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Executive Summary – ‘Students and Debt’

Literature Survey
During the past century, the system of financial support for students in the UK underwent several periods of radical change. The culmination of the first was the system of student maintenance grants and universal state payment of tuition fees which operated between the implementation of the Robbins reforms in the late 1960s and the freezing of the grant in the early 1990s. This effectively came to an end with the plan for the majority students to pay a proportion of their own tuition costs and to take out loans to cover their living costs in the vastly expanded HE system envisioned by the 2003 White Paper on higher education. 

These changes have been the subject of a bitter, high-profile and sometimes emotional debate about how benefits individuals and society, and about the purpose of universities themselves. Alongside this a number of practical questions arise. How do students actually handle the new realities of financing their courses? Are they deterred from entering HE, and once there, are financial problems and stresses likely to affect their progress or cause them to withdraw? In a system which is intended to facilitate widening participation and social inclusion, are all students more equal, or does family affluence affect their chances of entering and enjoying university?

The ‘official’ position is that, because graduates enjoy higher than average earnings, they can and should repay at least some of the costs of their university courses. Graduates who do not earn more than £15,000 will not have to make any repayments, and students from poorer homes will be able to borrow sufficient money to give them a university experience comparable to that of students from well-off homes. The debt with which they graduate may be substantial, but it will be relatively easy to clear over a long period on average graduate earnings. However, various writers argue that the choice to enter university is rarely an entirely economically rational one, made on the basis of a careful cost-benefit analysis. Many students do not want to take on a substantial amount of debt, and debt aversion is higher among students from poorer or working-class homes, and/or among first-generation students. 

There is a substantial body of research on students and their attitudes to and experience of finance in the UK. Much of this is valuable, but because funding arrangements have been in a continual state of flux since the early 1990s, that this work may well ‘go out of date’ very quickly. Caution and contextualisation are important in applying the findings of older work to current students. 

In America, students have been required to meet the bulk or the whole of their own living and tuition costs through earnings, loans, parental contributions and aid. American research suggests that the much higher rates of withdrawal from US universities relate to student financial circumstances. American research, and some work in this country, indicates that different kinds of financial aid can influence student enrolment and retention. 

Where financial aid is offered, enrolment rates rise, and offering financial aid to current students generally improves retention. Some studies suggest that any kind of aid helps; others conclude that scholarships and grants are more effective than loans, and scholarships are more effective than grants. Scholarships and merit awards also seem to correlate with improved retention. This may be because of the ‘implied contract’ which they make between student and university. 

Research in 1997 suggested that 10% of all students, at some stage in their career, considered dropping out of university for financial reasons. Current work suggests that this has risen substantially. In addition, there is evidence that some students from poorer homes are deterred from entering university because of the costs involved, and that some who actually arrive at university state that they almost did not come for this reason.

Many students feel that financial hardship impacts on their academic performance because of stress, inability to meet course or travel costs, or the need to work long hours in part-time jobs. 

Students are aware that higher education is expensive, but often are not well informed either about the day-to-day realities of student finance nor of likely levels of debt on graduation. For example, some feel that around £5000 would be ‘safe’, but would have been deterred from entering by five-figure sums. Entry to postgraduate study has been very badly affected. 

Students who anticipate hardship, in particular those from poorer homes, may choose their institutions and courses on the basis of what aid will be available, and how easily they can get part-time work which will fit around the course. They may also be more likely to choose shorter courses and/ore more obviously vocational ones. 

Some research suggests that UK students are increasingly debt tolerant, and that debt tolerance increases as they progress through their course. However, their financial anxiety also rises as they remain at university. What appears to be ‘debt tolerance’ may sometimes be evidence of a lack of ‘financial literacy’ among students: general levels of financial literacy in the UK are fairly low. Some research suggests that students require very precise and specific financial guidance. 

Many students ‘reclassify’ debt; some do not consider overdrafts to be ‘proper debt’. Others assume that bank lending limits are intended to keep their spending within ‘safe’ boundaries, and that if it were not ‘alright’ to spend up to the limits of these, ‘they wouldn’t let you’. 

There is strong evidence that different social classes in the UK typically have different attitudes to debt, based on their cultural history and the realities of living with different levels of income and finance. Working-class families tend to be more ‘debt averse’ (and to use credit less in general) than middle-class families. As a result, students from working-class backgrounds may be deterred from entering higher education, or may experience more financial stress, and/or may attempt to avoid debt by working long part-time hours. A very important factor for these students is the absence of a financial ‘safety net’ from family and/or friends. 

Students from less privileged backgrounds are in general more aware of and articulate about policy and its implications. They have also observed the widening gulf in lifestyles between students from different parental income brackets. Students from better-off homes tend to show a ‘lack of critical thought’ about the issue, and to feel that any unfairness is ‘just the way things are’. Some criticise the small-mindedness of poorer students who worry about money. 

Studies of student financial experience identify ‘clusters’ of students. These types are defined by a combination of income, lifestyle, attitude and family background. Incomes themselves diverge enormously, with the poorest students living on under £4000 and better-off students having around £10,000 a year. The difference comes from a combination of parental contributions and levels of confidence in borrowing money. 

One group of students have high incomes, which include a high parental contribution (above the officially assessed level). They have ‘good lifestyles’, active social lives and are relatively unconcerned about debt, believing that they will earn enough to pay it off. They are almost invariably from better-off backgrounds and are often second-generation students. A second, and much smaller, group have high incomes but also spend at a high rate, largely on social items, and accrue high debts. They are either relatively ‘casual’ about money or anxious and discontent because they do not have enough to keep up with the spending of their friends in the first group. They may be from a similar social background or a slightly lower one, although they are not by any means from ‘working class’ homes. 

Often these first groups are made up of ‘traditional’ students, from homes where at least one parent has attended university. They tend to lead fairly traditional student lives as well. Where they have part-time jobs they tend to use their income from these for luxuries, holidays and/or their social lives. 

