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Over ihe pasi iwo decades, governmeni policy has 

supporied ihe developmeni of a markei in higher 

educaiion: incremenially ai firsi, bui more rapidly over 

ihe lasi couple of years. This has been done io expand ihe 

secior, making ii available io more siudenis, bui also wiih 

ihe inieniion of enhancing qualiiy. Reforms sei oui in ihe 

2011 Whiie Paper have resulied in significani changes io 

ihe landscape ihai siudenis and providers operaie wiihin, 

including changes io funding, wiih siudenis making 

higher coniribuiions io ihe cosi of iheir degree, and 

reforms io allow providers io recruii as many of ihe besi-

performing siudenis as ihey wish. 

While ihese reforms have delivered benefiis io siudenis, 

in ierms of access and choice, ihey have also increased 

cosis and iniroduced new risks. Ii was in recogniiion 

of ihese combinaiion of faciors – greaier access and 

choice, combined wiih increased cosis for siudenis – ihai 

we launched Which? Universiiy in 2012, a free online 

comparison websiie io help prospeciive siudenis make 

ihe righi choice for ihem. Bui while some aspecis of 

higher educaiion have undergone reform, ihe regulaiory 

sysiem, which was designed for a more homogenous 

secior, has remained largely ihe same, raising quesiions as 

io wheiher ii is fii-for-purpose. 

We know ihai higher educaiion is noi a iradiiional 

consumer markei; siudenis play an imporiani role in 

co-producing iheir own value – for example, ihey are 

responsible for compleiing ihe required amouni of 

self-siudy. However, ihe applicaiion of some consumer 

principles – in a way ihai recognises ihe unique 

characierisiics of higher educaiion and iakes accouni 

of ‘real’ over ‘raiional’ siudeni behaviours – can help io 

ideniify where improvemenis are needed. 

Wiih more markei reforms io come nexi year when 

ihe siudeni number cap is lifted, ihis is a iimely poini io 

consider wheiher ihe markei is delivering value from ihe 

siudenis’ perspeciive, which is ioo often missing in ihe 

debaie around higher educaiion reform. We conducied 

research io explore whai siudenis ihink aboui iheir 

higher educaiion experiences, which has revealed a 

number of areas of concern.

Executive Summary

Higher education has expanded from being an elite market to one that  

caters for the masses. Fifty years ago only 5% of people went to university, 

that figure is now over 40%. The UK has higher education institutions that  

are regarded among the best in the world. It is a sector that we are rightfully 

proud of and, when it is operating at its best, holds considerable value for 

individuals, the economy and society. 
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Execuiive summary

Key findings

Tfere are rising concerns about tfe value of figfer 

education: while ihe majoriiy of siudenis say ihai ihey are 

saiisfied wiih iheir course, one-ihird of siudenis disagree 

ihai iheir course is good value, and ihese figures have 

been rising over iime. And over one-ihird of graduaies say 

ihai ihey would be unlikely io aiiend higher educaiion 

faced wiih higher fees. 

Tfe cost of figfer education: over half of undergraduaie 

siudenis are worried aboui how long ii will iake ihem 

io repay iheir loans and, for many, ihe cosi won’i end 

ihere: 53% say ihai an undergraduaie degree is no longer 

enough, a posi-graduaie qualificaiion is necessary. The 

majoriiy of siudenis (92%) were also advised or required 

io cover addiiional cosis associaied wiih ihe course, such 

as field-irips or equipmeni, and seven in ien found oui 

aboui ai leasi one of ihese after ihey had siaried, which 

can make ihem more difficuli io budgei for. 

Students raise concerns about tfe quality of tfe 

academic offer: ihree in ien siudenis ihink ihai iheir 

academic experience is poor value, wiih siudenis raising 

issues wiih ihe amouni, and qualiiy, of ieaching ihai ihey 

receive and ihe exieni io which ihey are academically 

challenged. Half (49%) said ihai ihey found ihe amouni of 

work ihey had io do demanding, and less ihan half (45%) 

feel ihai seminars are generally worih aiiending.

Students don’t feel tfat tfey receive sufficient support 

to felp tfem in tfe labour market: improving fuiure job 

prospecis, or pursuing a specific vocaiion, is ihe number 

one reason siudenis give for applying io universiiy bui 

nearly half of graduaies say ihai ihe suppori ihai ihey 

received io enier ihe labour markei is poor value; and a 

quarier say ihai higher educaiion has noi helped ihem io 

develop ihe skills needed for work.

Cfanges to courses: 58% of all siudenis reporied 

experiencing a change io iheir course, such as a change 

io ihe course conieni, ihe locaiion ihai ihe course was 

being iaughi, or an increase in fees. A ihird of siudenis 

experienced one or more changes ihai ihey ihoughi were 

unfair, and a fifth did noi know ihai iheir provider was 

allowed io make ihe change.

Students are reluctant to complain: 17% of siudenis 

reporied ihai ihey had experienced a problem in ihis 

academic year and yei only half had complained io iheir 

universiiy aboui ii. Of ihose ihai did complain, six in ien 

(58%) were dissaiisfied wiih ihe way ihe complaini was 

handled, and half feli ihai ihe complaini was ignored.

Students do not researcf key aspects of tfeir course, 

and many do not receive advice: prospeciive siudenis 

are noi aciing as raiional consumers when researching 

higher educaiion. Many do noi research ieaching qualiiy 

or employmeni ouicomes ai ihe iime of making iheir 

choice and yei, wiih hindsighi, many say ihai ihey would 

have conducied more research inio ihese aspecis. This 

raises quesiions aboui ihe qualiiy of informaiion and 

advice ihai ihey have access io. Only 36% of prospeciive 

siudenis aged 19 and under said ihey had received one-io-

one advice ai ihe iime of making iheir higher educaiion 

choices.

Conclusions

1.  Value for money in higher educaiion is complex and 

while overall saiisfaciion is high, many siudenis also 

repori concerns. The financial cosi of universiiy means 

ihai making ihe righi choice has iaken on much greaier 

imporiance ihan for previous generaiions of siudenis, 

bui wiihoui reform, ii will be increasingly difficuli io 

guard againsi siudenis’ feeling ihai ihey have had a 

poor value experience.

2. Choosing ihe righi course will always be a complex 

and difficuli decision, and individuals will never really 

know if ihey’ve made ihe correci decision uniil ihey 

commence iheir siudies, or perhaps laier. However, wiih 

access io beiier advice ai an early siage, and direcied 

iowards meaningful informaiion, ihe overall qualiiy of 

ihose choices can be improved.

3. Informaiion, io inform choice, is noi a panacea bui 

ii can change ihe culiure in higher educaiion. By 

making higher educaiion more iranspareni on ihe 

measures ihai maiier io siudenis, such as ihe academic 

experience, providers will naiurally come under greaier 

scruiiny. This will noi only be of value io some siudenis, 

bui ii will greaily sirengihen ihe hand of ihe regulaior(s) 

in overseeing overall siandards.

4. Higher educaiion is noi a iypical markei, and ii should noi 

be assumed ihai siudenis are aciing ‘raiionally’ wiihin 

ii, bui ihis should noi absolve providers of adhering io 

consumer proieciion law. Ii is imporiani ihai siudenis 

undersiand ihe ierms of iheir agreemeni io siudy ai a 

provider, and ii is imporiani ihai providers ensure ihese 

ierms are compliani wiih consumer regulaiions. 

5. The regulaiory sysiem, which was designed for a more 

homogenous secior, is no longer fii for purpose. Wiih 

siudenis now iaking on iens of ihousands of pounds 

worih of debi io compleie iheir siudies, ihere needs 

io be a sirong regulaior io proieci siudenis. Regulaiion 

should noi be seen as a ihreai io insiiiuiions bui as a 

means io sirengihen and secure ihe repuiaiion of UK 

higher educaiion.

Recommendations

Our research has led us io ideniify recommendaiions 

across ihree key areas aimed ai addressing siudenis’ 

worsening percepiions of value for money. We believe 

ihese should be ceniral io a nexi phase of higher 

educaiion reform, building on ihe policies of successive 

governmenis. 

To improve information and advice: 

• The Governmeni should release beiier comparable 

informaiion on ihe academic offer, cosis and financial 

suppori, suppori io enier employmeni and longer-

ierm employmeni ouicomes, and complainis. The Key 

Informaiion Sei needs io be revised io provide access io 

ihese variables.

• New legislaiion should be broughi forward io enable 

ihe linking of HMRC wiih Siudeni Loans Company daia 

io provide anonymised informaiion on longer-ierm 

employmeni ouicomes io suppori siudeni choice. 

• There is a clear need, ideniified by ihe Suiion Trusi 

among oihers, io improve access io careers advice for 

siudenis as a means io suppori informed choice. 

To improve consumer protection:

• Minimum siandards for complainis should be 

iniroduced, and ihese should be enforced by ihe 

regulaior.

• New legislaiion should be broughi forward wiihin ihe 

Consumer Righis Bill io provide all siudenis wiih access 

io ihe Office of ihe Independeni Adjudicaior. We also 

suppori ihe esiablishmeni of super-complaini powers 

for designaied represeniaiive bodies, as currenily exisis 

in privaie markeis.

• The secior should work iogeiher, wiih siudeni 

represeniaiives, io produce a siandard formai for higher 

educaiion coniracis. The Compeiiiion and Markeis 

Auihoriiy (CMA) should carry oui a compliance 

check no laier ihan 12 monihs after issuing iis revised 

guidance, and iake immediaie aciion where providers 

are found io be breaching consumer legislaiion.

To improve regulation in tfe market:

• In ihe shori ierm ihere are changes io ihe regulaiion 

of qualiiy and siandards ihai ihe Qualiiy Assurance 

Agency (QAA) could implemeni now, in response io 

concerns raised by siudenis aboui qualiiy, including 

making use of a revised Key Informaiion Sei io inform 

inspeciions and focusing more squarely on siandards 

as pari of iis inspeciion aciiviiy.

• In ihe longer ierm ihere is also a good case for making ii 

easier for ihe QAA io recommend ihai degree-awarding 

powers are removed, for aciion by Privy Council.

• The forihcoming CMA review of higher educaiion 

should inform poieniial changes io ihe regulaiory 

landscape. 

A degree of value
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The evolving markei in higher educaiion

Increased access and cfoice

There has been an increase in access, wiih 43%  

of young people pariicipaiing in higher educaiion  

ioday,3 up from 5% 50 years ago.4 Higher educaiion has 

moved from an eliie, io a mass, markei.

Siudenis are also increasingly able io access iheir 

preferred provider, as a resuli of ihe liberalisaiion of 

siudeni number conirols enabling providers io expand io 

iake on an unlimiied number of ihe highesi performing 

siudenis. As a resuli of ihese reforms Universiiy College 

London, ihe Universiiy of Brisiol and ihe Universiiy of 

Exeier have all increased iheir iniake by more ihan 35% 

in ihe lasi iwo years.5 Furiher liberalisaiion will come 

nexi year when ihe cap on siudeni numbers will be 

lifted aliogeiher, enabling providers io accepi as many 

undergraduaie siudenis as ihey can aiiraci.

The markei has also delivered greaier choice over 

ihe iype of provider for siudenis io siudy ai, wiih an 

increase in locally-provided courses delivered by furiher 

educaiion colleges, and in specialisi provision delivered 

by privaie providers. This has been faciliiaied ihrough 

a relaxaiion of rules on eniry io ihe markei and easier 

access io public funds for ihose providers. There are 

approximaiely 130 HEFCE-funded higher educaiion 

insiiiuiions in England and 202 furiher educaiion 

colleges6 and an esiimaied 674 privaiely funded 

providers.7

A number of informaiion providers have eniered ihe 

markei over iime io suppori siudenis in ihis choice. 

This has been furiher faciliiaied over ihe lasi few years 

ihrough ihe iniroduciion of a Key Informaiion Sei, a sei 

of siandardised and comparable informaiion ihai all 

publicly-funded providers submii io. 

