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Dear Colleagues,

Paper [2/13]: Further and Higher Education
The Coalition Government has changed the way in which university funding works, made more information available to prospective students created vast numbers of apprentices. But what difference has all of this made? And what is next for Further and Higher Education? In a follow-up to our 2011 paper on skills, and our recent work on schools, we are delighted to be delving deeper into Further and Higher Education. We want to hear your Group’s perceptions of the reforms so far – as students and parents, teachers and employers, and as taxpayers.

It is worth noting that education is a devolved issue, so some of the information in the brief won’t apply to our Groups outside of England. Please do answer the questions anyway and tell us about your experiences under each system.

Let us know what you think in the comments box or get in touch with our Professional Director, Daisy Meyland-Smith, and the team for further information or resources or with any questions about the topics raised at [cpf@conservatives.com].  The (newly extended) closing date for this brief is 30 April 2013.

Kind regards,

Lord Lingfield, Sectoral Chairman (Learning and Culture)

1. Why we need graduates

As the Prime Minister laid out at our 2012 Party Conference, Britain is in a global race:

[T]he old powers are on the slide. What do the countries on the rise have in common? They are lean, fit, obsessed with enterprise, spending money on the future – on education, incredible infrastructure and technology… Aspiration is the engine of progress. Countries rise when they allow their people to rise. In this world where brains matter more, where technologies shape our lives, where no-one is owed a living …the most powerful natural resource we have is our people…

In maths, in science, in reading, we’ve fallen behind …not just behind Germany and Canada but Estonia and Australia too. This is Britain’s real school report and the verdict is clear: must try harder. You’ve heard of pushy parents, sharp-elbowing their way to a better education for their kids? Well – this is a pushy government.

The Leitch Review of Skills, commissioned by the Labour government, painted a bleaker picture still:
Demographic, technological and global changes present enormous challenges and brilliant opportunities. The population continues to age. Technological developments are occurring faster than we dreamed, dramatically altering the way we work. Competitive pressures on all sectors of the economy are increasing. Manufactured goods, and increasingly services, are traded across the world. Developed nations are relying more and more on their capacity to innovate to drive economic growth. The ability to do this depends upon the skills and knowledge of their people.

Our nation’s skills are not world class and we run the risk that this will undermine the UK’s long-term prosperity. Productivity continues to trail many of our main international comparators.

A key feature of this rapidly changing new world is the growing number of jobs within our economy that require graduate-level skills.
 A second is the digitisation that means workers living abroad can realistically compete for an increasing proportion of British jobs.

We know there is demand for more graduates within the UK economy because there is still an earnings premium on graduates: degree holders can earn up to 85 per cent more per hour than those educated to GCSE level, and 61 per cent more than those educated to A level standard.
 And the average the graduate premium remains over £100,000 over a lifetime.
 In fact, the OECD judges that this premium has risen over recent years. They also note that graduates contribute an extra £55,000 to the treasury, far out-weighing the cost of their education.

2. Funding universities
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Funding students. The current period of austerity trapped Ministers between a rock and a hard place: cut student numbers or cut funding per student. They have managed to avoid doing either. What did change is the balance between public and private funding: before 2010, government paid approximately 60 per cent of the cost of universities and students paid 40 per cent; that ratio has now been reversed.
Despite students paying more, the system has become more progressive: graduates will not make a contribution towards tuition costs until they are earning at least £21,000, up from £15,000 under the previous regime. Repayments will be 9 per cent of any income above £21,000. This means that all graduates will pay less per month than they do under the current system. The £21,000 earnings threshold will also be uprated annually in line with earnings from April 2016.
 And for graduates earning below £21,000, there will be no real rate of interest applied to their loan. All outstanding repayments will be written off after 30 years.
 It is estimated that approximately a third of all loan money will not be repaid – and thus government funding of higher education is actually significantly higher than it appears.
 