By contrast, a third group are not suffering actual hardship but are often anxious about money. They tend to have part-time jobs in order to minimise their need to take out loans, and their social lives are considerably more modest. Most receive some support from their parents, but this may be limited and some of it may be ‘in kind’. They are clear that their reasons for entering university are at least in part instrumental and relate to future earnings potential, and they come from middle-class homes with moderate incomes or from upper working-class backgrounds. 

The last group are in actual financial hardship and worry a great deal about money. Most are largely independent of their parents and/or families in financial terms, although they may receive considerable emotional support from home and often live with their parents. These students may be making a contribution to the family income through their earnings or student loans. Almost all are employed, in order to minimise debt, and most are worried about the impact of finance on their studies. However, many do not complain much, or at all, about their circumstances. 

Some students, therefore, are clearly in debt or employment in order to ‘sustain a lifestyle’. Others find themselves in these circumstances because there is no other way for them to finance their studies. For non-traditional students, in particular single parents, things tend to be harder. 

Callender and Wilkinson found that in the academic year 2002/3, the mean debt of a final year student was £8,666. Students with parents in higher managerial/professional occupations have an average debt of £7952, while those with parents in ‘intermediate’ occupations owe on average £9288. Students from routine or unemployed backgrounds owe around £10,198. 

Researchers such as Callender are concerned that even under the 2006 funding arrangements the participation and retention of widening participation students will be damaged. 

Around 70% of all students work during term-time. Most earn the national minimum wage or little more, and while the average number of hours in employment is 14 a week, two-fifths work for more than this. Average earnings are around the national minimum wage, although students from poorer homes tend to work longer hours for lower wages than more privileged students. Students from these backgrounds are also much more likely to have a job. 

Some studies suggest that part-time work has benefits for the academic progress of students. However, the main benefit mentioned is ‘reduces stress due to financial hardship’, which is a very indirect one. Students who report other benefits tend to be in work which is directly relevant to their course; however, very few manage to find work of this type, and most have unskilled jobs. 

Questionnaire Response

· The majority of students who returned the questionnaire were aged 18 – 24 (75.5%), female (77.6%) and studying in the School of Health, Community and Education Studies (37.7%), the School of Arts and Social Sciences (17%) or NBS (13.3%). 
· 28.2% of respondents lived with their parents. 91.2% of these were in the 18 – 24 age range; 31.4% of these ‘young’ students lived with their families. Slightly more women than men (30.5% vs. 20.4%) lived at home. 

· 75% were single without dependents, 4.2% (all women) were single parents, and roughly equal proportions of men and women were living with a partner (11.3%) or living with a partner and one or more dependent children (9.6%). 60% of parents have just one child and 30% have two; the majority are school age. 

Student income

· 68.2% of students have an annual income from all sources in the range £3000 - £6999. The average income for a full-time UK student in 2001/2 was £5,513. 13.6% have incomes between £7000 and £10,999.

· The highest incomes are found among HCES students, among older students, and among students with partners (students included partners’ income when stating total income).

· Single parents have income patterns which are more similar to those of single students without dependants than students with children who live with a partner. 

· Almost three quarters of students take out a student loan, and 56% rely on earnings from part-time work. 19.1% received NHS bursaries. The number who receive money from their parents, in the form of an assessed contribution or informal support other than living at home, is probably between 32% and 40%. 

· 72.2% of students who were entitled to a loan took out the full amount to which they were entitled. In most cases this was between £2500 and £4000. The main reasons for not taking the full entitlement were fear of debt and feeling that it was not necessary. 

· The average loan entitlement for a Northumbria student is above the national average. 

· There appears to be a shortfall in the payment of assessed parental contributions. 

· Around 10% of students applied to the Access to Learning fund, and roughly the same number applied to the Hardship fund. Between one third and half were successful. The majority, but not all, of the applications were from students in the lowest income band. 

Expenditure 

· 27.7% of students spend £200 - £400 per month and 36% spend £400 - £700. The national average monthly expenditure is around £575 per month.
· At least 17.5% of students in the lowest income band and 10% of students in the second lowest have annual outgoings which exceed their income. Many single parents may also have outgoings which exceed their income. 
· 38.6% of students pay between £200 and £300 in rent/mortgage and 26.5% pay less than £200. 23.2% of students pay no rent: the vast majority of these students live at home, although just under one third of students who live at home pay some rent.
· 69.2% of students spend under £100 a month on food, which includes 20.7% who state that they spend nothing on this item (all live with their parents). Young students have a lower average spend on food. 50% of single parents spend £200 - £250, and 47.8% of student parents who live with a partner spend over £300
· Just under one third of students pay no travel expenses in a normal month. Most young students pay between £10 and £50, and parents have higher travel expenses.
· Around 50% of all students pay some car-related expenses; this proportion is consistent across demographic groups, including young students. 50% of students with cars spend less than £150 each month.
· Telephone costs are uniform across all groups. The majority of students pay £25 - £50 per month, with large minorities paying £10 - £25 and £50 - £75.
· Just over half pay some credit/store care or mail order balance each month. 
· Around one third of students spend under £50 each month on their social lives. One third spend between £50 and £100 (£100 is the national household average for spending on eating out, alcoholic drinks outside the home and hobbies). One third spend over £100, with a peak in the ‘over £175’ category.
· Spending patterns are similar across age groups, with a small cluster of around 25% - 40% of students under 30 in the £50 - £75 category and some students in all age groups in the very low and very high ranges. 
· Women seem to spend slightly less than men on social life.
· Single parents tend to spend much less on social life than other students
Banking

· 99.2% of students have at least one bank account. 45.6% have only one account, 35.3% have two and 35.6% have three or more. Only 12.9% have building society accounts.

· 38.2% have a current account only and 28.6% have a current and a savings account. 

· 88.8% are using an agreed overdraft facility. 19.7% of these are using two overdrafts. 

· 68% of students who do not have an overdraft state that this is because of ‘debt aversion’. 8% have been refused an overdraft and 4% do not have this facility on their account.

