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Introduction  
 
1. The Open University1 (OU) and Birkbeck, University of London2 advocate a system of higher 

education funding which:  

 Ensures equality of access  
 

 Provides parity to full-time and part-time students  
 

 Enables flexibility of study, and  
 

 Sustains and promotes quality 
 
2. We welcome the Government‟s commitment in the White Paper to widening participation, 

parity between modes of study, flexibility and quality. Nevertheless, in order to meet the four 
principles listed above, we assert that five critical areas need to be addressed in order to 
avoid unintended consequences. 
 

 

Avoiding unintended consequences – key issues to be resolved 
 
3. In order to develop the flexible, innovative higher education sector that a high-skills global 

economy demands, we must level the playing field between full-time and part-time higher 
education and address the outstanding issues listed overleaf: 
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a) Parity regarding marginal places 

 Both the OU and Birkbeck deliver high quality university education to non-traditional  
students who often do not have A-level qualifications or equivalent. Our consistently high 
scores in the National Student Survey demonstrate how much our students value the 
quality of their student experience.  

 Currently, only full-time places will be opened up through the „core and margin‟ model. In 
a mode-blind system places, for students with AAB A-levels and institutions charging 
below £7,500, should be competitive in both the full-time and part-time sectors. 

 We are seeking re-assurance that part-time institutions such as the OU and 
Birkbeck who offer high quality provision to students from non-traditional 
backgrounds will have the opportunity to bid for additional ‘marginal’ places in 
2012 and beyond. 
 

b) Widening participation allocation  

 The widening participation allocation enables The OU and Birkbeck to advance social 
mobility and undertake highly effective outreach activity which lies at the heart of their 
social justice missions. 

 The allocation assists efforts by The OU which have led to 20% of its newest 
undergraduates coming from the 25% most disadvantaged communities in the country 
(as measured by the Government‟s National Index of Social Deprivation). It has also led 
to over 12,000 students with disabilities currently being able to study with the University.   

 The allocation has allowed Birkbeck to carry out specific work and interventions in some 
of London‟s poorest and lowest higher education participation areas (most deprived 
quintiles 1 and 2). This funding, alongside Birkbeck‟s own investment in widening 
participation, has enabled the number of fundable part-time undergraduate new entrants 
from these areas to rise from 38 in 2002-03 to 131 in 2009-10. The allocation has also 
enabled Birkbeck to target and recruit 35% of its part-time undergraduate new entrants 
in 2010-11 with an entry qualification of one A-level or less (or equivalent). This is 
evidence of the College‟s on-going commitment and the year on year successes that 
such targeted work can deliver and the continuing need for it to grow and increase 
participation the future. 

 The White Paper stated “…this [increase in participation]…has been supported by the 
Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) Widening Participation 
Allocation which recognises the extra costs that institutions face to recruit and retain 
larger numbers of students from more disadvantaged backgrounds. The future role of 
the allocation will be considered as part of HEFCE‟s consultation on the use of teaching 
grant to ensure that it supports successful widening participation activity in the future.” 
This consultation will commence in January 2012. 

 The strategy and outreach activity of the OU and Birkbeck will not be sustainable if they 
lose the WP allocation. It is excellent that the Universities Minister stated in the 
Commons on 15 July that this funding “is the equivalent of the pupil premium in schools. 
The Higher Education Funding Council for England is now consulting on how best to 
deliver the investment in future, but we [the Government] have made it clear that it is 
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very important to reflect the additional costs that under-represented groups face”. We 
also welcome the Opposition‟s commitment to the funding, and the attention it received 
in Simon Hughes‟ report on Access.  

 Despite this encouraging recognition of the importance of the widening participation 
allocation from the Universities Minister and others, it is concerning that leading 
academics in higher education studies, still believe that allocation could be at risk and 
this would widen inequality in the higher education sector3. 

