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Internal 
solidarity
Skills, competencies, 
attributes, capacity



External 
solidarity
Connections, partnerships, 
people, relationships, contacts



Agenda
Knowledge, understanding, 

data, evidence, debates, 
priorities



IS
Work on your skills
Go on some training
Get a mentor/coach
Practice before term starts



ES
Go meet people in the uni
Set up catch ups
Find people in other SUs
Hunt down people in the 
community
Plan some join projects



AG
Read the research
Hunt down the briefings
Find the relevant stats
Read previous committee 
papers
Ask staff for intel 
Contact us!



Luck/fate

• 2018 study, England HEIs
• 14,000  UGs and PGTs
• Asked about factors that 

impacted their student 
experience being good or 
bad

• Also asked about career 
prospects and factors 
influencing that

• Weight and type of 
influencing factor analysed 
in free text comments

Personal 
agency

Institutional policy
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KNOW

UNDERSTAND

INFLUENCE



10.1%



• Analysts had predicted 9.8% 

• Inflation not the same for everyone…

• And not just energy bills:

• Food running at 12.7%, driven by staples

• Transport costs up at 15.1%

• Restaurant up at 9%

• Contracting student spend means fewer hours 
and jobs for students

CPI at 10.1%









Amount of value wiped from max maintenance loan since 2019

£X,XXX



Amount of value wiped from max maintenance loan since 2019

£2,025





Tuition fees should double to increase the amount of money spent on 
students’ education

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Interest rates on student loans should decrease to make the 
system fairer

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



If you look at who goes into HE, ”free education” would be a middle-class subsidy better 
spent on early years

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



The maximum maintenance loan should be frozen to keep 
student debt down

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



There is a danger that recruiting international students could mean fewer places for home 
domiciled students

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Ideally, higher education should become more efficient to keep costs for the taxpayer 
down and keep fees low

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.















• Judged as what was needed (no more) to make the difference

• 25k is now higher – earnings growth

• £2,000 worth less – inflation rising faster

• Costs of support outside of financial support increasing too, 
and support from DfE/OfS declining (frozen but volume + 
inflation)

• Triple whammy!



• “Universities hoarding billions”

• (High risk) aggregated ballot 
strategy

• Early and expensive

• Will members last the course?

• What will the university’s tactics be 
re participation?

• What if the university can afford a 
rise but universities can’t?

UCU Strikes



• Wonkhe is the home of higher education 
people, politics and policy

• People and politics determine frames – the 
sort of thing you’re trying to do and the sort of 
people you’re trying to do it for

• Policy as way of delivering on that frame

• For example: “Helping hard working families 
get on in life” 

• Efficiency…

The frame game…





• The government is planning to cut the earnings threshold 
at which graduates begin repaying student loans in a bid 
to save the Treasury money and push more young people 
towards cheaper vocational education. 

• Chancellor Rishi Sunak wants to overhaul student 
financing in his spending review ahead of next month’s 
Budget, reflecting Treasury concerns that the taxpayer is 
footing too great a burden of funding university courses. 

• Currently graduates start to pay back student loans when 
their salary hits £27,295, but ministers are looking to 
reduce that figure. “That’s the plan,” said one minister.

Read all about it
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Efficiency



• The higher education sector must become 
more efficient 
• By spending less on each student 

• The student loan scheme must become more 
efficient
• By taking more money from graduates

Efficiency





• Removing the £3,290 cap on fees - no cap

• Upfront loans to cover tuition fees and living costs of students. 

• Means tested grants would be available for students from lower income 
families.

• Students would repay the loans after graduation, and only when they are 
earning more than £21,000. 

• Repayments would be made at a rate of 9% on any income above 
£21,000. 

• Any debt not repaid after 30 years would be written off. 

• For comparison, the system at the time demanded repayments of 9% on 
income above £15,000, and debt was written off after 25 years.

• Part-time students would no longer have to pay upfront tuition fees, and 
would instead be eligible for loans.

Browne





• Fees tripled but contribution didn’t

• A subsidy that only kicks in if you’re not 
economically successful, when you’re at the 
other end of your life, and is likely to be 
reduced.