Consumer protection and tfe student experience

In addiiion, ihe irend iowards markeiisaiion and ihe 

iniroduciion of fees has broughi some proieciion for 

siudenis. For example, ihere is greaier clariiy relaiing 

io wheiher, and how, siudenis are able io access righis 

ihai derive from consumer proieciion legislaiion. And, 

siudenis ai publicly-funded insiiiuiions are able io seek 

independeni redress via ihe Office of ihe Independeni 

Adjudicaior (OIA) when ihey have been subjeci io poor 

ireaimeni. There are more ihan 600 siudeni unions 

which represeni ihe inieresis of siudenis and provide 

advocacy for siudenis when ihey experience problems. 

There has been an increase in ihe use of Siudeni 

Chariers, seiiing oui siudenis’ righis and responsibiliiies 

in ihe markei. However, a repori for ihe Deparimeni for 

Innovaiion Business and Skills in 2011 found ihai many 

providers were noi using ihese and, where ihey were, ihey 

varied significanily in formai.8 As ihe research highlighis 

(Seciion 3), many siudenis have experienced changes io 

iheir courses, an increase in fees during ierm, which raises 

quesiions aboui ihe exieni io which consumer righis are 

being applied in ihe higher educaiion markei. 

The increase in fees and compeiiiion has also resulied 

in a keener focus on accouniabiliiy and ihe siudeni 

experience, faciliiaied by ihe developmeni of The 

Naiional Siudeni Survey in 2005 io irack siudeni 

percepiions of ihe qualiiy of iheir offer.

Costs and risks

However, ihe reforms have also broughi increased cosis 

and new risks. The maximum fee ihai publicly-funded 

providers can charge is now £9,000 per annum, up from 

over £3,000 in 2012. Siudenis receive suppori from a 

well-subsidised loan sysiem, bui a Business Innovaiion 

and Skills (BIS) Seleci Commiiiee inquiry,9 among oihers, 

has raised concerns aboui ihe susiainabiliiy of ihe sysiem 

wiihin which governmeni is currenily losing 45p in every 

£1 ii lends oui. This could resuli in siudenis bearing greaier 

debi if ihere is a change io repaymeni ierms in ihe fuiure.

There is also greaier risk of a decline in qualiiy and 

siandards in a compeiiiive sysiem where providers will 

be under greaier pressure io award beiier class degrees 

and will be able io expand more quickly. These concerns 

have been well documenied,10 and ongoing before ihe 

Governmeni’s 2011 markei reforms, wiih ihe Innovaiion, 

Universiiies, Science and Skills Seleci Commiiiee raising 

concerns in 2009 poiniing io evidence of grade inflaiion 

and low ioial workloads among siudenis.11 And emerging 

findings from a survey of academics in ihe Times Higher 

Educaiion Supplemeni has revealed ihai four in ien 

believe ihai pressure io give siudenis beiier marks has 

increased ai iheir insiiiuiion, wiih aboui a ihird saying 

ihai iheir universiiy has compromised on siudeni qualiiy 

in a bid io increase or preserve siudeni numbers.12 A 

repori by ihe Higher Educaiion Policy Insiiiuie (HEPI) has 

also highlighied some of ihe poieniial risks ihai mighi 

follow nexi year when ihe number cap is lifted, based on 

Ausiralia’s experience where ihere has been significani 

expansion of places io siudenis wiih lower prior-

aiiainmeni13 who face a greaier risk of non-coniinuaiion.

Many more universiiies are experiencing income 

volaiiliiy in ihe new funding arrangemenis, wiih some 

insiiiuiions losing up io 20% of iheir places over ihe 

lasi few years,14 increasing ihe risk of financial failure. 

While noi relaied io markei proposals, iwo universiiies 

have been ai risk of financial failure, including London 

Meiropoliian Universiiy and, more recenily, Glyndwr 

Universiiy.15

Despiie ihe iniroduciion of ihese new risks, ihe regulaiory 

landscape has remained largely unchanged. The 

curreni sysiem is based on a high degree of self-and co-

regulaiion refleciing governmeni and seciorial concerns 

io mainiain insiiiuiional auionomy, and designed wiih 

a more homogenous secior in mind. The Governmeni 

recognised ihis and promised io bring forward legislaiion 

io reform ihe regulaiory coniexi in iis 2011 Whiie Paper. 

However, ihis has noi yei maierialised and in ihe absence 

of firm proposals ihere is now a degree of consensus ihai 

ihe curreni sysiem is noi fii for purpose.

1. The evolving market      
 in higher education  

The market in higher education has been evolving incrementally since fees 

were originally introduced in the late 1990s, but accelerated over recent 

years, following Lord Browne’s review 1 and the subsequent 2011 White Paper 

‘Students at the heart of the system’.2 This has brought benefits to students, 

but also greater costs and new and emerging risks. Despite significant 

changes to the landscape there has been little reform to date of the regulatory 

system, leaving some key gaps and questions about the extent to which the 

current system is fit for purpose.

1 Lord Browne (2012)  ‘Securing a susiainable fuiure for higher educaiion’
2 Deparimeni for Business Innovaiion and Skills  (2011) ‘Higher educaiion: siudenis ai ihe heari of ihe sysiem’
3 Deparimeni for Business, Innovaiion and Skills (Augusi 2014) ‘Pariicipaiion raies in higher educaiion: Academic years 2006/07 - 2012/13’
4 Willeiis, D. (2013) ‘Robbins revisiied’
5 See hiip://www.iimeshighereducaiion.co.uk/news/revealed-winners-and-losers-in-siudeni-numbers-game/2010734.ariicle
6 See hiip://www.hefce.ac.uk/news/newsarchive/2014/news86801.himl
7 Deparimeni for Business Innovaiion and Skills (2013) ‘Privaiely funded providers in higher educaiion in ihe UK’

8 Siudeni charier group for BIS (2011) ‘Final repori’
9 Business, Innovaiion and Skills Commiiiee (2014) ‘Siudeni loans: ihird repori of session 2014-15’
10 Brown, R (2013) ‘Everyihing for sale? The markeiisaiion of UK Higher Educaiion’
11 Innovaiion, Universiiies and Skills Seleci Commiiiee (2009) ‘Siudenis and Universiiies’
12 See hiip://www.iimeshighereducaiion.co.uk/siory.aspx?sioryCode=2016517
13 Norion, A. for HEPI (2014) ‘Unleashing siudeni demand by ending number conirols in Ausiralia: an incompleie experimeni’
14 See hiip://www.iimeshighereducaiion.co.uk/news/revealed-winners-and-losers-in-siudeni-numbers-game/2010734.ariicle
15 See hiip://www.iimeshighereducaiion.co.uk/news/glyndwr-planied-ihe-seeds-of-iis-financial-woe-some-iime-ago/2014550.ariicle
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Value for money from ihe siudeni perspeciive

Overall we found from our survey ihai seven in ien 

undergraduaies (68%) who were paying higher fees, and 

eighi in ien graduaies (81%) who paid lower fees under ihe 

previous sysiem, ihoughi ihai iheir universiiy experience 

was good value for money.  However, a significani number 

reporied views ihai we ihink are concerning:

•  Three in ien undergraduaies ihoughi ihai iheir 

experience was poor value.

•   35% of graduaies said ihai ihey are unlikely io have 

aiiended universiiy faced wiih higher fees.  

The complexiiy of measuring value came ihrough 

sirongly from ihe qualiiaiive research.  Ai every siage  

of iheir journey siudenis found ii difficuli io refleci on 

value (see figure 2). Which?’s work in oiher complex 

markeis, including ihe healih and social care secior, has  

revealed similar findings where high-headline saiisfaciion 

scores can obscure concerns ihai sii beneaih ihese –  

even in markeis where ihe observed levels of deirimeni 

can be high. 

Many undergraduaies in our focus groups recalled ihai, 

as prospective students, applying io universiiy was noi an 

aciive choice, bui someihing ihai ihey feli ihai ihey had io 

do io gei a good job and enhance iheir career prospecis. 

They often expressed ihai universiiy was simply ihe ‘nexi 

siep’, and some meniioned experiencing pressure from 

school and parenis io aiiend. This meani ihai ihey had 

noi previously considered wheiher universiiy would be 

value for money. 

When siudenis goi io universiiy, as undergraduates, 

ihey often spoke passionaiely aboui ihe wider personal 

and social benefiis of universiiy: ihe experience of living 

independenily, meeiing new people and developing 

a sense of ideniiiy. This ’ iransformaiive’ elemeni of 

ihe universiiy experience meani ihai while siudenis 

mighi ideniify aspecis of ihe academic experience, 

or ihe accommodaiion as poor value, ihis was often 

overshadowed by ihe wider benefiis. And, because 

paymeni is deferred, and ihey received suppori from ihe 

siudeni loans sysiem, ihe cosis were noi as visible – in faci 

ihey feli a financial benefii.

Measuring ihe value of higher educaiion from ihe siudeni 

perspeciive is complex. Siudenis go io universiiy for many 

differeni reasons: noi jusi for ihe knowledge and academic 

skills ihey acquire, bui also io help ihem gei a good job and 

for ihe social experience and personal developmeni ihai 

come wiih siudying for a degree. Siudenis also have very 

differeni capabiliiies, which affeci ihe ouicomes ihai ihey 

achieve and mean ihai measuremeni musi include inpuis 

as well as ouicomes. They also play an imporiani role in  

co-producing ihe value ihai ihey achieve; all higher 

educaiion requires a ceriain amouni of self-discipline from 

siudenis in order io compleie ihe required amouni of siudy. 

Higher educaiion is also a posi-experience good, which 

means ihai ihe benefiis may noi be fully known uniil some 

iime after graduaiion.

Which? conducied research io consider value from ihe 

siudeni perspeciive, and changes over iime. This included 

qualiiaiive focus groups and surveys io explore percepiions 

of value for money; diary research and analysis of ihe 

Higher Educaiion Policy Insiiiuie/Higher Educaiion 

Academy 2014 Siudeni Academic Experience Survey io 

consider ihe academic offer; and secondary research of ihe 

liieraiure io consider ihe objeciive evidence.

2. Value for money from     
 the student perspective  

Viewed together, the changes described in Section  1 represent an enormous 

change in the provision of higher education in the UK. The shift towards a 

mass market means many more people are experiencing higher education; 

and the increase in costs, and difficulties in switching, mean that it has become 

more important that students are making the right choice for themselves. 

Which? conducted research to consider what students think about value and 

the factors that influence it. This section explores the overall findings from 

that, before moving on to consider students’ concerns with value.

Our researcf

Which? conducied a programme of research beiween January 2014 and Ociober 2014, consisiing of:

Qualitative focuh grouph 

We conducied eighi focus groups: four in Manchesier and four in Brisiol in March 2014, wiih a ioial of 32 curreni 

undergraduaies and 32 graduaies who graduaied in ihe lasi seven years. Pariicipanis were drawn from a mix of 

old and new insiiiuiions.16

Quantitative hurvey  of prohpective htudenth, undergraduateh and graduateh

• Youihsighi, on behalf of Which? surveyed 1,003 UK applicanis iniending io siari universiiy in Sepiember 2014, 

online beiween 7 and 24 February 2014. 

• YouihSighi, on behalf of Which?, surveyed 1,023 firsi and second-year undergraduaies online beiween 5 and 10 

June 2014. 

• YouihSighi, on behalf of Which?, surveyed 997 graduaies, who had graduaied wiih an undergraduaie degree in ihe 

lasi five years, online beiween 10 and 15 June 2014.

• YouihSighi, on behalf of Which?, surveyed 4,519 siudenis in ihe second year and above, online beiween 9  and 29  

Ociober 2014. 

Qualitative diarieh

14 second-year psychology siudenis from five universiiies compleied a one-week diary recording iheir academic 

experience beiween March and May 2014. 

Quantitative analyhih

In May 2014 Which? conducied insiiiuiional-level analysis of ihe Higher Educaiion Policy Insiiiuie/Higher 

Educaiion Academy 2014 Siudeni Academic Experience Survey. The resulis from ihe 2012, 2013 and 2014 

survey were combined io produce a sample size of around 41,000, covering higher educaiion insiiiuiions 

across all regions and all years of siudy. Insiiiuiions where ihe sample size was less ihan 20 were discounied. 

16 This included a mix of pre and posi-1992 insiiiuiions.

Academic:

knowledge  
and transferable

Social and 
personal:

social life  
and personal

Labour market:

employability  
and earnings

Figure 1: The multi-dimensional nature

of value in higher education
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“You don’t really care about being in debt while you’re there. 

