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HE Reforms and London Impact 

Introduction: 

Despite the volume of change in recent years, the English higher education sector still awaits 
information regarding further reform: The long-promised response to the so-called Augar Review, 
admissions reform, restructuring of student loans through the Lifelong Learning Entitlement (LLE), Level 
3 qualification change and most recently, the demand to rewrite Access and Participation Plans (APPs) 
three years into a five-year cycle. In anticipation of these reforms, this paper sets out some of the key 
challenges facing the sector and, in particular, higher education institutions in London. 
 

 
Minimum Eligibility Requirements (GCSE or A-Level) 

• A minimum eligibility requirements policy would likely be linked to access to loans rather than 
admittance to a particular institution. This means those from the most disadvantaged backgrounds 
who lack access to alternative forms of financial support (e.g. from parents or family) are set to be the 
hardest hit – many of whom live in London, home to a third of areas in the 30 per cent most deprived 
parts of England.  

• It would be unlikely to impact the most selective universities, who tend to recruit students with 
relatively high-entry qualifications at GSCE and A-level, but instead would have a significant impact 
on less selective institutions, many of whom are the greatest drivers for social mobility in the sector 
and are highly concentrated in London.  

• Whilst attainment remains the greatest barrier to higher education, any minimum eligibility 
requirement would be a regressive move that would disproportionately prevent students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds from entering higher education. 

• This would have disproportionate effects on some of London’s BAME communities. 

• Students who fail their maths and English GCSE in Year 11 are unlikely to pass a resit. Given the low 
success rates of the resit, minimum entry requirements would condemn many young people to a cycle 
of failure with no progression pathway to higher education.  

  
Defunding of BTEC Qualifications 

• The proposal to introduce a binary system of T levels and A levels at Level 3 takes a simplistic approach 
to the complex landscape at Post 16, which currently includes over 2000 BTEC qualifications spanning 
a hugely diverse range of subjects and formats. Defunding these qualifications without viable 
alternatives risks closing off opportunities for many young people at Level 3.  

• Defunding BTECs will disproportionately impact and limit opportunities for disadvantaged pupils who 
are more likely to take this pathway, many of whom then progress to higher education. 

• A greater proportion of those studying BTECs come from an ethnic minority background (such as 
Asian, 16.5%; and Black 13.7%) than those who studied purely A Levels (Asian, 12.3%; and Black 4.9%). 
In that same year, according to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA), approximately 16.7% 
of those following an A Level route came from the bottom four socio-economic groups, versus double 
that (31.6%) of those following a BTEC-only route. 

• Although higher education institutions have established admissions criteria for BTEC qualifications 
there has been no consultation regarding their defunding and replacement with T Levels. The 
Universities Minister Michelle Donelan wrote to all providers on 17 November to ask that higher 
education providers accept T Levels for entry onto higher education courses. However, there remains 
little detail and no consultation as to how T Levels will prepare students for higher education study. 

https://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/members-area/member-briefings/local-government-finance/indices-deprivation-2019#:~:text=London%20is%20comparatively%20less%20deprived,per%20cent%20most%20deprived%20nationally
https://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/members-area/member-briefings/local-government-finance/indices-deprivation-2019#:~:text=London%20is%20comparatively%20less%20deprived,per%20cent%20most%20deprived%20nationally
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Universities-and-social-mobility-final-summary.pdf
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Universities-and-social-mobility-final-summary.pdf
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.105548!/file/Anna-paper.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/education-and-youth/london-education-report/london-education-report-secondary-education
https://www.tes.com/news/gcse-resits-2-3-students-make-no-progress
https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/understanding-our-qualifications/our-qualifications-explained/about-btecs.html
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2021/01/13/unintended-consequences-how-level-3-reform-could-damage-progression-to-higher-education-for-nursing-students/
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• The recent postponement of the defunding of BTEC, although a welcome respite, only 
shifts the timeline for this process by a year and does not address the sector’s wider concerns 
regarding their removal. 

• London Higher has recently joined the Protect Student Choice Campaign in order help to highlight 
these problems.  
 

Removal of Foundation Years  

• The Augar Report recommended the removal of financial support for Foundation Years at higher 
education institutions.  

• The Report suggests that Foundation Years do not offer good value for money and this provision 
should instead exist with colleges in the form of Access Courses. However, this overlooks the 
significant and unique contribution Foundation Courses make. According to analysis from the Office 
for Students (OfS), a higher proportion of students progress to a degree after taking a foundation year 
(79%) than following an Access Course (62%).  

• Foundation courses, offered by a wide range of London providers, allow students who might not feel 
ready for degree-level study to immerse themselves in university life, prepare for Level 4 study and 
begin to build networks which are important to both their wellbeing and progression into careers.  

• They are reactive to local skills shortages and regional needs – they are ‘the personification of social 
mobility, of levelling up’. 

• Foundation courses are also disproportionately a pathway for those from underrepresented 
backgrounds to progress to higher education. In 2017/18, 32% of students on Foundation Years in 
universities came from the most disadvantaged backgrounds, up from 25% in 2011/12. Across ten 
institutions in the Policy Perspective Network, students on Foundation Years were more likely to be 
male and from an under-represented background; more likely to be from a BAME background; more 
likely to be from a disadvantaged or under-represented background; and more likely to have a 
disability.  