Problem?
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• Vince Cable and David Willets (BIS)

• £9,000 (tripling) fees (but RAB 33%)

• Income contingent repayment with threshold

• Removal of number cap (and caps)

• Intense competition

• A regulated quasi market of autonomous 
providers (consumer information, outcomes, 
top up interventions on access)

2010 onwards



• Cap on student numbers removed

• Fees not variable (7.5k average modelled)

• Mature and part time participation collapses

• “New” and “alternative” allowed and 
encouraged

• Participation not impacted

• Postgraduate loans

• Earlier loans sold off…

• Threshold debate…

The decade



1. Principal (maintenance)

2. Principal (tuition fees)

3. Interest rate

4. Repayment rate

5. Repayment threshold

6. Term (write off)

• Plus
• Top up funding in grants to universities

• Penalties for early repayment

• Relief for some pathways

• Extra maintenance for some pathways

• Compelling participation in the scheme

• Rules on no of years of entitlement

Six levers in UG system
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Snap!



Damian Green on the “Youthquake”
He argued that the party needed to “change hard” to woo young, 
educated voters who backed Labour:

“I think this is clearly a huge issue. I think in the long term we’ve 
got to show that they are getting value for the money. 

If we want to have 40%-plus of people going to university and if 
we want those university courses actually to be valuable, which I 
think is where the strain is often taken in European universities –
you actually look at the teaching that you get in some European 
universities, you have lecture halls with 600 people in and things 
like that – it’s not actually as good a teaching and learning 
experience as you get in this country.”





“Ministers have argued for years that more people with degrees 
means more economic growth: we need, therefore, more 
graduates.

“But there has been no improvement in Britain’s productivity as 
graduate numbers have increased.

“Many graduates work in non-graduate jobs, and many earn no 
more than if they had not gone to university at all.

“Certain degree subjects offer no return on investment, while 
studies show there are entire universities where average 
graduate earnings 10 years after study are less than those of 
non-graduates.

Nick Timothy

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/universityeducation/10459957/Almost-half-of-university-leavers-take-non-graduate-jobs.html


Conservative party conf 2017



• We want everyone to have the opportunity to benefit from 
studying more after they leave school. Because it’s good for 
them and good for the country too. But today, young people 
take on a huge amount of debt to do so. And if we’re honest, 
some don’t know what they get from it in return. We have 
listened and we have learned. So we will undertake a major 
review of university funding and student financing.

• We will scrap the increase in fees that was due next year, and 
freeze the maximum rate while the review takes place. And we 
will increase the amount graduates can earn before they start 
repaying their fees to £25,000 – putting money back into the 
pockets of graduates with high levels of debt.

“The British Dream”
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Maintain the principle that students should 

contribute to the cost of their studies while ensuring 

that payments are progressive and income 

contingent.

Continue with the reforms in train to build a strong 

technical and further education sector that 

encourages the skills that we need as a country.

Place no cap on the number of students who can 

benefit from post-18 education.

Support the role of universities and colleges in 

delivering the Government's objectives for science, 

R&D and the Industrial Strategy.

Phillip Augar

THE REVIEW MUST:
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Alison Wolf
“As Professor Alison Wolf argues, sub-degree 

technical qualifications can have high labour market 

value and contribute to productivity growth. They 

are shorter and often cheaper. And they would 

serve many young people better than many of the 

degrees on offer today.

Ministers could accept Wolf’s proposal for a single 

financial entitlement, held by the individual and 

spent whenever they wish on whatever kind of 

tertiary education they choose. 

Rather than forcing half of the population into 

expensive undergraduate courses, young people 

could choose the kind of study that suited them. 

Students would have an incentive to shop around 

for the best-value courses. Universities would be 

more likely to compete on price, rather than charge 

the maximum permissible fee. 