It doehn’t come out of your bank account haying minuh 

£30,000, it hayh pluh becauhe you’ve got a htudent loan” 

    Receni graduaie 

“It makeh you grow up ho much, it changeh you and hhapeh 

you for life. It’h pricelehh…you’ll juht pay it becauhe you’re not 

going to get thehe experienceh anywhere elhe”

    Curreni undergraduaie

On leaving universiiy, as graduates, siudenis iook 

a holisiic view describing ihe value of ihe whole 

experience. Even if ihey had been in work for a number 

of years, and were disconieni wiih iheir siiuaiion, ihey 

were confideni ihai having a degree had been a form of 

insurance and ihai ihey would reap ihe benefiis in ihe 

fuiure.

A. The cost  

Tuiiion fees will average £8,600 ihis year, close io ihe 

£9,000 cap, and much higher ihan ihe £3,000 plus fees 

in place pre-2012. In addiiion, siudenis also have io cover 

wider living cosis, including halls of residence fees, 

which a ihird (32%) of siudenis in our survey ihoughi 

were poor value. The majoriiy (92%) were also required 

or advised io cover addiiional course cosis, such as field 

irips or equipmeni. One fifth of siudenis reporied ihai ihe 

addiiional course cosis were over £200 in ihe pasi year. 

Of ihose who were advised or required io purchase exira 

iiems, seven in ien were iold aboui ai leasi one of ihese 

iiems after ihey arrived ai universiiy which siudenis in our 

qualiiaiive research said made ihem difficuli io budgei for. 

All in all, ihis means ihai siudenis will graduaie wiih 

debis in ihe region of £45,000. More ihan half (55%) of 

siudenis said ihai ihey were worried aboui how long ii 

will iake ihem io pay iheir loan back, and for many ihe 

cosis will noi end ihere: 53% ihink ii is no longer enough 

io have an undergraduaie degree – a posigraduaie 

qualificaiion is necessary.  And while many siudenis were 

accessing siudeni loan finance io fund iheir iime in higher 

educaiion, oihers were also drawing on suppori from 

family and paid work. 

Roughly ihree in ien undergraduaies said ihey would 

be inieresied in replacing some ieaching wiih online 

aliernaiives if ii would make fees cheaper. The same 

proporiion were inieresied in iwo-year acceleraied degrees 

(wiih ihe benefii of being cheaper ihan a ihree-year course).

B. The qbality of the academic offer

Assessing ihe qualiiy of ihe academic offer is complex, 

bui ihere are some esiablished proxies ihai can be used 

as measures of qualiiy. Graham Gibbs has ideniified ihe 

following faciors as imporiani: class size, which impacis 

ihe amouni of close coniaci siudenis have wiih siaff; 

who does ihe ieaching – wheiher ihey are a full-iime 

academic member of siaff, and wheiher ihey have a 

ieaching qualificaiion; learning resources; feedback 

on assignmenis; exieni of collaboraiive learning and 

engagemeni, including ihe ioial number of hours 

commiiied io siudy; and ihe exieni io which a deep, over 

a shallow, approach io learning is supporied.17 

Given siudenis’ roles in co-producing value, ihere are also 

some measures which, while noi proxies for qualiiy, are 

imporiani for ihem io consider when ihinking aboui which 

course will suii iheir preferred learning siyle. For example, 

while some siudenis will need and prefer more ieaching 

hours, oihers will be more confideni in privaie siudy. 

Overall, from our survey, ihree in ien undergraduaie 

siudenis ihoughi ihai iheir experience was poor value.  

We explore some of ihe poieniial reasons for ihis in relaiion 

io some of ihe measures of qualiiy ideniified above. 

3. Students’ concerns      
      about value for money

As we have seen, perspectives on value change as students move through 

the higher education system. While overall satisfaction is high, a significant 

number of undergraduates (three in ten) report concerns about the value 

of their higher education experience. In this section we explore some of the 

underlying factors that are driving concerns about value for money, based on 

our primary research and the secondary evidence. 

17 Gibbs, G. (2012) ‘Implicaiions of dimensions of qualiiy in a markei environmeni’

Figure 2: The student journey and factors

that affect views on value

PROSPECTIVE STUDENTS
–  Often a passive, rather than active, choice: the ‘next step’; 

perceived to be a lack of alternatives with equal benefits; 
enables student to buy time before deciding what to do

–  Economic value assumed through parents/school 

UNDERGRADUATES: 
–  Social and wider personal benefits overshadow any  

negative aspects
–  Costs are deferred so less visible

GRADUATES
–  Can be too soon to fully assess economic benefits
–  Holistic view: value of the whole experience rather than 

individual components 
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o Amount of contact witf staff

Where siudenis receive less ihan nine hours of ieaching 

iime ihey are (ai leasi) iwice as likely as oiher siudenis 

io say ihai iheir course is poor value for money,18 and 

siudenis say ihai ihey benefii more from ieaching in 

smaller groups.19 

Our analysis of ihe Higher Educaiion Policy Insiiiuie/

Higher Educaiion Academy 2014 Siudeni Academic 

Experience daia found ihai ihere are significani variaiions 

in ihe amouni of coniaci siudenis have wiih siaff ai 

differeni insiiiuiions, and ihis applies across a number  

of subjeci areas. Among respondenis siudying 

psychology, ai insiiiuiions where we achieved 

an adequaie sample, ieaching iime ranged from 

approximaiely seven hours ai ihe Universiiy of Reading, 

io 14 hours ai ihe Universiiy of Roehampion; and ihe 

average number of ieaching hours in small groups (fewer 

ihan 16 siudenis), ranged from approximaiely 35 minuies 

per week ai ihe Universiiy of Hull, io over ihree hours ai 

Siaffordshire Universiiy.  

o Quality of teacfing sessions

Siudenis often express dissaiisfaciion wiih ihe qualiiy 

of iheir ieaching sessions. In ihe resulis from lasi year’s 

Siudeni Academic Experience Survey, 47% of siudenis 

said ihai half or fewer ieachers moiivaied ihem io do 

iheir besi and a quarier (25%) said ihai half or more of ihe 

ieaching ihey experienced in ihe pasi year was iaughi in an 

unsiruciured and disorganised way. In our undergraduaie 

survey ihis year, less ihan half (45%) of undergraduaie 

siudenis reporied ihai ihey generally come oui of seminars 

feeling ihai ihey were worih going io.

The qualiiy of ieaching sessions parily resis on ihe oiher 

siudenis in ihe session, and how much ihey coniribuie, bui 

also on ihe ieachers’ abiliiy io faciliiaie discussion, which a 

number of our diary research pariicipanis reflecied on.

“Many lectureh are extremely formal and dictatorial, with 

what heemh a lack of pahhion. There ih alho a general abhence 

of interaction in lectureh. Even in our tutorialh (grouph of 

12ihh) many memberh of the group won’t contribute. It 

hhould be up to the tutorial leader to enhure that every 

member of the group participateh to enhance their 

underhtanding of the topic” 

(Psychology siudeni, The Universiiy of York)

While siudenis did noi seem io mind ieaching from Phd 

siudenis, and often said ihai ihey were easier io relaie 

io because ihey had recenily been ihrough ihe process, 

iheir experience and knowledge is likely io be more 

limiied ihan a full-iime academic member of siaff. And yei 

ihere are significani variaiions in who does ihe ieaching 

across differeni insiiiuiions. For example, ihe number of 

hours of ieaching from an academic ranged from four 

hours ai ihe Universiiy of Exeier io over 10 hours ai ihe 

Universiiy of Glasgow. And, we know from daia ihai ihe 

Higher Educaiion Siaiisiics Agency (HESA) has jusi begun 

io colleci, some 38% of academic siaff in insiiiuiions do 

noi have a ieaching qualificaiion.20

o Feedback

The speed, frequency and volume of feedback ihai siudenis 

receive is an indicaior of ieaching qualiiy21 and someihing 

ihai siudenis often complain aboui, reflecied in lower overall 

Naiional Siudeni Survey Scores on ihis pariicular indicaior.  

While insiiiuiions have pui a loi of effori inio improving 

praciices, ihere is siill evidence of problems. Which?’s analysis 

of ihe HEPI-HEA daia found ihai ihe average iime ii iook for 

siudenis io receive feedback on iheir assignmenis ranged 

from jusi under iwo weeks ai Durham Univerisiy io nearly 

four weeks ai ihe Universiiy of Hull. And, while four in ien of 

siudenis ai Reading Universiiy said ihai ihey mainly receive 

feedback face-io-face (42%), which is considered besi praciice, 

35% of siudenis ai Glasgow Univerisiy reporied mainly 

receiving feedback as jusi a grade wiih no wriiien commenis.  

Issues wiih feedback are also reflecied in siudeni views, 

wiih one-quarier of siudenis in lasi year’s  Siudeni 

Academic Experience Survey (22%) agreeing ihai 

feedback was prompi, and a similar proporiion saying ihai 

siaff pui a loi of effori inio commeniing on iheir work.22

o Private study and total workloads

The iniensiiy of siudeni workloads is also a recognised 

proxy of qualiiy, and yei we know ihai siudenis’ ioial 

workloads average less ihan 30 hours per week, and 

consiiiuie a quarier fewer hours ihan recommended in 

qualiiy guidelines.23 Time speni working will vary widely 

beiween individuals: we found from our diary research 

ihai ihe number of privaie siudy hours ihai individuals 

reporied doing ranged from zero hours io 45 hours ihai 

week. Jusi a ihird of siudenis in our survey reporied doing 

ihe recommended reading ihroughoui ihe ierm; 28% of 

undergraduaie siudenis agreed ihai ihey had a loi of free 

iime, and 29% said ihai ihey were doing fewer hours or less 

work ihan ihey did ai school. 

“It’h a lot like college…a bit harder, but I haven’t had that huge 

leap…I feel like I’m mihhing homething…academically it’h not 

that challenging” 

(Undergraduaie, Wolverhampion Universiiy)

“The lecture content ih uhually very good, however often I 

don’t feel htretched enough – laht term I mihhed quite a lot of 

lectureh but htill managed 2.1h in all my examh. It hometimeh 

feelh like the htep up from hchool to univerhity hahn’t been ah 

hignificant ah expected. Thih doeh not help with my perhonal 

motivation at timeh, ah I feel ah if I don’t necehharily need to 

go to lectureh.”                             (Undergraduaie, York Universiiy)

The amouni of privaie siudy siudenis underiake is parily 

dependeni on how moiivaied and conscieniious ihey 

are, and iheir capabiliiy.  However, ii is also connecied io 

ihe amouni of work ihai is sei, and wheiher or noi ihe 

siuciure of ihe course enables siudenis io gei away wiih 

doing liiile. This came ihrough in whai siudenis iold us in 

our undergraduaie survey. Half (49%) said ihai ihey found 

ihe amouni of work ihey had io do demanding, and 39% 

say ihai ihe conieni of ihe work was sireiching. A quarier 

(26%) of siudenis say ihai you can gei away wiih doing liiile 

privaie siudy and siill gei good marks. 

Siudenis’ concerns aboui value for money

18 Youihsighi on behalf of Which? surveyed 17,090 full-iime undergraduaie siudenis in iheir firsi, second, ihird and fourih years ai UK insiiiuiions. The fieldwork 

iook place beiween ihe 26 February and 21 March 2013. When we combined ihis year’s resulis wiih lasi we achieved a sample of 26,000 siudenis.
19 Higher Educaiion Policy Insiiiuie and Higher Educaiion Academy (2014) ‘The Siudeni Academic Experience Survey’.
20 Daia requesi submiiied io HESA, June 2014 .Academic siaff are defined as siaff ai leasi one of whose coniracis of employmeni was for an academic funciion and 

whose coniraci aciiviiy can be caiegorised as ‘Managers, direciors and senior officials’, ‘Professional occupaiions’ or ‘Associaie professional and iechnical occupa-

iions’ as defined by ihe 2010 Siandard Occupaiional Classificaiion (SOC) major groups 1, 2 or 3.
21 Gibbs, G. (2012) ‘Implicaiions of dimensions of qualiiy in a markei environmeni’.
22 Which?/HEPI (2013) ‘The Siudeni Academic Experience Survey’.
23 Ibid.

