
 

The Sutton Trust ‘Post-18 review’ consultation response 

 

Q1. This review will look at how Government can ensure that the post-18 education system 
is joined up and supported by a funding system that works for students and taxpayers. 
The panel would like to understand your priorities. What, if any, are your principal 
concerns with the current post-18 education and funding system? 
 
The Sutton Trust believes that for some students from disadvantaged backgrounds, the cost of 
higher education is too high. Analysis for the Trust by London Economics has shown that the 
average student now faces debts of £46,000 on graduation, rising to £51,600 for the poorest, 
but only £38,400 in the top fifth of households. (Sutton Trust, Fairer Fees, 2017) The Trust 
therefore believes that the government needs to look again at the system of tuition fees, 
examining how a means tested system could decrease the debt burden for those who are the 
most disadvantaged, with means tested maintenance grants reintroduced to support poorer 
students.  
 
Research also shows that high ability disadvantaged students lack sufficient information and 
guidance to make the optimal course and university choices (Sutton Trust, Rules of the Game, 
2017). More needs to be done by universities to ensure that they are transparent about an 
application process where 1 in 5 students who are not disadvantaged are admitted with a two 
grade discount, making it clear how they use contextual data to make decisions about 
admissions (Sutton Trust, Admissions in Context, 2017).  
 
While the Trust welcomes the focus of the Government on apprenticeships, we believe that 
more needs to be done to ensure that all apprenticeships are of a good quality, have opportunity 
for progression and that there are many more higher and degree level apprenticeships available 
for young people.  
 
Part 1: Choice and competition across a joined-up post-18 education and training sector 
 
Q2. How do people make choices about what to study after 18? What information do they 
use and how do they choose one route over another: for instance, between academic, 
technical and vocational routes? 
 
Polling for the Sutton Trust suggests that many young people worry about the cost of going to 
university. Ipsos-Mori polling of 11-16 year-olds shows that the proportion of young people who 
say they are likely to go into higher education as fallen to its lowest level since 2009 (Sutton 
Trust, Aspirations Polling, 2017). Just under three-quarters (74%) think that they are either 
very or fairly likely to go into higher education, down from a high of 81% in 2013. The figure 
was 77% in 2016.  
 
Financial worries are particularly pronounced in families with low levels of affluence (66% 
compared with 46% in ‘high affluence’ households). 46% of those likely to go to university 
said that they were most worried about tuition fees, with 18% saying the paying back of loans 
and 16% the cost of living as a student (Sutton Trust, Aspirations Polling, 2017). 
 
Separate polling for the Trust shows a wariness among teachers and parents about choosing 
apprenticeships rather than the traditional university route, even though 34% of adults in 
England say a degree-level apprenticeship would be better for somebody’s future career 
prospects than a university degree, compared to 21% who think a traditional degree would be 
better. (Higher Ambitions, 2014). BCG analysis for the Trust has shown that those opting for a 



 

higher apprenticeship earn more on average than many traditional degree holders. 
(Sutton Trust, Levels of Success, 2015) 

 
We therefore think it is crucial that young people have much better advice on all their options, 
and that young people are supported to fulfil their potential. Teachers need to be supported by 
expert advice on different universities and apprenticeships. Young people need to be 
encouraged to take the right GCSE and A-level subjects. To avoid disadvantaged young people 
underestimating their potential, we would like to see a system of post-A level applications and 
admissions. 
 
Q3: How do people make choices later in life about what further study to undertake?  
 
Our research has documented the huge decline in mature part-time study in recent years. Since 
2010, the number of part-time undergraduate entrants living in England attending UK 
universities and English further education colleges has fallen annually. By 2015, the numbers 
nationally had decreased by 51%, by 63% at the Open University, and by 45% at other UK 
universities and FE colleges. (Sutton Trust, The Lost Part-Timers, 2018). 
 
The evidence is that a significant increase in fees has not been offset by the introduction of 
loans for part-timers, suggesting a higher level of debt aversion. We hope this review recognises 
there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to student finance, and that the mature and part-time 
sector requires tailored solutions. One option, which calculations for the Trust research showed 
would come at a low or zero additional cost per student, would be to give students who are 
eligible for the new part-time maintenance loan the option of a tuition fee grant for the first 
two years of their course instead of having to take out a maintenance loan. In the longer term, 
we would also like to see wider eligibility for student support. 
 