And the debts accrued – for the entitlement would 

be repayable – would be more affordable.
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Value for (state/student) money

Parental contribution up to 
£5,523 per year (Martin 

Lewis)

Actual student 
contribution typically 

smaller 

Fees and debt rising 
(till 2017 freeze)

Some students don’t pay 
anything (their parents pay it 

all)



National Finances

• Repayments counted as 
income

• Costs (subsidy) only 
recognised at write off

Students

• I’ll only believe the subsidy 
near death and if I fail

ONS



The IFS “education spending squid”



Augar
• £7,500 fees
• Return of grants



So as we look ahead to the spending 
review and beyond, I believe the 
Government will need to take very 
seriously the report’s proposals to boost 
Further Education spending and put right 
the errors of the past…
…To restore higher education 
maintenance grants, so students from the 
poorest backgrounds no longer leave 
university with a higher level of headline 
debt than the richest…
…And to cut tuition fees, so students pay 
a fairer price for their education.

“

THERESA MAY, LAUNCH OF AUGAR, MAY 2019



• Red wall, “Place”

• Somewhere rather than anywhere

• Austerity 

• Levelling up by levelling down

• Universities, students, voting intentions, 
culture wars

• Significant pressure on the system is coming

2021 Political context



• Treasury keen on saving money post-pandemic

• Universities inside DfE these days – schools the 
priority

• Commitment to spend £££ on the “other” 
50%

• Participation demand growing

• Inflation rising

2021 Economic context



• All of that plus Ukraine and energy prices 
catastrophe

• Major cost of living crisis

2022 Economic context



• When £9k fees came in, the loss on loans was 
projected to be in the region of 30p in the £. 
That is, 70p would be repaid.

• The average fee levied was projected to be 
£7.5k

• (Almost) everyone charges £9k

• Last year estimated non-repayment on new 
loans thought to be in the region of 55%. That 
is, for every £ loaned, the treasury expects the 
equivalent of c. 45p in return

9k fees



The Bermuda Triangle

The subsidy level



• See FE 2000s framing about “best courses for them” 
(and the economy)

• Surely some provision is a problem?

Two big options:

• Restrict by entry criteria (Level 3 or even 2)- DfE

• Restrict by exit outcome – OfS (B3)

• Is everyone recruited benefitting?

• Are some students being mis-sold?

How many go?



• We are more expensive

• What have the incentives done to supply?

Two (four) big options (not mutually exclusive):

• Across the board restrictions (freezes)

• Pricing and subsidy (although beware 
counterintuitive incentives)
• You could charge more “realistic” fees

• Or you could change value of voucher to uni

• Or cut fees and squirt your subsidy where you want it to go

Spend per head



• The scheme was supposed costs 33p in the 
pound but costs around 54p in the pound

Two big options (not mutually exclusive):

• Graduates pay more in their 50s (repayment 
term)

• Graduates pay more in their 20s (repayment 
threshold)

• Both regressive. 

Grads pay more



• Freeze repayment threshold

• New borrowers – extend the term from 30 
years to 40 years 

Grads pay more



• Current student loans mainly paid between 
late 20s and late 50s

• Proposal would “stretch” that so that more 
repaid in 20s and more repaid in 50s

• But graduate jobs and housing crises…

• Plus pensions and social care crises…

• And – the £10k whammy!
• “The more it becomes like a loan the less progressive it is. And what                             

about those rich enough to escape it?”

In other words…







• The system as a loan – people hate debt, look 
at the big figure, people want out of / to 
“escape” debt, people want to repay their 
debt. More of the debt should be repaid when 
people earn more than non grads.

• The system as a tax – we are a low tax party, 
look at the state of the tax system, marginal 
tax rates are high, tax burden on the young 
high

The frame game



Intergenerational fairness?

• Lack of F2F and “sacrifice”, no refunds

• Cost of renting and housing ladder

• NI levy/hike

• More strikes!

• £x00 a year in your twenties

• Newly graduated student nurses

But which frames matter to Con MPs and voters?