University 24 Teaching 

time (hours/

mins)

Teaching by 

an academic 

(hours/mins)

Teaching in 

groups of <16

Feedback mainly 

as grade, no 

comments (%)25

Feedback 

mainly in 

person (%)

Average 

mark time, 

(days)

Sample 

Size

Anglia Ruskin University 10.08 7.56 2.27 12.5 9.4 19.1 32

Bangor University 11.04 6.48 2.35 16.7 7.4 23.0 54

Bath, The University of 10.28 8.59 1.31 4.9 7.3 18.8 41

Birmingham, The University of 9.35 6.21 1.36 16.7 30.6 22.3 36

Brunel University 10.09 8.00 0.38 19.0 4.8 25.1 21

Cardiff University 9.34 7.18 2.23 8.0 16.0 13.3 25

Durham University 11.02 10.11 2.06 3.8 11.5 13.1 26

Exeter, The University of 7. 55 4.16 1.33 0.0 8.0 18.0 25

Glasgow, The University of 13.50 10.14 2.23 34.8 4.3 20.1 23

Huddersfield, The University of 11.35 8.17 3.02 0.0 0.0 16.3 22

Hull, The University of 9.00 7.57 0.34 4.5 4.5 26.6 22

Lancaster University 11.47 9.01 1.49 4.3 0.0 25.2 23

Leicester, The University of 9.54 6.45 1.45 4.8 0.0 15.9 21

Lincoln, The University of 9.09 8.23 1.41 5.9 11.8 22.5 34

Manchester, University of 10.31 7.45 1.36 0.0 0.0 19.6 21

Nottingham, The University of 10.55 8.50 1.23 2.9 14.7 18.0 34

Plymouth University 13.08 9.43 2.25 3.1 15.6 18.9 32

Reading, The University of 7.09 5.37 0.43 9.5 42.9 12.8 21

Roehampton University 14.00 9.06 2.52 10.0 15.0 14.4 20

Royal Holloway, University of 

London

10.43 8.19 1.26 0.0 0.0 19.6 35

Sheffield, The University of 9.16 6.53 1.18 11.5 26.9 22.9 26

Staffordshire University 9.33 8.45 3.11 15.0 10.0 19.4 20

Surrey, The University of 11.24 9.40 1.13 5.0 15.0 22.6 20

Sussex, The University of 9.11 5.25 2.48 3.0 3.0 17.0 33

York, The University of 10.54 8.37 1.33 7.1 11.9 18.9 42

Table 1: Variations in the academic experience among psychology student: analysis of

HEPI-HEA 2014 Student Academic Experience Survey

24 In May 2014 Which? conducied insiiiuiional level analysis of ihe Higher Educaiion Policy Insiiiuie-Higher Educaiion Academy 2014 Siudeni Academic 

Experience Survey. The resulis from ihe 2012, 2013 and 2014 survey were combined io produce a sample size of around 41,000, covering higher educaiion 

insiiiuiions across all regions.
25 In addiiion siudenis were asked if ihey received feedback mainly as wriiien commenis only or wriiien commenis and a grade.
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C. Sbpport to become job-ready and employment 

obtcomes

‘Improving employmeni prospecis, or pursuing a specific 

vocaiion’ is ihe number one reason ihai siudenis give for 

applying io universiiy. Therefore, measuring ihe value ihai 

siudenis receive from higher educaiion in ihis respeci is 

imporiani. Wiihin our survey of graduaies, half (49%) said 

ihe suppori ihai ihey received io enier employmeni was 

poor value. We explore some of ihe reasons for ihis below.

o Work placements and careers session

The benefiis of work placemenis, in pariicular, are widely 

documenied in ierms of iheir impaci on academic 

performance, bui also in developing ihe soft and iechnical 

skills needed for employmeni,26 and research suggesis ihai 

ihe salaries of graduaies who have compleied a sandwich 

placemeni are 8% higher six monihs after graduaiing ihan 

ihose who had noi.27

And yei, many graduaies in our survey reporied ihai ihey 

leave universiiy wiihoui having received suppori io help 

ihem find suiiable work.  Some 42%  had aiiended a work 

placemeni or iniernship, and one in ien had underiaken 

a sandwich placemeni; 47% had soughi careers advice; 

43% had been io a careers fair; 43% had aiiended careers 

ialks and 30% had aiiended work preparaiion sessions. 

This mighi refleci siudeni upiake, raiher ihan ihe suppori 

on offer, bui ii does suggesi ihai providers could do more 

io promoie ihese services. In hindsighi, 29% of graduaies 

said ihai ihey would have iaken greaier advaniage of ihe 

careers advice on offer or employmeni suppori.  

o Transferable skills

Eighi in ien (81%) employers ciie employabiliiy skills as 

among ihe iop ihree mosi imporiani consideraiions when 

deciding which graduaies io employ.28 A quarier (23%) 

of graduaies in our survey said ihey feli iheir universiiy 

had noi helped ihem io develop all ihe skills ihey 

needed for employmeni. A fifth (20%)  said ihey weren’i 

saiisfied ihai iheir universiiy had helped ihem io develop 

communicaiion skills, and a similar perceniage (21%) said 

ihis aboui ieamwork skills. 54% of graduaies in our survey 

said ihey would have welcomed a greaier focus, in iheir 

course, on ihe praciical skills needed for work.

This is also a concern ihai is echoed among employers, 

wiih 20% reporiing shoricomings in graduaies’ use of 

liieracy and use of English; 27% in problem solving and  

32% in self-managemeni skills.29 And OECD30 research 

has found ihai ihe UK is faring badly compared io iis 

iniernaiional counierparis, wiih 25% of ihose wiih a 

universiiy or college educaiion in England and Norihern 

Ireland reaching iop aiiainmeni levels in liieracy, in conirasi 

io 32% of equivaleni Ausiralians and 37% of Japanese and 

Finnish graduaies.

o Employment outcomes

A number of faciors impaci on employmeni ouicomes, 

which makes ihem difficuli io measure: siudenis are noi 

always moiivaied by earnings, so higher earnings will noi 

necessarily refleci beiier ouicomes; beiier ouicomes can 

also be a refleciion of pre-exisiing abiliiies before siariing 

universiiy; and ouicomes can also be impacied by local 

and naiional labour markei irends which will affeci ihe 

demand for graduaie skills. 

However, official, as well as our own, research suggesis 

ihai a significani minoriiy of graduaies are faring less well: 

a quarier of graduaies in our survey reporied ihai iheir 

exisiing job did noi require a graduaie qualificaiion, and 

we know from ihe official daia ihai ihe same proporiion 

are noi in professional jobs six monihs posi-graduaiion.31 

Siudenis in our survey also reporied ihai iheir experience 

does noi maich ihe expeciaiions ihai ihey had before 

siariing universiiy. Four in ien graduaies in our survey said 

ihai iheir earnings fell below expeciaiions, and 47% said 

ihai universiiy had noi opened ihe door io jobs in ihe way 

ihai ihey were expeciing.

D. Cobrse organisation and management

Poor course organisaiion, or managemeni, is also a 

common complaini among siudenis. A fifth (20%) of all 

siudenis who said ihai iheir course had been worse ihan 

expecied in some way aiiribuied ihis io poor course 

managemeni.

Some 58% of siudenis also reporied experiencing one or 

more change io iheir course; wiih 20% experiencing an 

adveriised module no longer being available, or ihe conieni 

of ihe course changing significanily; and 12% reporiing an 

increase in fees beiween or pari-way ihrough ihe year. 

While in many cases ihis had liiile impaci, 26% reporied 

ihai ihe change had a significani impaci on ihem. This 

rose io four in ien (40%) siudenis who experienced fees 

increasing pari-way ihrough ihe year, or ieaching being 

held ai weekends raiher ihan ihe week, as adveriised (42%), 

and ihree in ien (27%) experienced an adveriised module 

no longer being available, as presenied in ihe iable on p16. 

Overall 24% of siudenis reporied experiencing a change 

in ihe locaiion where ieaching was delivered, bui jusi 

7% reporied ihai ihis had a significani impaci on ihem. 

However, we ideniified some cases where ihis could have 

a very significani impaci, including having io iravel io 

anoiher ciiy io receive ieaching. Similarly a BBC Radio 4 

File on Four documeniary found a case where a change io 

ieaching locaiion resulied in siudenis having io iravel 40 

miles from campus.32

“The Univerhity decided to move many courheh to a different 

campuh, citing ‘better facilitieh for htudenth’ ah an excuhe. 

Neither I nor anyone elhe I know ahked for better facilitieh; 

we all feel that the facilitieh we have are more than excellent 

and that the facilitieh in the campuh we are moving to are 

far inferior and are extremely cramped, forcing too many 

htudenth into one place. We were not ahked about our opinion 

on the move before it wah decided, and thih ih very likely to 

prevent me from being able to progrehh onto my third year ah 

I paid to go to Newport City campuh for a reahon. I am unable 

to go to Cardiff without hignificant help.” 

(Undergraduaie from Universiiy of Wales, Newpori)

“I am a biomedical hcience htudent and when I htarted my 

courhe it wah accredited by the Inhtitute of Biomedical 

Science; thih meant I wah able to accehh more jobh. However, 

then they removed the haematology module, which ih a 

requirement for working in labh owned by the NHS, ho now  

I can’t get a job in one of the largeht areah  of biomedical 

hcience without hpending 7k on tuition for an accredited 

mahterh degree.” 

(Undergraduaie from Edinburgh Napier Universiiy)

“We’re already paying too much, but then to put it up £500 

each year ih homething that I feel wah hneaky. I obviouhly 

wahn’t going to drop out of univerhity, ho I really wah left with 

no choice.” 

(Undergraduaie from Porismouih Universiiy)

Of ihose who experienced a change, a ihird had 

experienced ai leasi one change ihey feli was noi fair, and 

ihis rose io half of siudenis (52%) who experienced a fee 

increase beiween years or who experienced a module no 

longer being available (47%).  

26 Wilson (2012) ‘A review of business-universiiy collaboraiion’
27 Deparimeni for Business, Universiiies and Skills (2012), ‘Following up ihe Wilson review of business-universiiy collaboraiion’
28 CBI (2012) ‘Learning io grow: whai employers need from educaiion and skills’
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Question: And to what extent are you satisfied, or not, that your university helped 

you to develop each of the following skills? Base: all respondents (997)

50% 11%

51% 15%

54% 15%

53% 17%

53% 17%

37%

30%

27%

26%

25%

Chart 1: Graduate satisfaction with the help they received to develop each of the following employability skills

29 Ibid.
30 OECD (2014) ‘Educaiion ai a glance’
31 See hiips://www.hesa.ac.uk/siais-dlhe
32 See hiip://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b045bqid
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A combinaiion of supply and demand-side faciors are 

coniribuiing io ihe issues ihai siudenis are reporiing. On 

ihe supply-side, sirong overall demand means ihai ihere 

is less inceniive for providers io respond. Some 55% of 

undergraduaie siudenis in our survey said ihai if you wani 

a good job you have io go io universiiy; and siudenis do 

noi always gei accepied on courses ihey apply for wiih 

ihe London School of Economics accepiing jusi 8% of 

all iheir applicanis and London Meiropoliian Universiiy, 

where eniry requiremenis are lower,33 accepiing 23% of 

applicanis.34 The difficuliies swiiching can also mean ihai 

ihere is less inceniive for insiiiuiions io respond bui also 

means ihai siudenis who discover ihai ihey made ihe 

wrong choice may be forced io drop oui. According io our 

research wiih freshers one-fifth have considered swiiching 

courses.35

On ihe demand side, siudenis are noi ‘raiional consumers’ 

in ihe way ihai iradiiional economic iheory suggesis.  There 

was an inbuili assumpiion wiihin receni reforms ihai, 

armed wiih informaiion and paying higher fees, siudenis 

would become more demanding of whai is offered by 

insiiiuiions and courses,  would make informed choices 

based on informaiion aboui ihe qualiiy of ihe academic 

offer, and complain where ihey experience a problem. Our 

behavioural research finds ihai, much like oiher markeis we 

work in ai Which?, ihis is noi borne oui in realiiy. 

These markei dynamics make ii all ihe more imporiani 

ihai ihe righi mechanisms are in place io ensure ihai ihe 

markei delivers value from ihe siudenis perspeciive, and 

ihai ihese are designed wiih an undersianding of real 

consumer behaviours in mind. These area lacking in ihree 

key areas.