· The most common overdraft limit is between £1500 and £2000 (35.4% of students), while a quarter have a limit between £1000 and £1500. 

· 13.2% of students often spend over their limit. 21.9% do so ‘sometimes’ and 23.3% do so ‘rarely’. 41.6% never exceed their overdraft. 33.1% state that they sometimes ‘buy items when they know they do not have sufficient funds to cover the cost’. 
· Debt default is low, and mostly relates to loans to family and friends (13.3% of students). However, the sums involved are large: the majority are over £400. 

Employment

· 76.8% of these students state that they have worked during term-time at some point. 

· 49.7% stated that they needed to work in order to meet ‘daily living costs’. 13.9% state that their main reason for working is to fund their social life, clothes and/or holidays. For 18.7%, both daily living costs and social life make working ‘necessary’. 

· 28.6% of students who state that ‘meeting daily living costs’ is their main reason for working spend under £50 per month on their social life. 27.3% spend between £50 and £75. However, 9.1% spend over £175 a month. Students who state that they work in order to be able to afford to socialise are evenly spread between all ‘social spend’ categories from £25 - £50 per month to £175 and over, as are those who state that they work for a combination of social costs and essentials. 
· 65.5% do not work because they feel their studies would suffer. 10.9% cannot work because of childcare responsibilities and 9.1% feel that they do not need to work. 
· Student incomes are very evenly spread. Around 20% earn £50 - £150 per month and another 20% earn around £150 - £200. 14.9% earn £250 - £300. 
· 50% of students with jobs work for the ‘safe’ number of hours a week (15) or less. However, 50% work longer hours. 11% work for 21 – 25 hours and 16% work for 26 hours a week or more. 
· Some students who work excessively long hours have a very high ‘social spend’, but others spend practically nothing on their social lives. Students with a working week of 16 – 20 hours actually spend less on their social lives than other groups.
· It appears that some students work (sometimes to excess) to finance their lifestyle, and that others do not. 
· 40.5% of working students have worked both day and evening shifts. 18.4% have worked day shifts only, and 8.6% only evening shifts. 4.3% have worked only evening and night shifts. 28.1% have worked all of day, evening and night shifts. 

· 56% of employed students feel that their progress has suffered slightly because of their jobs, and 11% feel that it has suffered badly. 38% have missed lectures because of their job commitments, and 8.2% have submitted work late for this reason. 
· 13.5% of employed students say they have benefited because their job helped them to reduce their debt concerns. 7.7% feel their progress has been enhanced by their job. 

Impact of debt and financial stress
· 56% of students state that their ‘student life’ has been badly affected by financial problems, and 26.6% state that financial problems have impacted on their health. 18.7% have missed classes because of financial difficulties. 
· 17.8% of students have sought advice within the university on financial matters. 23.3% of these spoke only to their personal tutor. 

· 68.2% of students who sought advice within the institution state that this was helpful. 

· 27% of these student have considered withdrawing for financial reasons. 

· 84.2% stated they had attempted to budget and plan their finances while at university. 

· 8.7% received some kind of help with budgeting, mostly from their families. 
· Many students would appreciate budgeting advice while still at school/college (29.5%) or in their first year (45.1%). 

· Only 41.1% of students agree that ‘debt is an inevitable part of higher education’

· Just under 70% express some level of concern about debt. 43.3% state that they are ‘extremely anxious’ and 26.4% that they are ‘a little concerned’. Only 2.6% state that they are ‘quite unconcerned’ about debt. 

· Very low numbers are reassured that future earnings and gains from their degree will help them pay off their debt. Less than 10% agree with statements expressing these positions. 

Debt

· 11.6% of students expect to owe £7,5000 - £10,000 on graduation; this is the band which includes the national average debt and average debts for students from professional/higher managerial backgrounds. 

· 22% of students expect to owe £10,000 - £12,500 on graduation; this is the band which includes the national average debt for students from lower-class homes. 

· 12.8% of students expect to owe under £5000, and 6.2% expect to owe £5,000 - £7,5000. 12.9% expect to owe £12,5000 - £15,000, and 10.4% expect to owe £15,000 - £17,500. 12.5% expect to owe over £17,500.

· Anticipated debts are spread evenly, peaking in the range above the national average. 

· The main debt is the student loan. 11.2% expect to owe between £5000 and £8000, 29% expect to owe between £8000 and £11,000, and 21.2% expect to owe between £11,000 and £14,000. 

· The majority of students have an overdraft, but this accounts for a relatively small proportion of their debt. 15.7% expect to owe under £1000, 16.2% expect to owe £1000 - £1500 and 23.7% expect to owe between £1500 and £2000.

· 63.1% do not mention credit card debt, and almost two-thirds of students with credit card debt expect to owe less than £1000 to this source. 

Introduction

The debate over finance for university students has been a complex and emotive one ever since the first suggestions, in the mid-1980s, that it should become the norm for students to pay some of the costs of their own courses. At this point, all students in British universities were enjoying the generous system of student support which resulted from eighty years of initiatives to bring able students from non-traditional backgrounds into higher education. The number of students who had their fees and at least some of their maintenance paid for by local or central government had grown steadily since the passing of the 1902 law which allowed local education authorities to pay for their most promising school pupils to progress to university. In 1920, 200 ‘State Scholarships’, offering full fees and living costs, were given, and both the number of awards and the sums involved rose until, shortly after the Second World War, the Board of Education’s F and T scheme supported 85,000 students in tertiary institutions, more than half of them in universities. 

With the introduction of National Service this scheme was run down, and replaced with a new combination of State Scholarships for the ‘ablest’ students (those deemed likely, on the basis of their school performance, to gain a first or upper-second class degree), and County scholarships for candidates who did not meet these requirements but nevertheless showed promise. In 1953, over 300,000 people entered tertiary education on State Scholarships, including a number of mature-age students, and over 9000 university entrants held Local Authority awards. The system, however, was criticised because of wide variations in the level of maintenance grant offered by different Local Authorities, and consequent inequalities in the circumstances of students
. The 1963 Robbins Report proposed a unification of student support so that fee payment and a means-tested maintenance grant were available to all students whose school-leaving qualifications won them a place in higher education.

