ASSOCIATION FOR COLLEGE MANAGEMENT

The impact of the Higher Education Funding Bill on colleges and their students.

Introduction

In the midst of all the debate and controversy about the Higher Education Funding Bill, little has been said about the impact on those FE colleges with significant HE portfolios. 

Once the Bill becomes law in 2006 universities will be permitted to charge between £0 and £3000 for any undergraduate course.  The £3000 ceiling is fixed and can rise only with inflation until the end of the next Parliament.   After that it will require a vote in both houses in order to vary the real rate. 

Russell Group universities are likely to charge the full £3000.  At present there are those who take the view that virtually all universities will start by charging £3000 in the hope of making the maximum revenue, and avoiding the marketing message that their programmes are not in the top flight.  But the market may exert a downward pressure and some universities may eventually be led to charge less.  

HE in FE.

Many further education colleges offer higher education courses; some colleges have substantial higher education portfolios. About 207,000 students take their HE qualification in further education colleges, two thirds of these on a part time basis.  HE students in FE constitute about 11% of all higher education students. The formal basis of FE courses in HE varies with the arrangement made with the relevant university. 

Further education colleges are important for the delivery of higher education, particularly for the government target for 50% of 18 – 30 year olds to study in higher education by 2010. This target will not be achieved without further education colleges’ contribution to HE provision. Further education colleges enable higher education to be delivered locally. Local delivery meets the needs of those higher education students who, increasingly, choose to remain at home during their course, a  trend that is likely to accelerate as study becomes more expensive. Furthermore there is a strong need for local provision  in more remote areas of the country.  In addition to its geographical convenience many students find that further education colleges offer a more emotionally comfortable environment in which to study their HE course.  Ensuring that local delivery is accessible and excellent requires colleges and neighbouring universities to work closely together to secure good progression pathways for local people.

The FE culture of responsiveness embraces the needs of individuals locally but also extends to employers. Many FE colleges offering Foundation Degrees have linked them firmly with the needs of local industry and local employers not only in the substantive content of the learning programmes but also in the access arrangements, such as the attendance patterns of students.  Higher education institutions cannot compete with the learner responsiveness of FE colleges.  

ACM is concerned that further education colleges educate their HE students on a smaller unit of resource than HE institutions. This is due in part to the comparatively low levels of funding for the delivery of Foundation Degrees.  Another factor is that some colleges are subject to excessive top slicing by HEIs.  In the worst cases this may be as high as 42%. The net effect is that those students who begin with the least social capital (because these students are the primary constituency of FE) are further disadvantaged by studying on comparatively under-resourced programmes. 

Part time HE students.

This Association has concerns that the new legislation will discriminate against part time students.  ¾ million students in higher education are studying part time –  nearly 42% of the HE population. 10% of all part time HE students are over 50.   207,000 students take their HE qualification in further education colleges, 2/3 of these on a part time basis.  These constitute about 11% of all HE students. 

Present HE policies focus on the needs of young, full time learners but neglect those of older and part time learners.  And yet to neglect the needs of the latter is to betray this Government’s broader social and economic aims. The opportunity to study part time is important for widening access to those students whose financial, work or family circumstances make it difficult or impossible for them to study full time.  In many cases these learners are following vocational courses that are linked to their employment thus lifting and updating their occupational skill levels. In this respect they are entirely in tune with the Government’s own priority – to achieve a rise in the skill levels of the work force for the benefit of individuals and the economy. 

At present the fees for part time HE students are unregulated and will remain so after the new legislation comes into force. Part time students have less access to support to help meet the costs of their study. Once the new regulations are in place, part time students’ fees will have to be paid ‘up-front’ rather than deferring them until completion as will be the case for full-time students.   Furthermore although the Bill makes arrangements for fee remission, this is not extended to part-time students. As we understand it the Government’s rationale for these decisions is that part time students’ fees are likely to be paid by their employers.  The evidence does not bear this out, and in any case it would be quite feasible to introduce a mechanism which took account of cases where this happens. 