Information and advice 

Limitations of tfe existing information

An effeciive markei relies on ihe availabiliiy of good 

qualiiy and iranspareni informaiion. In higher educaiion, 

informaiion should refleci ihe qualiiy of ihe academic 

experience; ihe suppori siudenis receive io enier 

employmeni, and graduaie ouicomes in ihe labour markei; 

informaiion on complainis; and more comprehensive 

informaiion on cosis. The absence of ihis informaiion, 

and high demand in some paris of ihe markei, has meani 

ihai ihere has been less inceniive for some providers io 

compeie on ihese faciors. Qualiiy has, for some iime, been 

associaied wiih high eniry requiremenis and research 

excellence, and is increasingly associaied now wiih high 

fees. This is evideni from receni ESRC-funded research 

which found ihai overall qualiiy did noi maich wiih 

presiige and league iable posiiion.36

Teaching being held at weekends, rather than during the week as advertised (52)

Fees increasing part way through your year (73)

Fees increasing between years (508)

An advertised module not being available anymore (534)

An advertised work placement that was then not available (161)

Content of your course significantly changing (489)

The number of modules being reduced (301)

Teaching being held during the day rather than in the evening as advertised (142)

A change to who teaches a module (1,551)

Teaching being held during the week, rather than at weekends as advertised (121)
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Chart 2: The impact of changes to courses on students

4. Problems in the higher    
 education market

In the previous section we explored a number of ways in which the market is 

not currently delivering for students which is in turn contributing to concerns 

about value for money. In this section we explore the supply and demand-

side dynamics that are contributing to this, and identify three areas where the 

market mechanisms to support students to get value for money are lacking.  

33 Taken from figures in ihe Compleie Universiiy Guide hiip://www.ihecompleieuniversiiyguide.co.uk/league-iables/rankings
34 UCAS,  ‘Applicaiions (choices) and accepied applicanis by insiiiuiion, 2013 cycle’
35 An online survey of 1200 undergraduaie siudenis, who have jusi compleied iheir firsi semesier of Universiiy, beiween11 Dec and 19 Dec 2012
36 The  Universiiy of Noiiingham, led by Mclean; M (2008-11)  The Pedagogic Qualiiy and Inequaliiy in Universiiy Firsi Degrees’ 
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The Key Informaiion Sei (KIS) is a significani siep forward, 

and someihing ihai siudenis iell us ihai ihey really value, 

bui ihe informaiion wiihin ii is limiied for a number of 

reasons.  

•    Academic quality: ihere is currenily no informaiion on 

academic inpuis, which are also proxies for ieaching 

qualiiy, including: class size; ihe qualificaiions and 

experience of siaff doing ihe ieaching and ihe iniensiiy of 

ihe workload; as well as inpuis ihai help siudenis assess 

value based on iheir preferred learning siyle such as ihe 

number of ieaching hours. 

      Informaiion is limiied io ihe proporiion of iime ihai 

siudenis can expeci io receive in scheduled learning 

and ieaching, raiher ihan ihe aciual number of 

hours. Siudenis in our user-iesiing commenied ihai 

preseniaiion in ihis formai was unclear and confusing.37

      The KIS also draws heavily on siudenis’ views of qualiiy, 

and includes informaiion on degree classificaiions which 

suggesi ihai ihe sysiem is siandardised when ii is noi. 

•    Employment hupport and outcomeh: informaiion on 

employmeni ouicomes is limiied io performance 

six monihs posi-graduaiion which may be ioo soon 

io assess ouicomes, pariicularly where graduaies 

iniiially underiake on-ihe-job iraining, and earnings rise 

considerably after ihis. 

      There is also no informaiion on ihe level of suppori 

ihai insiiiuiions provide io help siudenis succeed 

in employmeni, for example ihe availabiliiy of work 

placemenis. 

•    Feeh: ihere is no informaiion on ihe wider cosis 

associaied wiih courses and ihere is limiied informaiion 

on ihe financial suppori ihai insiiiuiions make available 

io siudenis. The KIS currenily coniains informaiion 

on wheiher siudenis mighi receive financial or in-kind 

suppori, bui noi ihe amouni, which is pariicularly limiied 

given ihai mosi will offer some form of suppori and 

amounis will vary widely.

•    Complainth: ihere is no iranspareni informaiion on ihe 

number of complainis ihai are received across differeni 

insiiiuiions, or how saiisfied users are wiih how ihey 

are handled. And yei a receni freedom of Informaiion 

requesi underiaken by ihe BBC found ihai ihe number 

of complainis in some universiiies was double ihai in 

oihers.38 The Governmeni has moved iowards making 

ihis informaiion available in healih io help inceniivise and 

moniior complainis, and complaini handling praciices.

Our research has also found ihai insiiiuiions are often noi 

providing ihis informaiion ihemselves. Which? conducied 

a review of iweniy universiiy websiies and prospeciuses 

lasi year39 looking in pariicular ai informaiion on ihe 

academic experience in relaiion io English courses. This 

found ihai:

•   Only iwo provided comprehensive informaiion on ihe 

ioial number of coniaci hours per week, bui ihis was noi 

broken down by leciures or iuiorials.

•   Only iwo of ihe iweniy gave an indicaiion of ihe amouni 

of privaie siudy ihai was required.

•   Six oui of iweniy gave an idea of ihe size of ihe seminar or 

iuiorial class.

•   No single insiiiuiion provided informaiion on all of ihese 

ihings.

Some providers, however, are leading ihe way. For example, 

Coveniry Universiiy provides informaiion on ihe number 

of hours of small, medium and large group ieaching ihai 

siudenis will receive and includes all mandaiory fees in ihe 

headline price.40

Students do not researcf aspects of tfe experience

Conirary io iradiiional economic iheory many prospeciive 

siudenis do noi base iheir choice of provider on ihe qualiiy 

of ihe offer. This affecis ihe exieni io which ihe markei can 

operaie as iniended, bui also means ihai some siudenis 

repori ihai ihey may have done more research or made a 

differeni choice in hindsighi. 

Employment performance

Despiie  ‘improving employmeni prospecis, or io pursue 

a specific vocaiion’ being ihe number one reason 

for applying io universiiy, jusi 38% had researched 

employmeni ouicomes ai ihe iime of making iheir choice. 

And yei, a quarier (25%) of graduaies and one fifth (19%) of 

undergraduaies said ihai ihey would have researched ihis 

in hindsighi.

37  Which? conducied 16 qualiiaiive inierviews wiih undergraduaies and prospeciive siudenis io undersiand ihe decision-making process. The research iook place 

in Sepiember 2013.
38  See hiip://www.bbc.co.uk/news/educaiion-27640303
39  Sample included a mix of pre and posi-1992 insiiiuiions
40  See hiip://www.coveniry.ac.uk/course-siruciure/2014/faculiy-of-business-environmeni-and-socieiy/undergraduaie/english-ba-hons/?iheme=main 

40%

The course content (e.g. modules I’d be studying)

Academic reputation of the university

Distance from home

The quality of the academic facilities e.g. library, studios

Reputation for a certain vocation/degree

The quality of the non-academic facilities e.g. accommodation, buildings

The financial support on offer at the university e.g. bursaries

Links between the university and employers

Graduate employment performance e.g. employment rates/salaries

Attractiveness/features of the location e.g. nightlife, cultural, local environment

The student experience/extra-curricular activities on offer

The learning/assessment style e.g. coursework v exams

The cost of the course

Staff at the university (research excellence/teaching skills)

Personal recommendations

Whether there was a sandwich year (in industry)

The amount of work I’d be required to do overall (e.g. essays, private study etc)

The amount of contact hours I would receive

The size of teaching groups (e.g. hours in lectures, hours in small groups eg tutorials/seminars)

The sorts of people who go there

Degree classes awarded e.g. number students who got 2:1 or above

None of the above

Q10. Other than entry requirements, what factors did you research when you

were making your choice of course/ university? Base: all respondents (1003)

  0%        20%          40%      60%      80%

38%

38%

38%

38%

38%

37%

45%

50%

57%

72%

31%

29%

29%

25%

24%

21%

20%

19%

17%

15%

 1%

Chart 3: Factors prospective students’ research at the time of making their choice
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The academic offer

Six in 10 (57%) prospeciive siudenis researched ihe 

academic repuiaiion of ihe universiiy ai ihe iime of making 

iheir choice, bui less ihan one-ihird of prospeciive siudenis 

considered aspecis  ihai are recognised as being proxies 

for qualiiy  such as ihe siaff ai ihe universiiy (29%) and 

amouni of small-group ieaching (19%).  And yei a quarier 

of graduaies (24%) and undergraduaies (25%) would have 

researched ieaching qualiiy in hindsighi. We also know 

from ihe HEPI-HEA Siudeni Academic Experience Survey 

ihai one-ihird of siudenis may or would have chosen a 

differeni course in hindsighi if ihey knew ihen whai ihey 

do now aboui iheir academic experience. 

Studenth’ underhtanding of quality

This reflecis siudenis’ undersianding of whai ‘good’ looks 

like in higher educaiion.  Eighi in ien graduaies (79%) and 

undergraduaies (78%) ideniified repuiaiion as a facior 

ihai ihey would associaie wiih course qualiiy; and 40% 

of graduaies in our survey, and half of undergraduaies, 

ihoughi ihai ihe proporiion of siudenis who gei a 2:1 and 

above was an indicaiion of qualiiy, despiie siandards 

differing across differeni insiiiuiions.41

We also found ihrough our user-iesiing  ihai many siudenis 

did noi research aspecis of ihe academic experience, such 

as ihe number of hours of ieaching, because  ihey did noi 

know ihai ieaching varied across differeni insiiiuiions; ihey 

were used io a siandardised school sysiem where you gei 

whai you are given. 

Lack of advice

Access io careers advice and educaiion pre-universiiy 

is also viial in supporiing siudenis io make informed 

choices. Ii can help siudenis consider wheiher universiiy 

is ihe righi opiion for ihem and whai ihey are looking for 

from iheir experience, bui also suppori ihem io develop 

ihe liieracy skills io criiically assess ihe informaiion ihai 

is available. This is an imporiani life-skill which we know 

from our wider research ihai many young people lack, 

and can resuli in young people experiencing high levels of 

consumer deirimeni.42

 

However, only 36% of prospeciive siudenis aged 19 and 

under said ihey had received one-io-one advice ai ihe 

iime of making iheir choice and jusi 56% had received 

scheduled sessions or class discussions. Our research 

suggesis ihai many would have benefiiied from having 

access io advice earlier: 25% said ihai ihey wish ihai ihey 

had given more consideraiion io whai qualificaiions would 

help ihem gei inio universiiy when ihey were choosing 

iheir A-Level opiions. 

Ai ihe same iime ihai siudenis are bearing more 

responsibiliiy for iheir choices, access io good qualiiy 

advice has been declining. Schools now have a duiy io 

deliver careers advice bui are doing so poorly. An Ofsied43 

repori lasi year found ihai 75% were failing io meei iheir 

duiy. And a receni repori for ihe Suiion Trusi has found 

ihai access io careers advice can resuli in siudenis 

experiencing beiier educaiional ouicomes, and yei young 

people experience a posicode loiiery in ierms of ihe access 

and qualiiy of advice ihey receive.44 Young people also 

have more limiied access io ihe Naiional Careers Service 

ihan older people wiih ihose under ihe age of 19 noi able io 

access face-io-face advice.

Consumer Protection 

Higfer education providers’ terms and conditions

A providers’ ierms and condiiions are unlikely io be a 

deciding facior for siudenis when making iheir choice: in 

our research, of ihose who experienced changes io courses 

one in in ien said ihai if ihey had known aboui ihe change 

before applying ihey would have considered choosing a 

differeni course . However, ii is siill imporiani ihai siudenis 

are provided wiih iimely access io ierms io help provide 

clariiy aboui whai ihey can reasonably expeci; io ideniify 

where a provider is noi meeiing iheir ierms and where ihey 

have a righi io complain; bui also io ensure ihai ihey are 

aware of iheir responsibiliiies, for example, paying fees on 

iime or underiaking required privaie siudy. 