The Robbins system was implemented, and remained in place until the expansion of student numbers in the 1980s and 1990s. For the first time in almost a century, the majority of British students would face the prospect of borrowing to pay for university education. The challenge for the current government is to persuade those who are opposed to fees that the new system offers preserves educational opportunity for all and does not constitute a return to the ‘bad old days’, while ensuring that education is valued enough to maintain recruitment levels. The challenge for universities is to find ways to deliver a genuine university experience, inside and outside the classroom, to students who are negotiating their way through this new and difficult territory. 

Unsurprisingly, emotions around this policy run high. The social construction of university and the composition of the student population had been shaped by the Robbins system, and the ideology underlying this. It could be – and was – justified on the grounds of both sound economic sense and social justice; it was designed to allowed society to benefit from educating the brightest children to the highest level, and individuals to benefit from fulfilling their intellectual and employment potential regardless of family means. Tapping into the ‘natural resource’ of intelligence accompanied the offer of intellectual and economic empowerment on the basis of hard work and inherent ability. Higher education offered free to anyone who ‘made the grade’ was spoken of as the ultimate tool for replacing the old class system with a meritocracy. More recently, international reports which point to the link between the economic prosperity and growth of a nation and the number of graduates in its workforce. The ‘poor but bright’ kid struggling with his or her class identity on the path to economic and intellectual empowerment was a powerful social symbol and a familiar romantic figure on screen and in literature. 

And he – or even she
 – did really exist. It is not difficult to find members of the post-war generation who will state that they could not have gained their degrees without the system of student grants, including several current government ministers. However, the student population as a whole remained small, and social diversity within it was still low. Middle-class children, whose parents would have found it difficult or impossible to pay the costs of their children’s university years up-front, did attend in higher numbers than before, and created a new social stratum in which going to university was regarded as desirable and normal. The children of parents with very low incomes, however, still made up only a tiny percentage of students. There turns out to be more involved in getting to university than simply affording fees and maintenance. Educational opportunity in secondary school, social and academic confidence, family support and tradition, and the opportunity not to earn for three or four years (six or seven if the time taken to sit A-levels is included) all play a part. 

These issues are complicated, and some of them do not fall within the remit of this document. For example, if individual graduates, private employers, and the wider society all enjoy the economic benefits of higher education, it is possible to argue at length about the extent to which all three of these groups should pay for that education. However, this discussion is relevant here only in so far as it may shape student behaviours within the university. Other difficult political issues (e.g. the effect of financial reforms on the widening participation agenda, the construction by students of higher education as an ‘opportunity’, the increasingly important role of parents in the lives of students and the extent to which the new system really does deliver social equality) do impact directly on individual HEIs, and literature relating to these will be considered. 

Hesketh (1999, 386 - 389) provides a brief history of post-Robbins reform. In 1988, Sir Keith Joseph suggested in a ‘defensive’ white paper (Top-Up Loans for Students) that the payment of students’ tuition fees should be means-tested in the same way as grants. However, this proposal ‘sank without trace’ when the government recognised its potential unpopularity among middle-class voters, who were the main beneficiaries of the student support system. Students reacted with considerable hostility, which grew after the freezing of maintenance grants in the 1990s, and the introduction of loans. Initially these were to be handled by private financial institutions, but after the banks withdrew from the scheme, the student loans company was set up, ‘administering publicly funded resources to support the private living costs of students’ (Hesketh 1999, p.387). 

The use of loans expanded swiftly as student numbers grew. The Dearing Report of 1997 represented an ‘attempt to find the “holy grail” of student funding systems’ (Hesketh 1999, 388); it affirmed the principle of individual contribution to the cost of gaining a degree which would bring individual benefits, but also stressed a new theme of the ‘state’s responsibility for supporting the less privileged’ (Hesketh 1999, p.389). Subsequent policy, however, contradicted the Dearing recommendations by phasing out grants altogether. Hesketh suggests that policy on student funding had been set before the Dearing Report was published:

the government’s plans for the new system were launched on the same day… as the Dearing Inquiry, effectively nullifying any subsequent debate on the Inquiry’s recommendations for student finance. Of more concern to educational policy makers and researchers, perhaps, was the complete absence of any detailed empirical analysis in the Dearing report exploring how student and their parents might react to the prospect of meeting the additional costs proposed by the government’s new finance system

Hesketh 1999, 385

The 2003 white paper The Future of Higher Education contained a revised set of proposals for a continuation of the current use of student loans alongside a system of ‘capped’ student fees which can be repaid after graduation on reaching a specified earnings threshold. The poorest students will once again receive a maintenance grant, and universities are required to use a proportion of their fee income to offset student hardship. Many students and education professionals are sceptical about the life expectancy of the ‘cap’ on fees at £3000, and it is probably fair to say that the only certainty about the effect of the full introduction of fees in 2006 is uncertainty itself. We simply do not know how – or possibly if – British students will change their behaviours with regard to applying to university and approaching their studies once there. Will they come to regard graduate debt in similar ways to their American counterparts, or will they hanker after the various funding systems of their European neighbours? Will they demand more vocational courses, or more flexible tuition arrangements? Will students from poor homes treat the new system of support as an opportunity, or a threat?

The American example is offered as a ‘case study’ for the success of a system where students largely bear the costs of their own university courses. Many UK institutions drew on American research in setting up their ‘fair access’ agreements, because USA universities have had to address the question of financial aid to students, and its potential impact on their experience and progression. Offers of financial aid can have a beneficial affect on recruitment, but the way in which it is offered and administered is crucial in determining the careers of students once they are at university. DesJardins, Ahlburg and McCall (2002) quote research which ‘has shown [that] financial aid should be evaluated by its joint effect on enrolment and graduation’, but suggest that student progress can be overshadowed by the desire to maximise the number of entrants: ‘this argument has not yet had much success with state legislatures’ (2002, 655). 

