
 » Those who graduate with top university degrees are more likely to enter leading 
professions. 

 » 40% doctors educated at Oxbridge and 60% at one of the top thirty universities 
in the country

 » 51% senior civil service educated at Oxbridge and 38% at one of the top thirty 
universities in the country

 » 54% journalists went to Oxbridge and 74% of the top judiciary went to Oxbridge. 
(Leading People, 2016)

 » In 2006, the participation gap at selective universities between the most and least 
advantaged young people was 22 percentage points. The gap had started to close, but 
since 2011 has gone back up to remain at just over 22 percentage points in 2016. 
(Fairer Fees, 2017)

 » In the most selective universities, just 1.4% of disadvantaged students attended 
selective universities in 2006 rising to 2.3% in 2016. (Fairer Fees, 2017)

 » Average debts for students in England are £46,000. Student fees in the UK are ten 
times higher than the European average and twice as high as the US. (Fairer Fees, 
2017)

 » Students from households in the lowest 40% of earners take on average debts of 
£51,600, compared to £38,400 in the top 20% of households. (Fairer Fees, 2017)

 » Reforms announced in October to freeze tuition fees and increase the debt repayment 
threshold will save graduates on average £8,000 over their lifetime in real terms, while 
increasing the long run costs of each cohort of students by £2.9 billion. (Fairer Fees, 
2017)

 » However, raising the repayment threshold mean 81% of students will never pay back 
their loans and the proportion of loans that will never be repaid (the RAB charge) will 
increase from 27.6% to 45.1%. (Fairer Fees, 2017)

 » The proportion of young people who say they are likely to go into higher education has 
fallen to its lowest level since 2009. Just under three-quarters (74%) of young people 
think that they are either very or fairly likely to go into higher education, down from a 
high of 81% in 2013. (Aspirations Polling, 2017)

 » Financial worries about HE rose in 2017 and are particularly pronounced in families 
with low levels of affluence (66% compared with 46% in ‘high affluence’ households). 
(Aspirations Polling, 2017)
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Our recent report, ‘Fairer Fees’, uses modelling from London Economics to analyse the effect of 
using a means-tested tuition fee and reintroducing maintenance grants, on both students and 
Exchequer.

 » This system would cut average student debt in half (from £46,000 to £23,300), at a cost of up 
to £3.2 billion per year. 

 » It would cut debt among the 40% poorest students by 75%, from £51,600 down to £12,700, 
and mean those from the poorest backgrounds emerged with two thirds less debt than their 
better-off counterparts.

 » Means-tested fees and maintenance grants would reduce the figure of students who will never 
repay their debt from 81% to 56%.

 » The system would reduce the average fee by almost two-thirds (to £3,500).

(For this modelling we have used a graduated system of stepped fees ranging from none for those 
under £25,000, to a highest fee of £12,250 for households earning over £100,000. This is just 
one example of a means testing system to illustrate the effects of such a system.)

Recommendations
• While the October reforms were welcome, there needs to be a thorough review of deeper 

reforms to the system. 
• Our proposed solution would be to introduce a system of means-tested fees which waives fees 

entirely for those from low income backgrounds, and increases in steps for those from higher 
income households. 

• Maintenance grants, should be restored, providing support for those who need it most and 
reducing the debt burden of the least well-off, so that they graduate with lower debt than those 
from better-off backgrounds.

• Reducing access gaps to university, especially top universities, should be at the heart of 
government higher education policy. There needs to be a joined-up effort to tackle the 
persistent access gap for those from lower socio-economic backgrounds across all aspects of 
higher education.
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Access in Scotland
 » In 2013-14, 55% of Scots entered higher education by the age of 30, with 20.9% starting 

at an FE college and 34.1% going straight to university after school. In England, 46.6% en-
tered higher education, with just 6% starting at FE colleges and other non-university provid-
ers.

 » 90% of all growth in those first entering Scottish higher education has been through sub-de-
gree courses in colleges. 

 » Scottish young people from the fifth most advantaged areas are four times more likely to go 
to university than those in the fifth least advantaged areas. 
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