Overall we are unconvinced that the sharp categorisation of HE students into full and part time modes is a useful one, or even one that has much to do with reality.  Certainly many part time students are working – but so are most full time students to a greater or lesser extent. Improved flexibility of access will further obscure this full time / part time boundary.  ACM would prefer fee, grant and support policies that embrace all HE students, tailored to different broad situations.

This Association strongly recommends that the arrangements for part time HE students’ fees and support are urgently reviewed.  In particular:

· to enable those part time students responsible for their own fees to defer payment until completion

· to extend the arrangements for income contingent fee remission to part time students where these students are responsible for their own fees. 

· to review the part time – full time distinction

· to improve part time students access to support for towards  costs of their study. 

Further concerns

Colleges are concerned that their future role may be restricted to two year foundation degrees, with their relatively low levels of funding.   FE colleges are concerned not to be confined to two year non honours degrees. 

There is concern too about instances of colleges developing degree courses in partnership with HE, only to find that the university subsequently franchises those courses to other colleges.  Further education colleges are concerned to protect their intellectual property and the investment they have put into learning programme development. 

Nadine Cartner

May 2004

See annex 1 for a summary of the provisions of the Higher Education Funding Bill 

Annex 1

Summary of the provisions of the HE funding bill. 

In brief: 

From 2006 all universities will be able to charge fees from between £0 to £3000 for any undergraduate course.  The maximum Government contribution to fees for individual students is £1200, means tested. The maximum Government maintenance grant is £1500, again means tested.  In addition universities charging £3000 for a course will be required to make £300 bursaries available to poor students on that course. Thus the poorest students on maximum fee courses should receive £3000 in support.  These arrangements apply only to full time students. 

Fees will not be charged up front to full time students. Graduates will start paying back their fees once they are earning £15,000 or more. No real interest is charged. Any unpaid debt is written off after 25 years. 

The £3000 ceiling will rise only with inflation until at least the end of the next Parliament.  After that it will take a vote in both houses in order to vary the real rate. 

Further detail: 

All students

· The student loan will be increased to meet the basic living costs of the average student. The Government wants to ensure that there is no need for any student to take on additional commercial loans to enable them to pay for essential living costs. Final year full time students studying away from home will see their loan increase by £340 in 2006/7.

· Upfront tuition fees for full time students will be abolished from 2006. 

· Variable fees will be capped at £3000, rising with inflation. The fee cannot be raised above inflation unless the Government secures the approval of both Houses. The Government will not raise the cap in real terms at least until the end of the next Parliament. The Government will establish an independent review of the new arrangements, working with OFFA to report to Parliament after the  first 3 years of their operation; 


Students from poor backgrounds

From 2006 30% of the poorest full-time students will be guaranteed at least £2700 a year in help, through:

· £1500 a year maintenance grant (increased from its present level of £1000 a year)

· £1200 fee contribution, thus the poorest students do not pay the first £1200 of their fees.

And, where their university decides to charge £3000 for a course, students on that course in receipt of maximum state support (i.e. £2,700) will not have to take out any additional loan to pay their tuition fees, since the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) will expect the university to give these students financial support of at least £300.  Thus these students will be guaranteed at least £3000 in financial support per year, where universities are charging the highest fees.  The £1500 a year maintenance grant will be combined with the £1200 fee grant, giving students a single grant of £2700 a year. 

Graduates

· Graduates will only be required to repay their loan when they earn over £15,000 a year (increased from £10,000 at present). They will repay the loan at an affordable rate (i.e. it will vary with income levels) with no real rate of interest.  A graduate earning £20,000 will pay £8.65 per week irrespective of what they owe. 

· The average student will expect to repay their loan in around 13 years. However, for some it may take longer. Those who choose to take lower paid jobs, those in and out of work and those who take time out to raise a family will have any amount outstanding wiped out after 25 years.

Universities

· All universities will be able to vary fees from £0 to £3000 for any course. Variability can be between courses within universities not simply between universities – universities will be free to decide. (However since this may lead to unpalatable internal politics, universities may well choose a fee level across the board.)

· According to the DfES, to provide the minimum £300 bursary to poorer students on courses costing £3000, no university would have to use more than 10% of its additional fee income – even those with the highest percentage of students from the poorest backgrounds. 

PAGE  
1