Dolton, Marcenaro and Navarro (2003), also examining data in the USA, found that ‘… there is a clear positive correlation between the amount of state financial support received by the grant holders and their academic results… Our results suggest that “means tested” support does have a very important impact on students from low income families’ (2003, 555 - 6). This suggests that the proposed grants for poorer students, and also financial aid targeted at this group by individual HEIs, will help both to recruit and retain students from less affluent homes. The high (and understandable) levels of ‘debt aversion’ among such households suggest that grants rather than loans may well be more effective in encouraging them to participate in higher education. Some work from the UK suggests that this effect is also found here. 
One effect of the introduction of fees is to change the role of students to something more like that of a ‘client’, or even a ‘customer’. This is accompanied by the emergence of a ‘market’ in higher education. Ahier (2000) argues that funding reforms in higher education are ‘…. thought to make the producers of higher education more sensitive to a range of purchasers’ (2000, 683). Individuals and families become ‘part-purchasers of higher education tuition’ (2000, 684). As well as purchasing experiential and concrete elements in the short-term, students are encouraged to consider their lifelong earnings potential as they make their choices about which university and course to join. Ahier suggests that ‘… similar changes [to student funding] in Australia… are producing the student as “an investor in the self conceived by human capital theory”’ (Ahier 2000, p.684). 

However, the student is not the only investor involved here. Education policy tends to be written with the assumption that students are ‘independent adults’ whose parents are relevant only as far as their incomes are assessed for the purposes of allocating grants. However, parents will become more and more involved in their children’s university careers as they make increasing financial contributions, formally or informally. Ahier argues that while policy:

emphasises individual investment, the beneficiaries of the policies are often those who have, and can continue to, invest intergenerationally… families which have both the assets and the “traditional” interpersonal means which produce certain levels of private but collective investment. For others, their families… may become institutions under increasing stress, unable to fulfil the new obligations and expectations which simultaneous policy changes in education, pensions and welfare thrust upon them

Ahier 2000, 690

Ahier suggests that if an increasing number of government policies simultaneously stress ‘individual responsibility’ for spending priorities, different families may make very different decisions about how to divide limited funds between these. An example which arises increasingly in discussion with current students and potential students is the tension felt by parents between the need to ‘help’ their children while they are at university and the need to make pension provision. The policy position is that no parent should have to make a hard choice of this kind, because students will be able to fund their higher education comfortably through loans which they can repay themselves out of their high graduate earnings. However, many parents want to ‘help’ their children through college (zzzz). This might involve allowing them to avoid taking up part-time work, for example. Many parents of children not yet in primary school speak of the ‘college funds’ which they have established, borrowing a concept from American society. 

Ahier draws a contrast between families according to whether or not ‘… the educational project is approached as a family project’ in this way (2000, 692). He warns that the ability to establish such a fund is not universal, but that it may come to be accepted, informally, as more or less essential if children are to progress to higher education, and states that:

the number of people who can use family assets in this way should not be over-estimated… family savings which can be easily used to give intergenerational help constitute only a small part of accumulated wealth… Few people have “liquidizable savings”, i.e. realisable assets, not house or investments in pension funds. Half of the richest 10% have only £6500 of assets within this category, even after 20 years of British government incentives to safe and invest

Ahier 2000, 692

Ahier’s argument raises an important point which will be explored at greater length in zzzz. However clearly a policy and its official aims, are articulated, its implementation will be crucially mediated by its wider public perception. An increasingly debt-tolerant society may be more willing to accumulate debt by investing in earnings potential, but its members may also view certain large sums as unacceptable ways of adding to debt. 

Many writers draw attention to the importance of families in examining student attitudes to finance and decisions in relation to higher education. In conclusions their recent study, Christie and Munro suggest that ‘it is misguided to see student funding as an issue for individual students (and prospective students) alone’ (Christie and Munro 2003, 633). They also found that emotion plays at least as great a part as rationality in university choices. None of the students whom they interviewed ‘had taken a well-informed or carefully weighed decision about the probable balance between the costs and the benefits of higher education before they started’ (2003, 633). A powerful folklore is growing up through media discussion, student networks and family beliefs, which may itself prove as powerful as earlier, socially-entrenched belief systems around education, and students tend to look towards this at least as readily as they do to official sources of information around student finance. Christie and Munro suggest that:

anecdotally the impact of student debt is being raised as a cause of later entry into owner-occupation, and of a growing tendency for students to return to the parental home post-university. Our work suggests that better prior knowledge would have dissuaded some from making the choices that they made: in particular, better knowledge is likely to work against government policy of widening access to higher education

Christie and Munro 2003, 634

It would be fair to say that much of the available research paints a rather gloomy picture of the prospects for genuinely widened participation under the new funding arrangements, at least until they have become entrenched and universities and the government have overcome cultural resistance and some communication problems. 

One positive development, though, is that the availability of research on student attitudes to finance is considerably better than it was in 2000, when Claire Callender bemoaned the fact that ‘… no research exists in the UK… which systematically assesses the impact of finances on participation [in higher education]’ (Callender and Kemp 2000, 260). Professor Callender herself has contributed substantially to this body of work. However, the availability of more research has done little to diminish the acrimony of this debate. The media presentation of Professor Callender’s most recent report was a case in point. In their responses to the document, the [then] Secretary of State for Education and the President of the National Union of Students clashed in the press over the statistics on student expenditure, and Professor Callender herself later wrote several newspaper articles clarifying her view that 

Part One:  Literature Survey

1:1
Student finance, student recruitment and student retention

1:1:1
American findings

Does financial hardship cause students to drop out of university? The Select Committee Report on Student Retention of 2001 stated categorically that this was not a significant problem, and drew attention to Callender’s finding that just one in ten students had considered leaving university because of their financial situation. It is certainly true that for many students who withdraw, money is not the main reason. However, there is some evidence that for certain groups it may be crucial. Callender and Kemp (2001) found that ‘low income students’ experience greatest financial hardship and leave HE with the most debt. This group do show higher levels of drop-out and worse achievement while at university. Students from low income families are more likely to experience negative effects of financial hardship and consider leaving (2001, 22)