 However, continued and greater endorsements from the Universities Minister and 
senior Government Officials will be imperative. It is also critical that HEFCE 
recognises the importance of this funding to the sector, and most of all to bolster 
social mobility, in advance of its consultation on the future of such allocations in 
January 2012. 
  

c) Transitional Arrangements 
  

 There are over 400,000 part-time students who are still uncertain about their future 
funding arrangements.  

 BIS and HEFCE have confirmed that full-time students commencing their studies in the 
last year of the current arrangements, and in receipt of fees and grant support, will be 
protected for two years during the transition to the fully operational new funding system 
in order to complete their studies. 

 David Willetts wrote to the sector on 13 April 2011 outlining grant support for new and 
continuing part-time students, however, we are still awaiting the full arrangements from 
HEFCE. They acknowledged to us on 27 June 2011 that this information is still 
outstanding and indicated to us that they are considering a transitional period of six 
years. 

 HEFCE‟s T-funding consultation, published on 30 July 2011, stated that they are 
hampered from providing transitional arrangements to part-time students. HEFCE do not 
have security over their budgets for the next Comprehensive Spending Review period 
and as part-time students are likely to continue studying beyond 2014, providing 
assurance is problematic.    

 For part-time students, we are recommending a transition period of five years after 
2012/13, reflecting the fastest possible qualification period for students studying at an 
intensity of 50% FTE and ensuring that transition to the full operation of the new system 
is not overly prolonged. 

 BIS should liaise with HEFCE to publish transitional arrangements for part-time 
students as a matter of urgency, not least to give hundreds of thousands of 
students clarity regarding their future arrangements. 
 

  

                                                           
3
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d) Pre-entry careers advice  

 Information, advice and career guidance for adults is crucial if we are to upskill the 
population and economic growth is to be stimulated. Part-time and mature learners are 
often classed as „non-traditional‟ and typically have lower levels of confidence compared 
to their younger counterparts. They tend not to be in school or college when they apply 
to university and part-time students do not currently apply though UCAS. They are thus 
outside of the normal support structures making it difficult to understand and negotiate 
the admissions process.    

 We welcome the plans outlined in the White Paper for adult „face-to-face‟ careers advice 
which will be an essential tool for supporting social mobility of adults though education. 
This concept needs developing, and a recognition that an effective and fit for purpose 
face-to-face careers advice will need to be well resourced in order to fit the demands 
that it will face.  

 We also welcome the move to provide prospective students with clear, transparent, and 
accurate information. However the distinctive offerings and student bodies of the OU and 
Birkbeck mean that the White Paper ambition for students to be able to look at Key 
Information Sets (KIS) and „compare easily‟ with other HEIs is almost impossible. 
Without the opportunity to contextualise, basic KIS data may be very misleading and 
could undermine our capacity to recruit. For example: 

o Accommodation costs are not relevant to mature part-time students;  

o Part-time students are mainly in employment therefore the required information 
about future employment is not relevant to them; 

o The role and value of a student union in a university for part-time, adult learners 
may be very different to that in a mainstream, more traditional university. 

 In introducing a measure of how many pupils from individual schools progress to higher 
education - as described in chapter 5 of the White Paper - we ask that part-time study is 
given equal recognition to full-time study within the results. If this is not the case then the 
part-time option may be downplayed in schools when in fact it is a key driver of social 
mobility. 

 A variety of information, advice and guidance tools and channels will be vital in 
demonstrating the benefits and options of higher education study to different 
audiences. Well-resourced pre-entry face-to-face support is critical if non-
traditional students are to make well informed choices that result in retention, 
success and ultimately economic growth. 
 

e) Part-time allocation  

 If a truly mode-blind system is to be realised and part-time supply is to be encouraged - 
the additional costs should be recognised to give students flexibility and choice. 