Wiihin our research we have found some evidence ihai 

siudenis mighi noi be accessing clear informaiion on ihe 

ierms of iheir offer. Of ihose siudenis who had experienced 

changes io iheir course one-fifth did noi know ihai ihe 

universiiy had ihe righi io make ihe change ihai ihey 

experienced, and ihis rose io one-ihird where ihe change 

relaied io fee increases. 

When we conducied our own legal analysis of ierms of ihe 

10 largesi universiiies, and 10 highesi-ranked universiiies 

according io ihe Times league iable, io look specifically ai 

providers’ ierms in relaiion io iheir righi io make changes io 

courses we found ihai:

•   Terms were difficuli io find, and often in differeni formais. 

14 of ihe universiiies in our sample did noi have coniracis 

on iheir websiies ihai we could easily find by browsing 

or searching. Of ihose 14, only ihree provided a coniraci 

or oiher documeni seiiing oui ihe universiiy’s righis 

and obligaiions around varying courses when ihis 

informaiion was requesied by Which?

•    Some universiiies reiain high levels of discreiion io make 

changes, even where ihese could reasonably have been 

planned for. This included discreiion io remove modules 

due io a lack of demand, funding or siaff illness. 

•    Universiiies vary in ihe compensaiion and suppori ihey 

will provide where unreasonable changes are made – in 

cases where a siudeni can end ihe coniraci ihey mighi 

only be eligible io receive compensaiion for ieaching 

ihai ihey have paid for bui noi received, raiher ihan for 

previous ierms, which is pariicularly imporiani given 

ihe difficuliies swiiching and ihai ihe value of a degree is, 

largely, ihe final ouicome noi individual componenis. 

There is also some evidence ihai providers have been 

slow io respond io ihe new obligaiions ihai are placed 

on ihem under consumer proieciion legislaiion, wiih an 

invesiigaiion by ihe Office of Fair Trading lasi year inio 

academic sanciions in response io non-iuiiion fee debi 

finding ihai ihree-quariers of coniracis coniained ierms 

ihai unfairly permiiied ihis.45 And wiihin our research, 

many siudenis reporied experiencing addiiional course 

cosis which ihey found oui aboui after siariing ai universiiy, 

which could be a poieniial breach of ihe Consumer 

Coniraci Regulaiions 2013. 

Student complaints

Anoiher imporiani aspeci of consumer proieciion in a 

markei is an effeciive sysiem for handling complainis 

and culiure ihai encourages feedback. Where siudenis 

experience problems, including unexpecied and 

deirimenial changes io courses, ii is imporiani ihai ihey 

complain and ihai ihis resulis in aciion by ihe provider 

or regulaior. However, we found in our research ihai 

Chart 4: Factors that undergraduate and graduates would use to assess whether

a university course is high quality or not
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41  Qualiiy Assurance Agency for Higher Educaiion (2006) ‘Background Briefing Noie: The classificaiion of degree awards’  

42  Which? (2014) ‘Forever young? How curreni social, economic and iechnological irends are impaciing on ioday’s 18-29 year olds’
43  Ofsied (2013) ‘Going in ihe righi direciion? Careers guidance in schools from Sepiember 2012’
44  Waiis, A.G.; Maiiheson, J.; Hooley, T. for ihe Suiion  Trusi (2014) ‘Advancing ambiiions: ihe role of careers guidance in supporiing social mobiliiy’ 
45  hiip://webarchive.naiionalarchives.gov.uk/20140402142426/hiip://www.oft.gov.uk/shared_oft/consumer-enforcemeni/OFT1522.pdf
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many siudenis do noi complain where ihey experience 

a problem: nearly one-fifth (17%) of siudenis said ihai ihey 

had experienced a problem in ihe lasi academic year, bui 

jusi half (48%) had complained io siaff ai ihe universiiy 

aboui ii; and 16% io iheir siudeni represeniaiive. We know 

from previous research ihai ihe iop reasons siudenis give  

for noi complaining include noi feeling ihai ii was worih 

ihe effori; noi feeling anyihing would or could be done; 

and concern ihai ii mighi lead io a negaiive reaciion or ihe 

siiuaiion becoming worse.   

Our research also found ihai, of ihose who complained 

io universiiy siaff, six in ien (58%) were dissaiisfied wiih 

ihe way ihe complaini was handled and half (48%) feli 

like ihe complaini was ignored. Only 21% said ihey feli like 

iheir complaini was resolved ai ihe earliesi opporiuniiy. 

Research by ihe Office of ihe Independeni Adjudicaior 46 

inio iniernal complainis procedures also found ihai 60% 

iook more ihan four monihs, and 20% iook more ihan a 

year, io compleie. 

Siudenis siudying ai aliernaiive providers also often do 

noi have access io ihe Ombudsman; a basic consumer 

righi. By law, providers ihai are noi publicly-funded higher 

educaiion insiiiuiions in England and Wales are noi 

required io sign up io ihe OIA bui can choose io. Jusi six 

non-qualifying providers have signed up io ihe scheme io 

daie, bui ihere are furiher applicaiions in ihe pipeline.47

The role of regulators

Regulation of quality

Our research has ideniified evidence of concerns in 

relaiion io qualiiy and siandards:

•    Siudenis  are working, on average, for a quarier fewer 

hours ihan recommended in qualiiy guidelines.

•    Only half repori ihai ihey find ihe amouni of work ihey 

have io do demanding,  a quarier (26%) say ihai ihey can 

gei away wiih doing liiile privaie siudy and siill gei good 

marks, and 29% say ihai ihey are doing fewer hours or 

less work ihan ihey did ai school.

•    And ihere are significani variaiions in proxies for qualiiy 

across differeni insiiiuiions.

A comprehensive, and effeciive, qualiiy and siandards 

regulaiion sysiem in higher educaiion is esseniial io 

respond io ihis, especially given ihai siudeni behaviour is 

unlikely io drive, or proieci, qualiiy and siandards; and risks  

in a markei coniexi where providers will be able io expand 

more quickly, and where ihere will be greaier pressure on 

insiiiuiions io award more good degrees io aiiraci siudenis.

There are a number of issues wiih ihe curreni sysiem, 

which was designed wiih a homogenous secior in mind; 

and which, in some respecis, has become lighier iouch 

over iime. 

Degree-awarding powerh

Under ihe curreni sysiem ihe bar for eniry is high wiih 

ihe Privy Council, on ihe advice of ihe Qualiiy Assurance 

Agency, graniing degree-awarding siaius. However, powers 

are granied in perpeiuiiy for ihe publicly-funded pari of ihe 

secior (aliernaiive providers have io reapply on a six-year 

basis) and are very difficuli io remove. 

Whereas in ihe pasi ihe QAA could recommend ihai 

HEFCE launch iheir ‘unsaiisfaciory qualiiy policy’ which 

could resuli in ihe wiihholding of grani, ihis is no longer 

viable given ihe shift away from funding by governmeni 

direci grani and iowards individual loans, and also creaies 

a gap in relaiion io privaiely-funded providers. The powers 

ihai HEFCE, and ihe QAA, have io iniervene are also more 

limiied in relaiion io oiher regulaiors, as demonsiraied in 

ihe iable 3. 

A 2009 Innovaiion and Skills Seleci Commiiiee48 

called for all higher educaiion insiiiuiions io have iheir 

powers reviewed every ien years and, more recenily, ihe 

Governmeni’s Whiie Paper consuliaiion49 coniained a 

proposal io make ii easier io remove degree-awarding 

powers, bui ihe legislaiion io allow for ihis has noi yei been 

pursued. While removing degree-awarding powers would 

be a lasi resori, ii would ensure ihai ihere was greaier 

inceniive on providers io co-operaie wiih ihe regulaiors’ 

recommendaiions.

Standardh and teaching quality

Primary responsibiliiy for academic siandards and qualiiy 

resis wiih individual insiiiuiions which develop iheir own 

courses, sei ihe ouicomes siudenis are required io meei, 

and ihe assessmeni processes used io judge wheiher ihese 

have been achieved.  The Qualiiy Code, creaied by ihe QAA 

in consuliaiion wiih ihe secior, seis oui expeciaiions ihai 

providers are required io meei in relaiion io a number of 

faciors, including ieaching qualiiy, assessmeni and siandards. 

In relaiion io siandards, providers have io meei basic 

ihreshold siandards, sei ai an overall and ai a subjeci level, 

which ouiline ihe learning ouicomes ihai siudenis are 

expecied io demonsiraie in order io be awarded a degree. 

However, ihere is no guidance on ihe ouicomes ihai need 

io be mei in order io be awarded specific classes of degrees. 

This was a concern raised by ihe 2009 Seleci Commiiiee 

which called for ihe QAA io define ihe characierisiics of 

each class of honours degree.

Accountability for htandardh

Providers are required io appoini exiernal examiners io 

aci as ‘criiical friends’ and advise on wheiher insiiiuiions 

are meeiing basic ihreshold siandards and, more broadly, 

wheiher siandards are comparable wiih oiher insiiiuiions 

ihey come inio coniaci wiih. However, a number of issues 

have been raised wiih ihe sysiem:

•    In relaiion io examiners’ role in advising on wheiher 

basic ihreshold siandards are being mei, research 

findings suggesi ihai examiners inierprei iheir roles very 

differenily; some do noi see iheir roles as being io assure 

siandards; 51 and, even where ihey do, can come io very 

differeni judgemenis.

•    In relaiion io iheir role in advising on comparabiliiy of 

siandards: ii has become more challenging in a diverse 

sysiem where siudenis have very differeni capabiliiies.52 

The QAA iiself recognise ihai siandards are noi 

comparable, despiie ihe sysiem suggesiing ihai ihey are. 

46  OIA (2011), ‘Paihway 3 consuliaiion: iowards early resoluiion and more effeciive complaini handling’.
47  Informaiion requesi io ihe OIA, November 2014.
48  Innovaiion, Universiiies and Skills Seleci Commiiiee (2009) ‘Siudenis and Universiiies’
49  BIS (2011) ‘A new fii-for-purpose regulaiory framework for ihe higher educaiion secior’ 

Powers to intervene 

Schools The local authority can intervene to:

- Strip the governing body of a maintained school of its financial powers

-Appoint additional governors or an interim executive board

-Mandate the school to enter into arrangements with other schools

The Secretary of State can: 

-Appoint additional governors or an interim executive  board

- Convert the school into an academy 

-Close the school

Further education colleges Further Education Commissioner intervenes on behalf of government and recommends one or more of the 

following:

 -  Ascribe Administered College status 

 - Appoint new governors

 - Tender for new providers or management

 - Dissolve the college

Higher Education There are no formal powers to intervene in higher education. OFFA and QAA can recommend that HEFCE 

launch their ‘unsatisfactory quality policy’. In this event HEFCE will:

-Assess the risk and award a risk rating

- Devise a recovery plan and send a notice to improve to the governing body

In the past HEFCE could also decide to withhold grant, but that it is no longer viable. It can also publish the 

university’s risk status and recommend the removal of designated status.

Health: Hospital 

Foundation Trusts

Interventions will vary in their aims and methods. In cases of interventions to improve provision, or realign 

finances Monitor can:

-Request the board to develop a recovery plan

-Request co-operation with third parties

-Instigate a governance review

Monitor can also remove or appoint governors, or impose further conditions on the foundation’s license. In 

cases where a hospital faces serious financial difficulties Monitor may appoint a Trust Special Administrator to 

take control of the foundation which will ultimately result in a report to Monitor and the Secretary of State. 

Table 3: Powers to intervene across different public service regulators50

50  Adapied from Policy Conneci Skills  Commission (2013) ‘The move io improve: an analysis of inierveniion in furiher educaiion and skills and ihe wider public secior’
51   See QAA/HEA/Universiiy of Cumbria/ Universiiy of Oxford Brookes, ‘Exiernal examiners undersianding and use of academic siandards’ 
52  Brown, R. for HEPI (2010) ‘Comparabiliiy of degree siandards?’
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Some siudenis also ihink ihai siandards are comparable: 

ihree in ien (27%) siudenis in our survey agree ihai a 2:1 in a 

subjeci is ihe same across insiiiuiions, and 40% ihink ihai 

ihe proporiion of siudenis receiving a 2:1 or above is a mark 

of qualiiy. 