Referring to the American situation, DesJardins, Ahlburg and McCall (2002) present some sobering statistics on interruption of study in USA universities. In their survey of students at the University of Minnesota at Minneapolis (a large, respected State institution), 69% had a ‘first stopout’, i.e. a point at which they ceased to progress with their studies on the expected timescale. Just over half of these students did not return within seven years, and of those who did re-enrol, 71% had a second stopout (2002, 657). Among students who did not interrupt their study at any point, the graduation rate was high, at 79%. However, among those who stop out twice or more, the graduation rate is only 14% (2002, 658).

The American research examines the ways in which different kinds of funding initial enrolment and persistence after the first year of college. DesJardins, Ahlburg and McCall note the methodological importance of disaggregating aid into component parts because ‘students respond to a set of prices and subsidies rather than to a single net price’ (2002, 659). This is similar to the observation that their entry decisions tend to follow at least as much from emotion as from economic rationality. The funding types examined include:

· Grants (offered to students on the basis of need or to all students on a particular programme, as long as they have achieved admission in the first place. Grants are financial aid with ‘no strings attached’). 

· Loans (financial aid which the student is expected to repay after graduation)

· Scholarships (financial aid offered on the understanding or condition that a student will fulfil some kind of academic requirements, or on the basis of prior academic achievement above the basics required for admission; some overlap with ‘grants’)

· Merit awards (a reward for academic performance: some overlap with ‘scholarships’)

· Employment on campus (offered preferentially to current students)

· Work/study aid (membership of a federal programme which allocates jobs to students on the basis of financial need, which allows them to work during their course)

There is considerable disagreement between American researchers about the ways in which different kinds of financial aid promote student enrolment and retention. However, the majority agree that where financial aid is offered, enrolment rates generally rise, and that offering financial aid to current students generally improves retention. This is the conclusion of research reviews (e.g. Braunstein, McGrath & Pescatrice 2000) in this field.  

No study suggests that financial aid alone promotes student retention; it always interacts with factors such as ability, preparedness, motivation, social class, family background, subject of study, college experience, age, gender, etc.  As well as interacting with actual levels of aid, all of these factors alter the ‘meaning’ of an offer of financial aid to any individual student. 

Some studies indicate that any aid helps retention. Hoyt & Lundell (2003) noted a drop-out rate of 16% for students with any aid at all (including campus jobs) as opposed to 23% for those who did not. Bresciani & Carson (2002) suggest that while aid is influential in retaining students, ‘level of unmet need’ rather than level of aid best predicts persistence or otherwise. 

However, other writers find different effects with different categories. The response of students from different income groups to different kinds of aid varies (St John 1990), but broad agreement emerges as to the overall effectiveness of aid types. Numerous studies argue that scholarships and grants are more effective than loans (e.g. NAO 2002, Paulsen & St John 2002, Singell 2002, Hu & St John 2001, Micceri 1998, Pascarella & Terenzini 1991). In general, it seems that scholarships are more effective than grants. Several researchers, e.g. Herzog (2003), argue that while scholarships are useful, grants may have little or no effect. Where loans do boost retention, they are still less effective so than scholarships. St John and Starkey (1995) found grants were negatively associated with persistence among poor students, possibly because the sums offered were insufficient. 

Scholarships and merit awards also correlate with improved retention, although it is difficult to ‘control’ for academic ability and motivation in evaluating these. However, several studies suggest that they are the most effective mode of funding for achievement and retention because of their clear link to academic performance (see 1:1:3 below).

1:1:2
UK research on student financial aid and retention

Callender (1997) reports that 10% of all students have at some stage in their careers considered dropping out of university for financial reasons. This is a very high figure, although the number of students who actually drop out for financial reasons is unclear (research at Northumbria indicated that it was the primary reason for only a minority of students, but that it was a factor in the decision of many more). There is ample evidence that many students from [relatively] low-income backgrounds are deterred from entering or continuing in higher education because of financial hardship. 

Callender and Kemp (2000) found that the decision about whether to study full- or part-time was finance-driven for a great many students. Over a quarter of the part-time students in their sample felt that they could not study full-time because of the greater costs involved in this. Half of the part-time students stated that they simply ‘couldn’t give up their job’ (2000, 262). 

This suggests that the provision of flexible routes into and through study is an important way of encouraging poor students to enter HE. However, in Callender and Kemp’s study, 15% of both full- and part-time students agreed with the statement “I nearly did not come to university because I was concerned about the debts I would build up” (2000, 262). Three-quarters of full-time students and two-thirds of part-time students disagreed. More significantly, 61% of full-time and 45% of part-time students agreed that “Changes to student funding have deterred some of my friends from coming to university”. Among full-time students those most likely to concur were women aged 25 and over (68%) (2000, 262). This suggests that key ‘widening participation’ groups are most likely to be deterred for financial reasons.

Callender and Kemp also found a negative impact on study behaviours due to financial hardship:

Seven per cent of all full-time students and five per cent of all part-time students had missed going to college because they could not afford the travel costs. This proportion more than doubled for full-time students and quadrupled for part-time students among those experiencing the greatest financial difficulties

Callender and Kemp 2000, 272

In addition, three-fifths of full-time and two-fifths of part-time students felt that financial difficulties had a negative impact on their academic performance. 30% of full-time and 20% of part-time students felt that these considerations had affected their studies ‘great deal’ or a ‘fair amount’, and again, this sense was strongest for experiencing the worst hardship, and for lone parents (Callender and Kemp 2000, 274). Problems described include worry and stress (named by 64% of full-timers and 70% of part-timers, especially those living at home, who had particularly high rates of part-time work), being unable to buy books, having to take part-time work, not being able to cover travel costs (again worst for full-time students living at home), and ‘health problems that mainly affected lone parents and students with the greatest financial difficulties’ (2000, 275). 

