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Parties make time in manifestos for Part-Time

With 40,000 people in Wales currently studying in part-time higher education, it’s a large constituency of potential voters in this year’s Welsh General Election. In fact, at 40,000 the number of part-time students is broadly similar in size to some actual electoral constituencies in North Wales.

And with The Open University having taught well in excess of a 100,000 people in Wales over the last 42 years, there is a large section of our society whose experience of higher education involves studying part-time and at a distance.

Since devolution, the Welsh Government has a strong record and commitment to part-time HE provision. From the Graham Review, through to the One Wales agreement and in the For our Future strategy, the government(s) have recognised that part-time can deliver on widening participation, social justice and economic development; and The Open University’s mission to open up higher education ensures our commitment to meet these agendas and the needs of learners and citizens across Wales.

But there will be a new government in only a matter of weeks, even days perhaps. What will a potential government programme for the next 5 years offer part-time students, and how will it see the role of part-time HE in delivering on its social justice and economic renewal objectives?

The nearest we have to answers at the moment lie in the party manifestos published at the start of the campaign. Although much of the media has had fun with the spelling and grammar mistakes (and The OU’s courses in ‘English grammar in context’ and ‘Croeso: Beginners’ Welsh’ may be of interest), there’s no denying that each of the main party manifesto covers a lot of ground across all policy areas.

The first to launch were Plaid Cymru, and they make clear their continued commitment to the current government’s policy of introducing “tuition-fee loans to part-time students”. In previous Plaid manifestos it had been difficult to find a reference to part-time higher education, therefore this commitment will be welcomed by current and future students, especially if it means a level of pro-rata support with full-time students. The party also commits to meeting the “extra cost of top-up fees for students…and seek abolition of fees when public finances allow”, it is not clear whether this pledge only refers to full-time students.
The second to publish their manifesto were the Welsh Liberal Democrats. The party put forward a detailed section on part-time HE and lifelong learning. They pledge to “develop equity between full-time and part-time students by ensuring fair access to grants”. This could mean that the current forecasted balance between non-means tested grants for full-time students of c£180 million and means-tested grants for part-time students of c£8 million will be re-addressed. The manifesto also says that the party “recognises the importance of part-time study to economic recovery and personal development.”

The only party to be in government since 1999, Welsh Labour, were the third to launch. The manifesto confirms the party’s intention to drive forward the higher education policy direction of the current government, including student support, widening participation and the student voice. Although there are no explicit commitments on part-time HE, in a recent video ‘minute manifesto’ recorded at The OU in Wales and available on YouTube, the education minister Leighton Andrews was specific in promoting Labour’s “continued commitment” to part-time and said that it was “at the heart” of the government higher education strategy.

The final party to publish was the Welsh Conservatives. They commit to “increase the emphasis and value placed on part-time, modular and distance learning”, which will provide “flexible and responsive” (higher) education. It’s not immediately obvious from the manifesto what increasing the “emphasis and value” means in practice for student support and the balance of funding part-time provision, but it is a clear statement of commitment for the future shape and development of higher education and access to learning.
Political commentators in these pages and across the internet, radio and television are enjoying speculating on the shape of the next coalition, should the electoral maths make it a necessity. Drawing up a programme for government is never an easy task but whatever the colours of the next Welsh Government, building on their manifestos and records should ensure that part-time students are effectively supported and that part-time higher education can continue to deliver for all of Wales.
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