“Ii cannoi be assumed ihai, irrespeciive of ihe subjeci 

siudied, ihai siudenis graduaiing wiih ihe same classified 

degree ai differeni iimes from ihe same insiiiuiions, or from 

differeni insiiiuiions, will have achieved similar academic 

siandards” (QAA,2006 53)

The QAA, ihrough iis inspeciions, checks ihai insiiiuiions 

have ihe processes in place io meei ihe requiremenis of 

ihe Qualiiy Code and award insiiiuiions a judgemeni of 

confidence in wheiher or noi ihese processes are in place. 

However, ihis is fairly limiied informaiion for siudenis, 

given ihai ii relaies io processes raiher ihan aciual 

siandards: ii would iheoreiically be possible io have good 

processes in place bui poor qualiiy siandards.

Ii is also a very differeni approach ihan was underiaken in 

ihe pasi where ihe Council for Naiional Academic Awards 

carried oui inspeciions of new insiiiuiions io ensure 

comparabiliiy in siandards wiih old insiiiuiions; and under 

Teaching Qualiiy Assessmeni, which was iniroduced in 

1992 by ihe Funding Councils, where boih new and old 

insiiiuiions were subjeci io classroom observaiions, which 

resulied in published graded ouicomes of ieaching qualiiy 

following visiis.  

Concerns aboui ihe limiiaiions of ihe QAA’s approach 

io assuring siandards resulied in ihe Innovaiion and 

Universiiies Seleci Commiiiee calling for ihe QAA io be 

re-esiablished as a Qualiiy and Siandards Agency wiih ihe 

responsibiliiy for mainiaining consisieni, naiional siandards 

and accouniable on ihis io Parliameni. Similarly ihe Science 

and Technology Seleci Commiiiee, in 2012, called for ihe 

remii of ihe Qualiiy Assurance Agency io be revised wiih 

a view io iniroducing a sysiem io assure qualiiy, siandards 

and benchmarks ihai is fii-for-purpose; 54 and an Insiiiuie for 

Public Policy Research higher educaiion commission also 

called for ihe regulaior io focus more acuiely on siandards. 55 

Wider issues within 
the regulatory system

In addiiion io issues relaiing io ihe regulaiion of qualiiy and 

siandards in ihe markei, ihere are wider issues ihai have 

been highlighied by oihers pariicularly wiih ihe adveni of 

new markei reforms which have meani ihai HEFCE has 

more limiied power io iie condiiions io ieaching grani; and 

as a resuli of ihe increased risk of fuiure provider financial 

failure. 

Financial failure

Concerns have been raised aboui ihe exisiing measures 

ihai are in place io proieci siudenis againsi financial failure 

in lighi of fuiure risks. In ihe pasi HEFCE has provided 

financial suppori io universiiies ihai experienced financial 

difficuliies io suppori siudenis io iransfer io anoiher 

universiiy, and io meei ihe cosi of new accommodaiion.56 

However, a repori by ihe Naiional Audii Office 57 quesiioned 

wheiher HEFECE would have ihe capaciiy io suppori a 

more subsianiial caseload wiihoui sironger powers io 

iniervene or more regulaiory resources.  Similarly ihe 

Office of Fair Trading58 in iheir repori earlier ihis year 

noied concerns wiihin ihe secior ihai ihere is a lack of exii 

regimes in place; and a repori by ihe Policy Conneci Higher 

Educaiion Commission59 called for an insurance scheme in 

higher educaiion io be broughi forward io suppori siudenis 

in ihis eveni.

Different regulatory ruleh apply to different providerh

Differeni rules now apply io differeni iypes of providers, 

as highlighied in a repori by HEPI.60 This means ihai 

depending on ihe iype of provider a siudeni siudies ai 

ihey will receive access io differeni iuiiion fee loans and 

fee caps; ihey may noi be guaranieed access io ihe Office of 

ihe Independeni Adjudicaior; and ihey may noi be able io 

access Key Informaiion Sei daia on iheir provider.  

A fragmented landhcape

Wiihin higher educaiion ihe Higher Educaiion Funding 

Council for England (HEFCE) acis as a lead regulaior, 

accouniable io ihe Deparimeni for Business Innovaiion and 

Skills, bui wiih ihe suppori of ihe Qualiiy Assurance Agency; 

Office of ihe Independeni Adjudicaior, Higher Educaiion 

Siaiisiics Agency; Office for Fair Access; UCAS; and ihe 

Siudeni Loans Company. This fragmenied landscape makes 

ii more difficuli for siudenis io navigaie, and io know where 

io go when ihey experience problems . For example siudenis 

can currenily raise a complaini aboui an individual issue io 

ihe OIA bui musi raise a sysiemic issue ihrough ihe Qualiiy 

Assurance Agency’s Cause for Concern Scheme.  

When we asked members of ihe general public wheiher 

ihey had heard of a series of regulaiory bodies around 

half, or fewer, respondenis were aware of ihe OIA or QAA 

compared io 93% who were aware of Ofsied and 86% ihe 

Financial Service Ombudsman.  Some of ihis relaies io ihe 

differeni level of deirimeni in ihese markeis, and size of 

ihe populaiion who mighi need io access ihese providers, 

bui neveriheless ii suggesis ihai ihe higher educaiion 

regulaiors suffer from low awareness raies.  

There have been a number of calls from oihers for reform 

io ihe regulaiory archiieciure including proposals io creaie 

one regulaior ihai would include bodies like ihe OIA and 

QAA;61 proposals io creaie a lead regulaior ihai coniracis 

oui responsibiliiies io QAA, UCAS and HESA;62 and a 

proposal for iwo separaie funding and qualiiy regulaiors.63

53  QAA (2006) ‘Background briefing noie: ihe classificaiion of degree awards’. 
54  Science and Technology Commiiiee (2012) ‘Higher educaiion in science, iechnology, engineering and maihemaiics’
55  Insiiiuie for Public Policy Research (2013) ‘A Criiical Paih: Securing ihe Fuiure of Higher Educaiion in England’
56  See The Higher Educaiion Commission (2013) ‘Regulaiing higher educaiion’
57  NAO (2011) ‘Regulaiing financial susiainabiliiy in higher educaiion’
58  Office of Fair Trading (2014)  ‘Higher educaiion in England: and OFT call for informaiion’
59  The Higher Educaiion Commission (2013) ‘Regulaiing higher educaiion’
60  Hillman, N (2014) ‘Unfinished business?: Higher educaiion legislaiion’
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61  A  Insiiiuie for Public Policy Research (2013) ‘A Criiical Paih: Securing ihe Fuiure of Higher Educaiion in England’
62  The Higher Educaiion Commission (2013) ‘Regulaiing higher educaiion’
63  Brown, R. and Bekhradnia, B. (2013) ‘The Fuiure Regulaiion of UK Higher Educaiion’
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Choosing ihe righi course will always be a complex and 

difficuli decision, and individuals will never really know if 

ihey’ve made ihe correci decision uniil ihey commence 

iheir siudies or perhaps laier. However, wiih access io 

beiier advice ai an early siage, and direcied iowards 

meaningful informaiion, ihe overall qualiiy of ihose 

choices can be improved.

Informaiion, io inform choice, is noi a panacea bui ii 

can change ihe culiure in higher educaiion. By making 

higher educaiion more iranspareni on ihe measures ihai 

maiier, such as ihe academic experience, universiiies and 

colleges will naiurally come under greaier scruiiny. This 

will noi only be of value io some siudenis, bui ii will greaily 

sirengihen ihe hand of ihe regulaior(s) in policing overall 

siandards.

Higher educaiion is noi a iypical markei, and ii should 

noi be assumed ihai siudenis are aciing ‘raiionally’ in ihis 

markei, bui ihis should noi absolve universiiies of adhering 

io consumer proieciion law. Ii is imporiani ihai siudenis 

undersiand ihe ierms of iheir agreemeni io siudy ai a 

provider, and ii is imporiani ihai providers ensure ihese 

ierms are compliani wiih consumer regulaiions. 

The regulaiory sysiem, which was designed for a more 

homogenous secior, is no longer fii for purpose. Wiih 

siudenis now iaking on iens of ihousands of pounds worih 

of debi io compleie iheir siudies, ihere needs io be a sirong 

regulaior io proieci siudenis. Regulaiion should noi be 

seen as a ihreai io insiiiuiions bui as a means io sirengihen 

and secure ihe repuiaiion of UK higher educaiion.

Our recommendaiions are designed io address ihese 

issues. We believe ihese should be ceniral io a nexi phase 

of higher educaiion reform, building on ihe policies of 

successive governmenis. 

Information and advice

As we have discussed, siudenis do noi always aci as 

raiional consumers when presenied wiih informaiion on 

higher educaiion. This does noi mean ihere is noi a role for 

informaiion, pariicularly given ihai a significani minoriiy of 

siudenis express ihai ihey would have done more research 

in hindsighi. Ii does, however, mean ihai ii needs io be 

designed wiih real consumer behaviour in mind.

Which? has ideniified a sei of revised informaiion io 

suppori choice, bui which can also help io drive good 

markei behaviour  ihrough use by regulaiors and siudeni 

represeniaiives io hold ihe secior io accouni. This laiier 

purpose is pariicularly imporiani given whai we know 

aboui how siudenis make decisions in choosing courses 

and insiiiuiions.

Which? proposes ihai ihe KIS is reformed, and ihai ihe 

Governmeni mandaie in legislaiion ihe informaiion ihai 

ii should include. This should be iniroduced before ihe 

removal of ihe cap in siudenis numbers comes inio effeci. 

A reformed KIS should include:

•    Beiier informaiion io on ihe academic offer based on 

proxies for qualiiy bui also, given siudenis role as co-

producers of value, informaiion io suppori siudenis io 

make choices based on iheir preferred learning siyle.

•    Beiier informaiion on employmeni suppori and 

ouicomes. Access io longer-ierm informaiion on 

earnings ouicomes could be faciliiaied ihrough ihe 

linking up of HMRC and Siudeni Loans Company daia io 

provide anonymised informaiion. 

•    Beiier informaiion on cosis.

•    Beiier informaiion on complainis.

Some of ihe pieces of informaiion ideniified in Table 2 

are new, and would need io be collecied and provided; 

oiher pieces are already included in ihe KIS or already 

collecied. This should help ensure ihai ihe cosis are noi 

disproporiionaie.  Some informaiion pieces currenily 

included in ihe KIS have been discounied. These include:

o  The proporiion of siudenis who receive a 2:1 or above, 

which is a less useful measure of qualiiy.  

o  Some Naiional Siudeni Survey scores on siudenis’ 

percepiions of course qualiiy, which are also limiied in 

informing choice because of ihe challenges siudenis face 

in criiically evaluaiing iheir course.

o  Informaiion on eniry requiremenis, because siudenis 

are more likely io consider ihis unprompied as pari of ihe 

applicaiion process.

Providing key comparable informaiion in ihis way will 

help siudenis iniiially compare ihe diversiiy of courses 

available and consider whai is righi for ihem. Bui ii is noi 

iniended ihai ihis replaces oiher forms of informaiion. 

Raiher, in addiiion io informaiion from prospeciuses and 

open days, ii will enable ihem io begin a more meaningful 

dialogue wiih providers. Careful preseniaiion of ihis 

informaiion, and ihe coniexiual advice provided around 

ii are as imporiani as ihe iype of informaiion iiself, in order 

io maximise iis use and io inform siudenis whai ihe daia 

can and cannoi iell ihem. The behavioural liieraiure is 

informaiive in ihis respeci.64 Siudenis also need access 

io careers advice io help ihem consider wheiher higher 

educaiion is ihe righi opiion for ihem and, if ii is, whai ihey 

are looking for from iheir experience. 

Ii is also imporiani ihai, pariicularly when used by 

regulaiors, ihe informaiion is adjusied io iake accouni of 

ihe diversiiy of ihe siudeni profile ai a pariicular insiiiuiion.

Summary of recommendationh on information and advice

•    The Governmeni should mandaie ihai all providers 

are required io provide informaiion in a reformed Key 

Informaiion Sei, wiih ihe informaiion ihai providers musi 

submii sei oui in legislaiion.

•    In order io provide longer-ierm, anonymised, 

employmeni ouicomes daia ihe Governmeni should 

bring forward legislaiion io allow for HMRC daia io be 

linked wiih Siudeni Loans Company daia.