Information on fees and loan eligibility should be much clearer for prospective students. 
Providing accurate, up-to-date data on fees and ‘fees per full-time equivalent student’ in an 
easily accessible form should be a priority for the Office for Students. Eligibility criteria should 
be streamlined to make them less complex and easier to understand. 
 
Q4: In recent years we have seen continued growth in three-year degrees for 18 year olds. 
Does the system offer a comprehensive range of high quality alternative routes for young 
people who wish to pursue a different path at this age? How can Government encourage 
provision across a wider range of high quality pathways to advanced academic, technical 
and vocational qualifications? 
 
While apprenticeships have the potential to be great drivers of social mobility, we are concerned 
that the current system does not sufficiently support disadvantaged young people. Our research 
showed that they are less likely to do advanced apprenticeships and that just one in four young 
people who start an apprenticeship progresses from a level 2 to a level 3 (Sutton Trust, Better 
Apprenticeships, 2017). This reduces their chances of accessing higher apprenticeships. There 
should be more advanced apprenticeships for young people, and automatic progression from 
level 2 to level 3. 
 
The Sutton Trust believes that more needs to be done to increase the number of higher and 
degree level apprenticeships targeted at younger age groups – including school and college 
leavers - to provide an alternative to traditional degree courses. According to the most up to 
date government figures, fewer than 10,000 higher level apprenticeships are started by under-
25s (compared to more than 300,000 school leavers starting at university each year in 
England).  
 



 

With more good apprenticeships, they could become a real choice for young people, 
and should be promoted accordingly to students by schools and colleges, and steps 

should be taken to provide better information to their parents. 
 
At the same time, it is important that the new technical (T) levels are a valid option for all 16-
18 year olds, with strong employer support and clear routes to employment, university and 
higher apprenticeships. 
 
Q5: The majority of universities charge the maximum possible fees for most of their 
courses and three-year courses remain the norm. How can Government create a more 
dynamic market in price and provision between universities and across the post-18 
education landscape? 
 
The Sutton Trust believes that the system of tuition fees needs to be re-examined and that a 
means tested system should be put in place to improve access to higher education. We also 
believe that maintenance grants should be reintroduced to ensure that those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds have financial support with their living costs.  
With London Economics we have modelled a graduated system of stepped fees ranging from 
none for those with a household income under £25,000, to a highest fee of £12,250 for 
household earning over £100,000 (just one model) (Sutton Trust, Fairer Fees, 2017).  
 
With this model, average student debt would be reduced from £46,000 to £29,500 , a drop 
of 36% and if maintenance grants were reintroduced alongside this (at 2015/16 levels), it 
would cut average debt further to £23,300, alongside an average fee of around £3,500. Our 
model would benefit those from the poorest backgrounds most -  graduate debt for the 40% of 
poorest students would decrease from £51,600 to £12,700 (Sutton Trust, Fairer Fees, 2017). 
The cost our model of means-tested fees would be up to £2.5 billion a year, and reintroducing 
maintenance grants would cost a further £700m.  The costings take account of savings to the 
Exchequer from lower debt write-offs and higher levels of payment - the RAB charge would fall 
from 45.1% to 35.2% as more graduates successfully pay off their loans (Sutton Trust, Fairer 
Fees, 2017).  
 
Q6: What barriers do current and new education and training providers face in developing 
innovative or diversified provision? 
 
N/A 
 
Q7: How can Government further encourage high-quality further education and higher 
education provision that is more flexible: for example, part-time, distance learning and 
commuter study options? 
 
We would welcome more flexible options in FE and HE that could support those in work or of 
reduced mobility. Resources should be invested in reinvigorating lifelong learning, particularly 
for the less well-off. Data collection that can inform future policy should be improved. There 
are four sets of information which, if they were available more systematically, would make 
future analysis much more effective: part-time tuition fees, loan eligibility and loan take up, 
and means to measure the impact on social mobility of mature entry to higher education. 
(Sutton Trust, The Lost Part-Timers, 2018) 
 
Our research has shown that young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are far more likely 
than their better off peers to live at home and commute to university than their better off peers. 
This doesn’t just restrict their choices, it can mean they miss out on wider social skills and 
networks associated with the university experience. 