 The part-time allocation offsets the additional costs, faced by the part-time sector that 
are driven by headcount rather than FTE. According to a report commissioned by 
HEFCE, and carried out by J M Consulting, these costs are 15-44% higher than for full-
time students. 
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 If this allocation were cut, part-time students as a percentage of the total student 
population could continue to diminish in size as institutions would be dissuaded 
from offering greater choice given the additional costs. A continuing decline in 
supply would be counter to Government and HEFCE’s aspiration for parity, 
flexibility, choice and competition. 

4. If the outstanding policy issues - the five above in particular - are addressed positively in a 
spirit of delivering a mode-blind funding system, we are confident that English higher 
education will move significantly towards greater flexibility, more dynamism and higher 
quality.   

 

 
The value of part-time higher education 
 
5. Part-time higher education makes a substantial contribution to the UK economy. It provides 

the following benefits to students, employers, Government and the nation: 
 

 40% of students in England study part-time  
 

 89% of part-time students study to further their career aims 
 

 62% study vocational or professional courses 
 

 Almost 30% belong to routine or manual socio-economic groups 
 

 81% of part-time undergraduate students remain in work while studying and are net 
contributors to the Exchequer through income tax and national insurance 

 
 

Higher Education reform - progress to date 
 
6. We are grateful to the wide range of supporters from across the higher education sector, the 

political spectrum and public life more broadly who have supported the campaign to secure 
parity for the four in ten students who study part-time; and to enable the contribution of the 
part-time sector to social mobility and economic growth. 

 
7. Over the past twelve months, together, we have achieved the following progress: 
 

12th Oct Lord Browne states that: “higher education will be free at the point of entry  
  for all students, regardless of mode of study.” 
 

12th Oct All three major parties state their unequivocal support for the principle of parity 
between full-time and part-time higher education.  

 
9th Dec Government reduces the intensity level at which part-time students receive 

support to 25% (30 credits) which will help a further 19,000 students at the OU 
alone. 

 
20th Dec BIS letter to HEFCE reads: “for 2011/12 the top policy priorities for targeted 

funding should be supporting widening participation and fair access”. 
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2nd Feb The £372 allocation for widening participation is one of the only allocations not to 

be drastically cut in HEFCE‟s letter to institutions. 
 

10th Feb National Scholarship Programme is confirmed as being open to part-time and 
mature learners, and institutions charging below £6,000 having preferential 
match-funding arrangements (50% expectation rather than 100%). 

 
24th Mar David Willetts confirms part-time students studying for a Foundation Degree;  

Diploma of HE; HNC; HND; Certificate of HE Certificate of HE or a course for 
further training of youth and community workers will be eligible for loans.  

 
4th May The draft student support regulations 2011, stated there is no age limit for 

eligibility to loan support. 

28 June White Paper stated that [increased participation] “has been supported by the 
HEFCE WP Allocation which recognises the extra costs that institutions face to 
recruit and retain larger numbers of students from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds.” 

8. We have achieved this, not only through the strength of our argument and a widely held 
conviction that part-time higher education is integral to the future success of our national 
economy, but also because we are committed to engaging positively with all stakeholders. 
We intend to continue this throughout the legislative process. 

 
9. This positive approach also requires honesty regarding the areas where we have concerns 

that the promise of a mode-blind system may not be implemented in reality.  
 

Conclusion  

 
10. More than ever before, the nation needs a strong and vibrant part-time higher education 

sector to provide the diversity and flexibility of provision that students need to re-skill; the 
economy needs for growth and our society demands for social mobility.  

 
11. If we build on the encouraging recent reforms in paragraph seven and positively address the 

issues in paragraph three, we are confident that students, the higher education sector and 
the nation will be stronger, fairer and better educated. 

 
12. The Open University and Birkbeck are committed to engaging constructively with the widest 

range of partners to establish a flexible, innovative and mode-blind higher education sector 
which enhances quality and widens participation. We look forward to working with BIS in this 
endeavour.    

 
 
The Open University and Birkbeck, University of London  
September 2011 