• Foundation Years build the pipeline to Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) courses 
and addressing skills shortages. Analysis by the OfS found that in 2017/18 Engineering and Technology 
was the second largest subject for entrants to Foundation Year courses (12% of entrants), followed 
by Biological Sciences (11%), with the largest area of provision being in Business and Administrative 
Studies (26%). 

 

Move to Post-Qualification Admissions (PQA)  

• There are many challenges to the current admissions system, not least that the predicated grades 
upon which the system is based are known to be inaccurate and that high attaining disadvantaged 
pupils are more likely to receive pessimistic grade predictions, with around 1000 high attaining 
disadvantaged pupils per year being under-predicted. 

• It is tempting within this context to seek radical overhaul however, PQA is not a silver bullet for the 
problems associated with admissions; the structural changes required to shift to PQA would great 
significant disruption to the current education system, and this risks distracting from the real barriers 
to higher education.  

• Actual GCSE and A Level grades remain accurate, only to ‘one grade either way’, with much greater 
inaccuracies in particular subjects. Affluent parents and private schools are able to foot the costs of 
appeals which lead to increased exam grades (a point highlighted by former shadow Education 

https://www.protectstudentchoice.org/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/preparing-for-degree-study/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/preparing-for-degree-study/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2019/08/05/the-value-of-foundation-years-in-higher-education/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2021/06/17/foundation-years-an-engine-room-of-social-mobility/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2021/06/17/foundation-years-an-engine-room-of-social-mobility/
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/uclcepeow/20-14.htm
https://econpapers.repec.org/paper/uclcepeow/20-14.htm
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Rules-of-the-Game.pdf
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Rules-of-the-Game.pdf
https://www.suttontrust.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Rules-of-the-Game.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/790/pdf/
https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/kate-green-responds-to-the-confirmation-that-thousands-of-pupils-a-level-results-have-been-downgraded/
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Secretary Kate Green). A system which bakes in advantage for those able to pay does 
not address this issue.  

• A shift to PQA would require far greater support to students during the school summer holidays to 
support with Careers Information, Advice and Guidance (CIAG), decision making and logistical 
requirements. This would lead to either school staff being required to work during their holidays or 
disadvantaged pupils who rely most on school or college-based support being unable to access this 
during critical decision making periods.  

  
Lowering of Graduate Repayment Threshold  

• It has been widely reported that the government is looking to make savings from public expenditure 
on higher education. In order to achieve this, several options regarding the student loan book have 
been mooted, including a lower tuition fee cap, an increase in the graduate repayment period or 
reducing the repayment threshold for student loans.  

• Modelling suggests an additional 350,000 higher education places will be needed in England by 2035 
to keep up with demand, with the bulk of these places required in London and the South-East, placing 
increasing pressure on the student loan book.  

• Reducing the repayment threshold would have a bigger impact on London graduates who already face 
higher living costs and, for those coming from outside London to study, would have been entitled to 
a higher maintenance loan to cover London living costs.  

• In real terms, higher education funding in England has fallen by 9% since 2012. Further cutting funding 
for higher education as the country recovers from the Covid-19 pandemic is counter productive to 
long term economic health and will have a disproportionate impact on those from underrepresented 
backgrounds.  

  
Further Prioritisation of the Strategic Priority Grant  

• London higher education providers have already been hit by a double whammy of cuts as a result of 
changes to the Strategic Priority Grant, including the removal of the London Weighting supplement 
(accounting for £64m in combined losses) and the reprioritisation of funds away from creative 
disciplines mainly at multi-faculty institutions. 

• This puts London students as a disadvantage, as they are now receiving lower levels of investment in 
their higher education, at a time of rising inflation – despite many London students requiring 
increased support due to being ‘commuter’ students and / or coming from disadvantaged or under-
represented backgrounds. Should this under-funding of London providers result in course closures, it 
is students from under-represented backgrounds who will suffer, as they will be denied the 
opportunity to study creative courses and suffer from reduced student choice. 

• London’s healthcare higher education providers will not benefit from these funding changes either 
unless Government can guarantee increased placement provision for students in the NHS to allow 
students to complete their courses. 

 

 

Further Information: 
If you would like to discuss this briefing note further or require any further information, please contact 
Dr. Diana Beech, CEO at London Higher on diana.beech@londonhigher.ac.uk  

 

https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/kate-green-responds-to-the-confirmation-that-thousands-of-pupils-a-level-results-have-been-downgraded/
https://www.accesshe.ac.uk/yYdIx0u7/AccessHE-Best-Laid-Plans-Embargoed.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15858
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/No-easy-answers-English-student-finance-in-the-spending-review.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/No-easy-answers-English-student-finance-in-the-spending-review.pdf
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/22/new-hepi-report-reveals-over-350000-more-higher-education-places-will-be-needed-in-england-by-2035-to-keep-up-with-demand-while-scotland-will-see-a-decline-in-demand-for-places-over-the-same-period/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/22/new-hepi-report-reveals-over-350000-more-higher-education-places-will-be-needed-in-england-by-2035-to-keep-up-with-demand-while-scotland-will-see-a-decline-in-demand-for-places-over-the-same-period/
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15858
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/a3814453-4c28-404a-bf76-490183867d9a/rt-hon-gavin-williamson-cbe-mp-t-grant-ofs-chair-smb.pdf
mailto:diana.beech@londonhigher.ac.uk