Frames fun





In theory the immigration rules mean that no 
student should ever face hardship as they need 
“enough” money to pay fees and live on when 
they enter the country

• “No recourse to public funds”

• The published affordability level and IAG? (This 
September less than 1%)

• International agents

• Currency fluctuation

• Unexpected circumstances 

International students



• Used to just subsidise research

• Now subsidizes teaching

• Plugs major holes in university budgets – low 
recruitment

• Bridging social capital dream – dead

• Social class of recruitment changing

• NSS the secret split

International students



England

• Basic loan of £9,706 (+ London, -home)

• Family income threshold £25k 

• Parental contribution

• Bursaries and scholarships from universities

• Part time work

• Relationship with costs – esp rent and housing

Maintenance



• Freeze in the income threshold a problem

• Above average increases in rent – inflation 
type (SIES)

• Value ongoing up by predicted RPI (with an old 
prediction) (see also PG loans and Disabled 
Students)

• (Almost) none of the Rishi Sunak schemes 
include students as most linked to UC or 
Council Tax liability

What’s going on?



• The thresholds don’t change

• The value goes up by predicted inflation –
normally a year old, a year before it happens

• When the system undershoots, it is never 
corrected

• It’s like compound interest only in reverse

• Hence the £2,000 figure

Maintenance loan uplifts





• Raising fees in the post 2012 system barely 
impacts any graduate save for rich, white 
males.

• Major efficiencies now achieved by stealth.

• What kind of government would dare to raise 
to fees without fixing maintenance first?

• Even if £500 to maintenance and £500 to 
fees, costs billions and £3,000 more debt per 
undergraduate?

Fee levels fixed…



Overall impact for 23 entry







High inflation…



High inflation…
• Dealing with high inflation is a not a new 

problem for universities

• Dealing with freezes (real terms reductions) 
in unit of resource is not a new problem for 
universities

• Dealing with attempts to radically change 
the economic model is not a new problem 
for universities

• Dealing with all three at once is







• By 2022 real funding has fallen to £5,600, a 38 
per cent cut from 2012. 

• Two years later in 2024 the real value has 
slumped to £4,400, a 51 per cent cut. 

• By this point universities are needing to teach 
two students with the resources they had for 
one in 2012.

• If universities made it through to 2030 in this 
scenario, they would find their real funding per 
student had dropped to around £2,000, less 
than a quarter of the 2012 resource.

Inflation, 70s style



• Wait for the size of the cake to grow

• Argue that your cause/issue/service/block 
grant should get a chunk of the increase

• Rinse and repeat

• A move to defence 

The SU lobbying model



• Engage in value provision

• Principally via validation or franchise partnerships, or remote 
campuses

• Increase no of international PGT students

• Student experience, entry standards, support, agents?

• Sweat current capacity

• Swell numbers in cheap to teach, demand smooth modules, increase 
class sizes

• Identify modules, pathways or programmes that are expensive to teach 
and/or recruiting low numbers (portfolio review)

• Closure or collapse into bigger pools to manage demand 
fluctuation/pressures

• Are students protected? When and where do you draw the line?

Coping with a declining unit of resource
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B Conditions



B Conditions



B Conditions



B Conditions





1. Developing an (deeper) understanding of the 
financial model

2. Developing a clear(er) understanding of any 
regulatory pressures (direct and indirect)

3. Understanding pressures on outcomes at 
granular level 

4. Getting to know what senior people are 
thinking about, worried about and proud of 

5. Pooling and synthesizing information so you 
know how to act 

Things to find out



1. What do you know about students and their family 
income(s)?

2. What can you do to ensure that students are properly 
warned? 

3. What signals are you sending about CoL to students?

4. What is the university’s plan/strategy for the cost of living 
crisis – esp re APP – and can you cause/influence it?
1. Reducing costs

2. Increasing income/addressing hardship (inc international)

5. How can the SU voice function pick up the “unwinding 
implications” early?

6. What can you do re MPs and the public?

Questions for today



• What do SUs think about things?

• What do SUs think needs to be protected?

• What are SUs worried about?

• What is the current state of the student 
condition?

• What are SUs calling for re cost of living?

• What are the investments that need to be 
prioritised?

Mysteries





• SU strategy or beneficiary strategy.

• It’s very hard indeed to reduce service 
provision, staff or quality by year group.

• If a student came to an open day today, 
they’re unlikely to be getting the promised or 
implied student experience by the time they 
graduate.

• If that is allowed to happen – ask yourself why 
and if there’s anything you can do to stop it.

In 5 years’ time…
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