Funding the poorest. Students from families with incomes of up to £25,000 are entitled to a student maintenance grant of £3,250 (those from families with incomes up to £42,000 are entitled to a partial grant) and eligible for support under the national scholarship programme which may entitle them to:
· a fee waiver or discount;
· a free foundation year;
· discounted accommodation or other types of university help; and
· a maximum of £1,000 in cash.

UCAS recently revealed that applications to attend university had increased 3.5 per cent for 2013-14 entry and participation from disadvantaged neighbourhoods increased.

Funding courses. The Higher Education Funding Council England (Hefce) provides funding directly to universities based on how many students they have enrolled. This funding is weighted by how expensive particular subjects are to teach, for example, the clinical stages of medicine and dentistry courses and veterinary science have the highest level of funding allocated, followed by laboratory-based subjects.
 Hefce also targets additional funding for widening participation and increasing retention.

3. Student-centred learning

The changes to tuition fees are intended to achieve a third aim, in addition to better funding and a more progressive system, and that is to increase the ‘consumer voice’ in the university system. As university becomes more of an investment, students will demand more from their courses and teachers. To enable a more discerning student cohort, the Department of Business Innovation and Skills (BIS) has worked hard since 2010 to improve the quality of information available to applicants.
In September 2012, BIS launched a website featuring a standardised set of data called the Key Information Set, which can be used to compare over 31,000 courses in the UK, on 17 different criteria including student satisfaction ratings, graduate salaries and employment, tuition fees and financial support, and the cost of accommodation. The categories were set after consulting students about the information they find most useful when they are choosing higher education courses.
 This data is published on government website Unistats
 but is also freely available so that outside groups such as Which? can harness it to produce websites that are easy to navigate and helpful to those considering higher education options.
 Using data like this, students, parents and employers can make truly informed decisions about the relative value represented by each university course.
4. Equality of opportunity and university autonomy
Increasingly, skills are a key determinant of employment – less than one half of those with no qualifications are in work, compared to nearly 90 per cent of those with graduate level qualifications. The employment rate of those with no qualifications has fallen over the past 10 years at a time when the employment rates of most disadvantaged groups have risen more quickly than the average. Lack of skills can be a key barrier to employment for people from some ethnic minorities and other disadvantaged groups...
Skills are a key driver of fairness; unequal access to skills has contributed to relatively high rates of child poverty and income inequality in the UK. There are clear links between skills and wider social outcomes, such as health, crime and social cohesion. Skills have important impacts on financial capability, helping households to manage the family finances and family life, enabling parents to help their children with their homework (Leitch Review of Skills, 2006).
 
As more of the new jobs in our economy require graduate skills and older vocations such as nursing develop degree-based entry routes, university has become an increasingly vital route to economic success. Growth in degree-level qualifications has also been uneven across society. These changes, combined with increasing concerns about social mobility, have lead to significant focus upon differential access rates to higher education.
Gender. Between 1970 and 2003, the participation rate for women, as measured by the Age Participation Index (API), went from around 13 per cent to nearly 40 per cent. In 1992-93, the female API exceeded that for men for the first time.
 Now, on average, more 20-29 year-old women than men participate in education across OECD countries.

In fact, in 2010/11 the UK higher education participation rate for young males for was 42 per cent, and 52 per cent for young women.
 18 year old women are more likely to apply to higher education than men - ranging from a third more likely in England and Northern Ireland to over 40 per cent more likely in Scotland and Wales. 

Class. This gender split gets worse when we factor in poverty. In England, 18 year old women are more likely to apply than men across all backgrounds but to a greater extent in disadvantaged areas (50 per cent more likely) than advantaged areas (20 per cent more likely).
 Sadly, the background of their parents is still an incredibly strong factor in the success of our young people:
The most advantaged 20 per cent of young people are still seven times more likely to attend the most selective universities than the 40 per cent most disadvantaged... There is a strong correlation between social class and the likelihood of going to university generally and to the top universities particularly (University Challenge, 2012).

As we explored in our November paper, Schools, there are myriad factors reinforcing social immobility and many of these must be tackled far earlier than university applications. But recent research has shown that the best way to get disadvantaged young people in to universities is to send more people to university.
 