When questioned about the relationship between finance and persistence, 30% of full-time and 35% of part-time students had considered dropping out because of difficulties with money. This response was most common among those who believed that their academic performance was suffering because of financial pressures. 

Callender and Kemp conclude that ‘around ten per cent of all full-time and all part-time students had thought about dropping out for financial reasons’ (2000, 275). This statement, rather notoriously, was quoted in the 2001 DfES report on student retention as indicating that finance does not have a serious impact on student retention. 

Callender and Kemp (2001) reports a survey of students in Wales, where they found that only a minority (18.4%) stated definitely that they ‘nearly didn’t come to university because [they] were concerned about the debts [they] would build up’ (2001, 19). 22.9% of the subjects in this study had found themselves better off than expected while at university, while 38.5% said that things had worked out about as they expected. This suggests that the ‘folklore’ is to some extent spreading unnecessary alarm among potential students. 68.3% of the sample said that they had friends who had been deterred from applying because of changes in funding (2001, 20). 

Nevertheless, these figures are quite old, and potential debts have mounted. The students interviewed for SEEA at Northumbria all stated that they were worse off than they expected, and this group were unusually well-prepared. Callender and Kemp (2001) interviewed some students whose responses indicate that they might have made a different decision had fee levels bee higher: ‘“Fees are quite a lot. No, I wouldn’t have been able to [come to university]. I probably wouldn’t have got a massive £3000 a year loan or anything. I’d be like in £20 grand debt or something. Nah! £5 grand is OK”’. 

One interesting point which is beginning to attract policy attention is the effect of student fees and debt in deterring UK students from undertaking postgraduate study. This has been described in some quarters as leading to a ‘crisis’ in recruiting highly qualified staff to research and academic posts in this country. Callender and Kemp (2001), despite the more encouraging findings noted in the previous paragraph, learnt that 72.3% of the undergraduates in their sample believed that debt would discourage people from taking postgraduate courses; presumably most respondents based their views on their own plans. 

In a more recent study, Metcalf (2003, 326) notes that among students who do decide to go to university, selection of institutions is made according to how easy it will be to get a part-time job, or to keep or even commute home to an old job. In addition, students who anticipate financial hardship choose courses which accommodate part-time work easily. This sort of pattern is seen less at ‘high prestige’ universities than at some post-1992 institutions. The implications of this for widening participation and for the unity of the UK higher education sector are discussed below. 

Some research has examined the provision of aid to students on the basis of need. The findings of this suggests strongly that even small sums can be highly effective (e.g. Fitzgerald 2003). A useful strand within this work relates to the ways in which aid is ‘targeted’. For example, Kennedy (1997) reports on a project at an FE college in which retrospective payment of travel costs to students who had attended 75% or more of timetabled classes correlated with a substantial rise in retention. 

1:1:3
Financial aid and the ‘student contract’

In general, scholarships seem to be more effective than grants which in turn tend to be more effective than loans in improving student retention suggests that the ‘strings’ which appear to be attached to a particular kind of financial aid relate to its effectiveness in helping to retain students. DesJardins et al (2002), in a wide-ranging review of the literature alongside a large-scale study of a particular student cohort, suggest that:

… it may be that different forms of aid imply different “contracts” between the student and the institution and these contracts may affect student behaviour over and above their cash value.


DesJardins et al 2002, 653

Several observations from UK studies support this view. For example, Kennedy observed a dramatic improvement in retention where travel grants had ‘strings attached’ and NAO (2002) suggest that loans may be ineffective or worse because they imply a ‘deferred problem’ of yet more debt. Where grants appear to be relatively ineffective, it is suggested that they do not imply anything about the relationship between the student and the institution. 

Opportunities for using bursaries to shape the relationship between student and institution might include:

· paying these retrospectively, or in instalments, depending on student attendance

· offering all or part of the bursary ‘in kind’, e.g. travel grants, expensive course books or materials, discounts on housing, which may also be offered retrospectively

· requiring the student to sign a contract which indicates ways in which they can manage their own time at university in order to give themselves the best chance of success (e.g. making at least a nominal commitment to hours of attendance, time spent in private study, limiting part-time work, pro-actively seeking academic and non-academic guidance from within the institution) 

· offering bursaries along with detailed and realistic ‘first year budget’ advice and suggesting spending priorities (e.g. accommodation deposits, transport, IT equipment).

1:1:4
Recruitment and financial aid/tuition reduction
In the USA, it is observed that the offer of financial aid can increase recruitment, especially among students from poorer homes. The interaction of this increase in recruitment with retention seems not to have been investigated to any great extent. In particular, there is little discussion of whether offering financial aid and/or reduced tuition costs attract a high number of students who are ‘poor prospects’ for retention (e.g. ‘reactive entrants’ who are not particularly well-motivated and who choose a cheaper course because the costs of withdrawing are likely to be lower). 

In the UK, there is a public debate about whether institutions which offer fees below the maximum level of £3000 are likely to be perceived as offering an education of a lower quality. It is difficult to gauge student opinion on this matter, although an unscientific review of student message boards and journalism indicates a strong belief among students that higher fees will naturally indicate ‘better’ courses. For example, one website at the University of Central Lancashire contains a posting in which students conclude that, just as ‘better’ cars cost more, so must better courses. The student ‘reading’ of the offer of ‘inducements’ alongside a relatively high fee is also uncertain. 

In the American context, St John and Starkey (1995) examined the ways in which students respond to reduced tuition and the offer of grants or aid at enrolment and during their courses. Alongside a marked difference in the type of response found among students from different income backgrounds, they suggest that students do not select colleges on the basis of a traditional ‘net price’ approach, and that they vary their evaluation of college costs and the usefulness of aid throughout their career. In addition, each institution will attract a different constituency of students with their own beliefs about the costs and benefits of attending university. 