 

 
Disadvantaged young people would benefit from the reforms to student finance we 

have proposed in earlier answers.  However, financial support should also be provided that 
is specific to the financial realities of commuting significant distances to university. The young 
persons’ railcard is not valid on peak fares, at the precise time when many will be travelling to 
attend lectures – so universities should consider their timetabling carefully. In more rural areas, 
where train travel will not always be possible, petrol vouchers and subsidised bus services 
should also be considered. Universities should also ensure their wider activities support 
commuter students too. 
 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi students are increasingly likely to live at home while studying. Halal 
Student Loans are needed to enable Muslim students to borrow money in accordance with their 
religious beliefs so that – if they wish to do so – they have the same opportunities for mobility 
as their non-Muslim peers. (Sutton Trust, Home and Away 2018) 
 
Q8: To what extent do funding arrangements for higher education and further education 
and other post-18 education and training act as incentives or barriers to choice or 
provision: both at the individual and provider level? How does this impact on the choices 
made by prospective students and learners? What can Government do to improve 
incentives and reduce barriers? 
 
Our Aspirations Polling has shown a growing number of 11-16 year-olds are less likely to aspire 
to higher education, and where they still do, are worried about the costs (Sutton Trust, 
Aspirations Polling, 2018). This is not surprising, as the levels of debt for the poorest students 
are now significantly higher than those for better off students - 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. Our proposed reforms of fees – with means-testing for tuition borrowing 
levels – and the restoration of maintenance grants would reduce debts for the poorest 40% to 
£12,700, and reduce real terms life time repayments for graduates from £25,200 to £15,400 
in real terms. (Sutton Trust, Fairer Fees, 2018). The cost of our proposed changes is similar to 
the threshold changes introduced in April 2018, although they are viewed differently by the 
Treasury’s accounting rules. 
 
Part 2: A system that is accessible to all  
 
Q9: What particular barriers (including financial barriers) do people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds face in progressing to and succeeding in post-18 education and training? 
 
We have outlined our views on the financial barriers and our proposed solutions in earlier 
answers. However, we believe there are significant issues with the admissions system to higher 
education that our research suggests disadvantages the poorest young people. 
 

 Admissions processes can act as a barrier - high ability disadvantaged students are 
most likely make sub-optimal decisions when choosing their universities, and almost 
1,000 a year have their grades underpredicted. Post-qualification applications would 
avoid this and end the increased practice of unconditional offers (Sutton Trust, Rules 
of the Game, 2018)  

 
 Personal statements are a further barrier to entry for poorer students. Those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to be supported in preparing these essays, 
and as such their statements tend to contain more grammatical and spelling errors. 
Those from deprived backgrounds are also able to provide fewer examples of the types 



 

of work and life experiences that many colleges and universities value, and use to 
decide between applicants. (Sutton Trust, Making a Statement, 2016) 

 
 Contextual admissions are not used consistently or transparently. It can be much 

harder for a disadvantaged young person in a poor school to get 3 As at A level that 
their better off counterparts in good independent or state schools. Provided, students 
reach a threshold that would allow them to succeed in a course, some grade allowance 
should be made systematically for disadvantaged students and this should be 
transparently publicised to schools, students and parents. After all, the 30 most 
selective universities already award a fifth of their places to non-disadvantaged students 
with a two grade discount (Sutton Trust, Admissions in Context, 2017). There also 
needs to be more work done to recognise the importance of linking outreach work to 
contextual admissions. Whilst universities have huge budgets to spend on outreach 
activities, there is not enough robust evidence of the positive impact they are having on 
increasing numbers of students going on to university from lower socio economic 
backgrounds. Universities need to ensure that they are taking outreach activities into 
consideration when assessing student applications. There also needs to be a broader 
approach taken in the sector to make sure that outreach activities are based on the 
evidence around what works in widening access and sharing best practice with other 
institutions. 