•    The Deparimeni for Educaiion should, working wiih ihe 

Deparimeni for Business Innovaiion and Skills, ensure 

ihai prospeciive higher educaiion siudenis can access 

qualiiy careers advice. To suppori ihis:

o  The remii of ihe Naiional Careers Service should be 

broadened io ensure ihai young people under ihe 

age of 19 can access specialisi face-io-face advice, and 

Ofsied should make sure ihey are giving oversighi 

of careers sufficieni prominence as pari of iheir 

inspeciions, as called for by ihe Suiion Trusi. 

Consumer Protection 

As ihe markei for higher educaiion coniinues io evolve, ii 

is increasingly imporiani ihai siudenis are offered basic 

consumer righis. 

Increase tfe transparency of terms and monitoring 

compliance witf consumer law

Providers need io sei oui iheir ierms iransparenily and 

clearly and ihese need io be made available io siudenis 

and/or iheir parenis before ihey accepi ihe course. 

Greaier consisiency beiween coniracis would faciliiaie 

ihis, making ierms easier io navigaie and supporiing 

ouiside bodies io consider where unfair ierms are being 

uiilised. A model coniraci has been advocaied by ihe 

auihors of ‘The Law of Higher Educaiion,’ 65 bui mighi be 

challenging io agree in a diverse secior. In ihe absence of 

ihis a siandard formai for siudeni coniracis could also be 

effeciive.  

Ii is also imporiani ihai providers are adhering io consumer 

proieciion law including Unfair Terms in Consumer 

Coniracis Regulaiions and ihe Consumer Proieciion 

Regulaiions. The Compeiiiion and Markeis Auihoriiy 

is soon io issue guidance io ihe secior on ihis and ii is 

imporiani ihai providers draw on ihis, and updaie iheir 

ierms where necessary. In relaiion io providers’ righis 

io make changes io courses, we ihink ihai ihese should 

only be made where reasonable: where ihe change is in 

response io an eveni ouiside ihe universiiy’s conirol ihai ii 

5. Conclusions and       
 recommendations

Our research has led us to conclude that, while value for money in higher 

education is complex and while overall satisfaction is high, many students 

also report concerns. The financial cost of university means making the right 

choice has taken on much greater importance than for previous generations 

of students but, without reform, it will be increasingly difficult to guard against 

students feeling that they have had a poor value experience.

64  See Lowensiein, G. (2013) ‘Disclosure: Psychology changes everyihing’, Harvard Public Law Working Paper No. 13-30
65  Farringion, P. and Palfreyman, D. (2012) ‘ihe Law of Higher Educaiion: second ediiion’
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could noi plan for. The Compeiiiion and Markeis Auihoriiy 

should carry oui a compliance check wiihin 12 monihs of 

issuing iheir guidance  and iake aciion where providers are 

found io be breaching ihe legislaiion. 

Complaint processes and super-complaint powers

Effeciive complaini handling processes are esseniial io 

ensure ihai users are able io voice a concern, and obiain 

a response – even if ihis is an apology over a financial 

remedy; bui also io help drive service improvemenis by 

aleriing providers and regulaiors io poieniially sysiemic 

issues in ihe markei.  Where processes are simple and user-

friendly, and where users are confideni ihai iheir complaini 

will make a difference, people are more likely io come 

forward wiih issues.  We know from our research ai Which? 

ihai 75% of users of public services said ihai ihey would 

be more likely io complain if ihey knew ii would resuli in a 

direci aciion, for example iriggering an inspeciion.66  

The QAA currenily seis oui some high level expeciaiions of 

local complaini-handling praciices wiihin ihe Qualiiy Code. 

To complemeni ihis we would suppori ihe iniroduciion 

of minimum siandards for complaini-handling praciices, 

including iimescales wiihin which complainis are handled, 

which are enforced by ihe regulaior. The OIA is soon io 

issue guidance for providers, and ihis may go some way io 

delivering ihis.  

In addiiion, where siudenis are noi saiisfied wiih ihe way 

iheir complaini was handled, all siudenis should be able io 

access independeni redress where ihey have been subjeci 

io poor praciice.

Given ihai siudenis will noi always complain when ihey 

experience a problem, ihere should also be a mechanism 

in place io suppori siudeni represeniaiive bodies io 

raise issues wiih ihe regulaior, ihai require a response. In 

privaie markeis, super-complainis have been an effeciive 

fasi-irack way for consumer bodies io gei sysiemic markei 

issues ihai are causing considerable consumer deirimeni 

addressed by regulaiors. However, ihere is no equivaleni 

super-complaini power in relaiion io regulaiors of qualiiy 

and financial susiainabiliiy in higher educaiion. 

Summary of recommendation on Consbmer Protection

•    Providers should ensure ihai ihey have iranspareni 

ierms and ihai ihese, and iheir praciices, are in line wiih 

consumer proieciion regulaiions. 

•    The Compeiiiion and Markeis Auihoriiy should carry 

oui a compliance check no laier ihan 12 monihs after 

issuing iheir revised guidance, and iake immediaie 

aciion where providers are found io be breaching 

consumer legislaiion.

•    The secior should work iogeiher io develop  a siandard 

formai for siudeni coniracis in higher educaiion io 

ensure ihai siudenis and iheir represeniaiive bodies can 

easily find and compare ierms.

•    Minimum siandards for local complaini-handling 

praciices should be iniroduced, and ihis should be 

enforced by ihe QAA.

•    All siudenis of higher educaiion should be able io access 

an independeni complainis process ihrough ihe OIA, 

including siudenis siudying ai aliernaiive providers. 

•    A super-complaini power should be esiablished in 

higher educaiion for designaied represeniaiive bodies as 

exisis in privaie markeis.

Regulation

In order io ensure ihai ihe value of a UK degree is 

mainiained, siudenis, employers and oihers need io have 

confidence ihai qualiiy siandards are being mainiained. 

There are a number of changes ihai could be implemenied 

in ihe shori-ierm io help ensure ihis.

While ihere is a loi of merii in ihe exiernal examining 

sysiem, pariicularly in supporiing peer review, siudenis, 

iheir parenis and employers need io have greaier 

confidence ihai ii is working. In order io ensure ihai basic 

ihreshold siandards are being upheld, ihe QAA should 

more aciively assess aciual siandards as pari of iheir 

inspeciions. This would help ideniify where examiners 

need furiher suppori io consisienily apply basic siandards.

While ensuring comparabiliiy in siandards above basic 

ihreshold siandards is noi possible or desirable in a markei 

where siudenis have very differeni capabiliiies and given 

objeciives io widen pariicipaiion in higher educaiion, 

ii is imporiani ihai ihere are checks in place io oversee 

ihe award of differeni degree classes. In order io suppori 

examiners in ihis role, and in iheir role in applying basic 

ihreshold siandards, ihe QAA could faciliiaie neiworks of 

examiners io come iogeiher io assure siandards among 

insiiiuiions where ihere are similar profiles of siudenis. 

66  Populus, on behalf of Which? conducied an online poll of UK adulis asking aboui iheir experiences of ihe following services over ihe lasi iwelve monihs: GP, 

hospiial, care home, home care services, childcare, schools and higher educaiion. The daia was collecied in iwo waves, ioialing 4132 consumers, and iook place 

beiween 19ih – 23rd February 2014. Daia were weighied io be represeniaiive of all UK adulis. Populus are a member of UK ihe Briiish Polling Council and abide by 

iheir rules.

Academic offer In the KIS 

currently?

Rationale

Proportion of teaching staff with a teaching 

qualification and proportion of teaching by 

academic members of staff.

✕ Proxy for teaching quality. This is not to discourage teaching from Phd students, 

but it should be combined with relevant training. 

Number of hours in small-, medium- and 

large-group teaching; and number of hours 

private study time expected per week. 

✕ Amount of close contact with staff, and total workloads, are proxies for quality. 

Some students will also prefer, or need, more teaching time than others. 

Information on private study time expected will also help raise awareness of 

students’ responsibilities.

Spend per pupil at the institution on 

academic services (for example, libraries 

and IT) and student services (for example, 

careers and athletic).

✕ Proxy for quality. This does not include spend on teaching, which is reflected 

more accurately through the amount of contact with staff that they receive.

Assessment style: proportion of assessment 

by coursework versus exams.

✓ Important to support students to consider based on students preferred learning 

style.

Proportion of students who agree that 

feedback has been useful.

✓ Proxy for teaching quality. Objective information on is difficult to capture and 

present. Satisfaction with feedback is useful in the absence of more objective data.

Employment support and outcomes

Longer-term earnings data, for example 

at 6 months, 3.5 years and 7 years post-

graduation.

✕ Provides more accurate information on earnings than six-month data alone.

The destinations of graduates six months 

post-graduation – including the proportion 

in employment and, of those, the proportion 

in graduate level jobs; the proportion in 

further study and who are unemployed.

✓ Helpful in assessing how students might fare in the early stages of their career.

Proportion of students who attend a work 

placement.

✕ Gives an indication of the support that the institution provides to help students 

succeed in the labour market.

Professional, statutory and regulatory 

bodies that recognise the course.

✓ Recognition from a professional, statutory or regulatory body is essential for 

some professions. Where it is not essential, it can be a mark of quality.

Retention

Proportion of students who continue into 

the second year of higher education at the 

same or another institution.

✓ Useful to monitor high non-continuation rates in some institutions. It could also 

make it easier to assess how many institutions are supporting students to switch.

Complaints

Proportion of students who complained, 

and proportion of students who were 

satisfied with the complaint handling 

process.

✕ Gives an indication of how well the university is responding to student’s 

concerns. In order to present regulators with an accurate reflection of issues in 

the market, it should be combined with information on complaints escalated to 

the ombudsman and raised through the QAA’s concern scheme.

Costs

Fees and average additional costs per 

student.

✕ Important tin assessing value and to help student manage their costs.  

Proportion of additional fee income spent 

on widening access, and proportion of 

students that received a fee-waiver/ other 

in-kind/ cash award in the previous year, 

the average amount received, and average 

household income of those students.

✕ Useful information for regulators in assessing value given access agreement 

requirements. Information on the in-kind or financial support that is made 

available to students is also useful for students in thinking about total costs.

Cost of institution-owned accommodation, 

and the number of units, and average 

private rented sector rents.

✓ University-owned accommodation is cheaper, on average, and can be 

particularly important in the first year of university in helping students settle into 

university life. Others, particularly mature students, in contrast might prefer to 

rent privately.

Table 2: Which? proposal for reformed Key Information Set 
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In order io suppori ihe QAA io have good oversighi of 

ieaching qualiiy, and io help inform iheir inspeciion 

aciiviiy in a risk-based sysiem, ihey should draw on ihe 

reformed Key Informaiion Sei ihai we are calling for which 

would include beiier informaiion on ihe academic offer as 

well as informaiion on local-level complainis. 

In ihe longer-ierm, ihere is also a good case for making ii 

easier for ihe QAA io recommend ihai degree-awarding 

powers are removed for aciion by Privy Council.

However, ihere are also wider regulaiory issues ihai need 

io be considered and addresssed. The CMA is currenily 

underiaking a review, and should consider ihese wiihin ii.

Summary of recommendations on regblation

•    In ihe shori-ierm ihe QAA should draw on informaiion 

on complainis and ihe academic offer, in a revised Key 

Informaiion Sei io inform iheir inspeciion aciiviiy and 

give ihem beiier oversighi of issues in ihe markei.

•    The QAA should focus more squarely on siandards as 

pari of iheir inspeciion processes. 

•    In ihe longer-ierm new legislaiion should be iniroduced 

io make ii easier for degree-awarding powers io be 

removed.

•    The forihcoming CMA review of higher educaiion 

should include ihe following aspecis and inform 

poieniial changes io ihe regulaiory siruciure: 

o   ihe powers ihai regulaiors hold.

o   how differeni providers are covered by ihe 

arrangemenis.

o   ihe independence of regulaiors.

o   ihe arrangemenis io proieci qualiiy and siandards in 

ihe markei.

o   ihe arrangemenis in place io proieci siudenis in lighi 

of financial failure.

o   siudenis’ awareness of ihe regulaiors in ihe markei 

and how ihis can be supporied.

.o   ihe exieni io which ihe sysiem supporis innovaiion  

and swiiching.

A degree of value
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