
12

*P62362A01236*

	

	

SECTION B

Read Figures 1, 2, 3 and the following extracts (A to B) before answering Question 6.

Answer ALL questions 6(a) to 6(e) and EITHER Question 6(f) OR Question 6(g).

You are advised to spend 1 hour and 5 minutes on this section.

Question 6

The market for higher education in the UK

Figure 1: Average graduate earnings, according to subject studied, compared to 
average non-graduate earnings (per cent) 2018 selected subjects.
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(Source: adapted from https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/13731 
The impact of undergraduate degrees on early-career earnings, Research report, November 2018)

Figure 2: Student loans outstanding at the end of financial years 2013 to 2018 in England
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(Source: adapted from https://www.slc.co.uk/official-statistics/ 
student-loans-debt-and-repayment/england.aspx)
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Figure 3: Number of applications to UCAS according to median income of area
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(Source: adapted from https://www.ucas.com/corporate/data-and-analysis/ucas-undergraduate-
releases/2018-cycle-applicant-figures-january-deadline)
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Extract A

Rethinking tuition fees

The value of a degree is significant. The latest data shows that the median university 
graduate income was £10 000 more than the average non-graduate income in 2018. This 
‘graduate premium’ means graduates will contribute significantly to the economy. In 
addition, the government will benefit greatly from additional tax revenues.

However, funding higher education continues to be a major issue. English universities 
charge some of the world’s highest fees. Interest rates on student loans are now 6.3%. 
There are a large number of courses where graduates are likely to earn less than  
non-graduates, despite an average of £50 000 of debt.

The Department for Education estimates that 45% of the value of loans will not be 
repaid. Outstanding student loans in England totalled more than £100 billion in 2018. By 
2023 total outstanding student loans are forecast to rise to £120 billion.

One option for revising student fees could be to charge higher fees for courses that 
are more expensive to teach or that have a better chance of higher earnings. That 
would make Science or Mathematics degrees more expensive to study than English or 
Philosophy.

At most universities the level of fees is likely to be the same flat rate of £9 250 per year. 
However, science-based courses need more expensive equipment and courses such as 
medicine require more teaching time and personal instruction.

Tuition fees were introduced in 1998 at £1 000 per year. They are currently £9 250. 
Economists estimate that the price elasticity of demand for higher education is about –0.5.

Charging £9 250 a year for an undergraduate degree makes England very expensive by 
international standards. Scotland has no fees for Scottish students, and fees in Wales and 
Northern Ireland are significantly lower. Much of Europe has low or no fees and Germany, 
which used to charge fees, has abolished them, replacing them with a graduate tax.

The only country with comparable fees is the United States. Top private colleges can 
charge more than the equivalent of £30 000 per year while state colleges can charge local 
students less than fees in England.

Despite this, student numbers at English universities have continued to increase from 
450 000 in 1998 to over 700 000 in 2018. Students from all backgrounds are more likely to 
go to university than ever before.

However, applicants from low-income areas are much less likely to go to university than 
applicants from high-income areas. The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service 
(UCAS) found that in the most deprived 10% of postal areas about 20% of young people 
went to university in 2018, compared with 50% in the highest income areas. Research 
by University College London revealed that even when candidates from low-income 
areas had the same exam results, they were much less likely to apply to university than 
candidates from high-income areas.
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(Source: adapted from https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/dec/16/change-in-student-loan-
accounting-could-add-10bn-to-national-debt)
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Extract B

Low-income university students twice as likely to drop out than high-income ones

The number of students from low-income areas who drop out of university before 
finishing their degree is at its highest in five years, indicating a considerable waste of 
scarce educational resources. This news comes at the same time as a drive to recruit 
students from poorer backgrounds, with universities spending a total of £725 million on 
access initiatives in the past academic year alone.

A number of top universities have started to lower their A level grade offers to students 
from low-income areas, in an attempt to encourage them to apply. However, there is a 
danger with ‘enticing’ disadvantaged students through lower grade offers, if universities 
are not going to provide ongoing support for them once they begin their courses.

The latest figures show that 9% of disadvantaged undergraduates do not continue 
in higher education beyond their first year. In comparison, the average drop-out rate 
among students from the high-income backgrounds was less than 5%. The gap continues 
to widen.

A report, published by the Office for Fair Access, concluded that: ‘The significance of 
this for students is huge. Higher education can be a transformational experience that 
opens doors to rewarding careers and social mobility, but this is only the case if students 
achieve successful outcomes.’
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(Source: adapted from https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/06/28/number-poor-students-dropping-
university-highest-level-five/)