 
 Subject choices in schools should be the right ones for what a young person wants to 

do. This means better advice pre-GCSE and A level. It also means that all 
comprehensives should have proper support for their highly able students, which can 
often be developed in partnership with universities or charities like the Sutton Trust and 
Brilliant Club. 

 
 More advanced and higher apprenticeships (as well as the new T-levels) targeted at 

young people are essential to give young people real choices in their routes to social 
mobility. 

 
Q10: How should students and learners from disadvantaged backgrounds best receive 
maintenance support, both from Government and from universities and colleges? 
We believe that maintenance grants should be restored at the level at which they were when 
they were abolished. The net cost of doing this would be £700m a year (Sutton Trust, Fairer 
Fees, 2017). 
 
We welcome the range of bursaries that universities offer, but if we can get the balance right 
in maintenance support from the government (including grants and loans) we would like to see 
a stronger focus on wider access, outreach, retention and employability work by universities, 
with rigorous data-based evaluation of the impact of such initiatives. 
 
Part 3: Delivering the skills the UK needs 
 
Q11: What challenges do post-18 education and training providers face in understanding 
and responding to the skills needs of the economy: at national, regional and local levels? 
Which skills, in your view, are in shortest supply across the economy? And which, if any, 
are in oversupply? 
 
N/A 
 



 

Q12: How far does the post-18 education system deliver the advanced technical 
skills the economy needs? How can Government ensure there is world-class 

provision of technical education across the country? 
 
We welcome the introduction of T-levels, and it is important that they are of a high standard 
and widely available to 16-18 year-olds. But with around 44% of all apprenticeships and 72% 
of higher apprenticeships being taken up by the over-25s, we also want to see a significant 
boost in the number of advanced and higher/degree apprenticeships for young people so that 
they have real technical options. It is important that the apprenticeship levy doesn’t simply 
create the certification of existing skills as happened too often with Train to Gain. The 
apprenticeship standards are a step in the right direction, but they need to be accompanied by 
automatic progression from level 2 to level 3, a proper length of programme (2-3 years is the 
norm in Europe), a strong educational element based at college or a good training provider and 
a living wage. 
 
Part 4: Value for money for graduates and taxpayers 
 
Q13: How should students and graduates contribute to the cost of their studies, while 
maintaining the link that those who benefit from post-18 education contribute to its costs? 
What represents the right balance between students, graduates, employers and the 
taxpayer? 
 
We recognise that the costs of higher education should be shared in society, and it is right that 
graduates should repay some of their tuition and maintenance costs after graduation. We 
support the system of income contingent loans because it relates such repayments to later 
earnings. However, recent changes mean that 81% of graduates will not repay their loans in 
full (as they are written off after 30 years and they compound interest in that time) and the 
exchequer will receive back barely half of what it lends.  
 
We believe that the income of a student’s family should be factored with the costs of tuition as 
well as maintenance. Our proposed means tested fees and restoration of the maintenance grant 
would have up-front costs but would also reduce the proportion of graduates not fully repaying 
their loans to 56% and cut the RAB rate from 46% to 35%. (Sutton Trust, Fairer Fees, 2017) 
The training levy has the potential to ensure employers support more higher apprenticeships, 
but it will be important it isn’t just targeted at existing employees and should be reviewed to 
ensure the incentives are properly targeted.   
 
Q14: What are the most effective ways for the Government and institutions to 
communicate with students and graduates on the nature and terms of student support? 
 
Disadvantaged young people need the opportunity to meet with knowledgeable advisers and to 
visit universities – including through summer schools - as well as hearing from young people 
from similar backgrounds about their experiences. Web or app-based communications are not 
enough. 
 
It is also vital that teachers and parents are fully informed, so that they can give good advice 
not just on costs, but also on the best course options and provide support with applications 
including personal statements. 
 
Universities should do more outreach pre-GCSE as many minds are made up at that stage, and 
subject choices are made which can impact on later decisions. It is also vital that universities 
are open and transparent about their admissions policies – including when and how they use 
contextual admissions. 



 

 
Q15: What are the best examples of education and training providers ensuring 

efficiency in the method of course provision while maintaining quality? And what are 
the challenges in doing this?  
 
N/A 
 
Q16: What are the ways that Government can increase the value for money of post-18 
education? 
N/A 


