed proposals to create a unified system 
of student support and shown how this could 
be paid for. With the international consultancy 
firm, London Economics we have also developed 
an interactive modelling tool and tested out the 
consequences of different fees and funding 
regimes for students, graduates, universities 
and the Exchequer. This is available to MPs 
and members of the House of Lords who would 
like to better understand the current system 
and test out their own models.9 

9 Fair Funding for All: analysis of the relationship 
between student support, graduate contribution and 
the funding of universities in England: scenarios for 
the future million+ / London Economics, May 2010.
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Anything else?
Immigration is a sensitive political issue but 
the proposed cap on the numbers of people 
coming to Britain does raise questions about 
international students and the role of the UK 
Border Agency. We also need to think carefully 
about the messages. Cuts to universities, 
any suggestion that Britain does not value 
its universities or international students or 
wants to remove research funding from some 
universities, will undermine the ability of UK 
universities to compete internationally and build 
the transnational partnerships with institutions 
and Governments which are the foundation of 
the international agenda. In addition to foreign 
exchange earnings, these partnerships bring 
mutual benefits to students, graduates and 
institutions in the UK and throughout the world 
as well as strategic benefits to the UK. 

Any more questions?
Please get in touch:
 
Phone 020 7717 1655
info@millionplus.ac.uk
www.millionplus.ac.uk
 
Follow us on twitter:
www.twitter.com/million_plus
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