Autonomy. The UK has the most autonomous university systems in Europe, with freedom to determine academic structures, how budgets are spent and how many and what type of students to admit. Staff recruitment also differs - members of staff are not considered civil servants, for example. This is in contrast to countries such as France, where the government has at least a partial say in academic structures and the framework of decision making bodies, and has central control over the ability to recruit staff.

But university autonomy can conflict with the desires of government to intervene and ensure equality of opportunity for university entrants.

Loosening restrictions on numbers. So instead of manipulating intakes, since 2010 Conservatives in government have been reducing the barriers to universities accepting greater numbers of students. For the 2012–13 academic year, universities were allowed to accept as many students as they could with A-level (or equivalent) grades of AAB or higher. This should mean that universities are more likely to take a risk by offering places to students with great potential but an unreliable academic background because they can also offer places to ‘sure thing’ candidates from schools with a great record of preparing students for standard exams. Before the cap was lifted, universities would be fined for taking more students than their quota allowed and were thus incentivised to offer places to ‘reliable’ students so that they could better estimate success rates and maximise revenues without over-recruiting. 

The cap is set to be loosened again in 2013 by removing the cap on the recruitment of all students gaining ABB+ A-levels, or equivalent qualifications. In total, this will free up restrictions on around 120,000 places.
 It must be noted that places in Medicine remain unaffected – they are controlled by the Department of Health directly, rather than the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills.

Other factors influencing university offers. There are, of course, other factors in play. For example, many of the league tables produced by magazines and newspapers take into account the grades achieved by those entering each university. This means that by offering a lower grade boundary to a promising student from a difficult background, a university could jeopardise its reputation for quality – even if that student went on to achieve an exceptional degree. Conversely, little account is taken of the ‘value added’ achieved by each university – the change in academic achievement between entry and exit.

5. Further Education

What we mean by ‘further education’. Further Education (FE) is post-compulsory education that is distinct from the education offered in universities (Higher Education). The courses provided may be at any level, from basic skills training to higher vocational education. ‘Universities’ must have been given powers to award taught degrees and will normally have at least 1,000 full time equivalent higher education students, of whom at least 750 are registered on degree courses. The number of full time equivalent higher education students must also exceed 55 percent of the total number of full time equivalent students.
 Further Education colleges are usually far smaller and often focus on work-based, adult and community learning and post-16 courses similar to those taught at schools. 

The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual) recorded 24,274 different regulated qualifications being undertaken in these settings during the period 2007-12. These range from a Level 1 Certificate in Wired Sugar Flowers to a Level 4 NVQ in Quantity Surveying or a Level 4 Diploma in Therapeutic Counselling.
 There are also over 700 colleges and other institutions which do not have degree-awarding powers but provide complete courses leading to recognised UK degrees. Courses at these institutions are validated by institutions which do have degree awarding powers.
 

Another option. Youth unemployment increased by 40 per cent under Labour.
 And NEET rates soared by a third in UK, as they fell internationally.
 In your responses to our 2011 paper on Skills, Apprenticeships and Youth Employment, CPF Members were incredibly enthusiastic about the ability of Further Education to empower young people who may feel alienated by ‘academic-style’ courses or who are simply looking for another option. In particular, you were positive about the potential of apprenticeships.
Apprenticeships. Anyone aged 16 or over and not in full-time education can apply for an apprenticeship. Apprenticeships are work-based programmes that combine practical training with study. They take between 1 and 4 years to complete depending on the level of apprenticeship and involve: working alongside experienced staff; gaining job-specific skills; earning a wage; and studying - usually 1 day a week - towards a related qualification.
· Quantity. There has been an 86 per cent increase in apprenticeships under this Government. The latest statistics show record levels of apprenticeship starts, with 520,600 starts in 2011/12 and provisional numbers of 152,800 starts for the first quarter of the academic year 2012/13.
 Over the lifetime of this parliament, Conservatives in government will fund 250,000 more apprenticeships than the last government had planned to.

At the moment, there aren’t enough opportunities for progression to further learning for apprentices. That is why the government have established a £25 million Higher Apprenticeships Fund, to support up to 10,000 degree-level apprenticeships in areas such as aerospace and renewable energy technologies.

· Quality. In 2012, entrepreneur Doug Richard undertook a review of apprenticeships. One of the major concerns raised was the fact that employers are often confused by the seemingly huge number of apprenticeships on offer and the different learning experiences included within this banner, many of which may not be of direct help to an employer.
 

The report put forward a number of recommendations for the apprenticeship system that are currently under review by the government, for example, only targeting those who are new to a job or role that requires sustained and substantial training; focusing more on the outcomes of apprenticeships; and applying recognised industry standards to the fundamentals of every apprenticeship.

Along with these measures, the government is renewing the programme’s focus on younger adults, new employees, higher level qualifications and particular sectors where apprenticeships can make the greatest impact. Apprenticeship providers are now also required to offer all apprentices teaching in English and Maths up to the standard of a good GCSE.

· Ease. You also told us in 2011 that apprenticeships had to be easier and more efficient for employers. Coalition measures to cut red tape for employers taking on apprentices include: piloting a ‘payment by outcomes’ system to eliminate a number of data returns and audit requirements; providing an online plain-English toolkit for employers; streamlining contracting arrangements; committing to no ‘in year’ changes to contracting arrangements, introducing a more proportionate approach to audit and inspection, reducing preparation time for employers; greater use of electronic information to reduce paperwork; and a more streamlined certification process.
 The National Apprenticeships Service and training providers will be required to ensure that every employer is able to advertise a vacancy within one month of deciding to take on an apprentice.
 And to make sure that there are enough opportunities to train, the government is offering employers with 50 employees or fewer up to £1,500 for taking on an apprentice aged between 16 and 24. This will support up to 40,000 new apprenticeships in 2012/13.

6. Harnessing technology

Technology is having more and more of an impact on the way that higher education can be taught and who can access it. In 2012, a dozen British universities agreed to provide free courses through a new online platform, to be launched by the Open University in 2013. Together they will create the first British ‘Mooc’ (massive open online courses) hub.
 Similar sites are flourishing in the USA, where they are allowing outsiders access to courses from the likes of MIT, Harvard and Brown.  

This may not sound very exciting, after all, Oxford and Cambridge both have departments of ‘continuing education’ that provide online courses and the Open University has been delivering blended courses for decades.
 But Moocs take such model much further: they offer free college-level classes taught by renowned lecturers to all-comers. Until now, two companies, Coursera and Udacity, and one non-profit enterprise, edX, have been leading the charge. At some point these organisations will need to generate some revenue – this may come from charging for official certification. Some universities are following a middle path and offering distance learning courses at a fraction of the cost. For example, tuition at the online Western Governors University costs less than $6,000 a year, compared with around $54,000 at Harvard.

Changes like this can allow students to study and take exams when they want, fitting education around work or completing courses in a shorter time. In turn, students can then choose to ‘unbundle’ their education, gaining credit towards a degree from multiple institutions and choosing the courses most tailored to their career.
 But this could also be problematic – how can Moocs check who is doing the coursework? Will they really put their reputations on the line to provide official credit towards a qualification, entirely free of charge?
7. What next? Questions for discussion
1. Do you think that the current percentage of young people going to university is correct? How should it change over the next ten years?

2. What do you think should be the ratio of state to student payment for university education?
3. Tuition fees:
a. To what extent do you agree that paying higher fees will make students and their parents more discerning customers?
b. To what extent do you agree that paying higher fees will drive up the quality of teaching in universities?

4. Should the state seek to determine university intakes? If so, how?
5. How can we make sure that qualifications in Further Education are easily understood by young people leaving school, their teachers and their parents?

6. What mechanisms can we use to help employers of all types and sizes understand, and contribute to the development of, vocational qualifications?

7. Technology is changing the way further and higher education is taught. How should this change government policy over the next twenty years?
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