1:2
Student finance and the ‘cost benefit analysis’
Several writers examine the assumption that students will regard the costs of higher education as an investment in their future, deciding that ‘current’ debt is a worthwhile cost in order to accrue later benefit. Government policy on student finance does not – and, it might be argued, cannot – take account of the individual and cultural difficulties discussed by many of the writers quoted here. Its position on the ‘costs’ to students of their university career is summed up as follows by Christie and Munro: 

Individuals are presumed to make an informed choice about borrowing money for education, in the expectation of higher incomes post graduation. The economically rational argument assumes that the returns to education are significant and private… The availability of loans should, in principle, enable access for all regardless of the ability of parents to contribute

Christie and Munro 2003, 622

This ‘principle’ can fail to operate where students’ faith in the economic gains of higher education is shaken, for example by media reports about graduate unemployment and the ‘over-supply’ of degree-qualified workers, or where students evaluate debt in its own terms, rather than as one side of a ‘cost-benefit analysis’. Christie and Munro found that students in their survey held opinions across the spectrum from ‘debt averse/debt avoiders’, ‘debt neutral/debt inevitable’ and ‘debt oriented/debt by choice’ (Christie and Munro 2003, 624). Although the majority believed that they would earn more as a result of their degrees, confidence in this was not universally high. 

In addition, students’ ability to make a good judgement in this area is mediated by their level of realistic financial information. Callender and Kemp discovered that relatively few students in their study were genuinely aware of the costs involved: 

Nearly three out of every five full-time students and 43 per cent of part-time student had anticipated the costs of going to university/college incorrectly. Over half (55%) of full-time and 30 per cent of part-time students thought the costs would be more than they actually were, while three per cent of full-time and 13 per cent of part-time expected the costs to be less. The remainder had not thought about the costs before they started, or could not remember… Only one in five of both full-time and part-time student agreed with the statement: ‘My financial situation at university is better than I anticipated’. One half of full-time students and 38 per cent of part-time students disagreed with this statement. 

Callender and Kemp 2000, 261

Also writing in 2002, Ahier suggested that the decision to enter university is rarely made on the basis of a rational cost-benefit analysis, and proposes that finance may come into the equation at rather a late stage for many students:

There is evidence that the broad decision to opt for higher education after school is the result of a process that begins before the age of sixteen… but students do not seriously consider the financial side until much later… Subsequent decisions about what to study, where, and for how long, are likely to be influenced by some perceptions of costs

Ahier 2000, 694

In 2003, Callender and Wilkinson drew attention to the 150% rise in real terms between the debt of students in 1998/9 and 2002/3 (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, p.137). Students entering HE in the last year or so will almost certainly be more likely to consider university costs before they arrive, although it is by no means a foregone conclusion that they will be accurate. 

Even then, however, it would be wise to heed Ahier’s warning that:

it should not be presumed that those strategies that are adopted are in any general sense “rational”. After all, families are reacting to government policies which may themselves be contradictory, in so far as they encourage private strategies that are ultimately socially and/or personally destructive

Ahier 2000, 694 

He states that some parents may be ‘taken with the idea of enterprise’ (695) and therefore refuse to pay any of their children’s costs, arguing that it is the child who will eventually benefit from the education and who should therefore bear all of the associated risks and burdens. Other families may set ‘notional budgets’ on the basis of information of varying quality, their own experience or that of friends, or official information. An increasing number of families decide to offer their children financial support on the basis of their results at university, in a system of ‘performance related’ funding (696). This may be effective for some students, but for others it may place them in a difficult emotional and practical situation, as well as increasing their anxiety and reducing their willingness to take any intellectual risks. 

Section Two: 
Student attitudes to finance and debt

In the accompanying report on the student experience, I noted that there is a dearth of research examining student attitudes to university. The one area in which this is not true is finance, where their beliefs have been the subject of a number of detailed studies over the past few years, since the introduction of reforms to student support in the UK. This excellent literature does need to be treated with a certain degree of caution because its context is not static. The circumstances of the students interviewed in 1999, or even 2003, are quite radically different from those of current first years, and everything will change again in 2006 and thereafter. Nevertheless, this resource is invaluable for academics and administrators. 

2:1
Debt tolerance among students

The increasing debt tolerance of UK society as a whole is the subject of frequent comment in the media, and also in the sociological literature. Several studies examine the extent to which students as a group share in this trend, and the ways in which their views of debt are changing as it becomes an officially accepted part of student finance. 

Davies and Lea carried out a study at Exeter University in 1992, shortly after the initial introduction of student loans. At this date, it was still meaningful to distinguish between those students who had debt and those who did not. Students who had gone into debt were in general a little older than the majority. They were more likely to have credit cards and to accumulate debt on these, and in general to worry less about money than did most of their peers (1995, 672). In this study, ‘higher expenditure was associated with more tolerant attitudes to debt’. The findings of this early survey indicate that loans were, at this stage, used by many students to finance a lifestyle. However, even here a split between different groups of students emerges. Where clothes, entertainment and other items were the ‘high-spend items’, students were more debt-tolerant, but those who spent higher sums on food were less likely to accept debt. Davies and Lea did not differentiate between the social class backgrounds of students in their study. 

In addition, they also found that students became considerably more debt-tolerant as they went through the course (1995, 677). For this group, accumulating some sort of debt (usually a student loan, overdraft or credit-card balance) was ‘convenient and easy’ although ‘several… reported that before arriving at university they thought they would never go into debt, but events overrode their resolve, and now they did not think it so bad’ (1995, 678). Importantly, the levels of debt discussed here are so small that current students would probably laugh at them; the vast majority of sums mentioned are in three figures, and represent a debt which could probably be cleared by a good summer job for a student living with parents. In a little over a decade, student debt has changed from something that could be forgotten after a few months to a burden which many believe will not be paid off until they are over forty.

In 2004, Cooke et al 2004 quote a later study by Lea, published in 2001, which indicates that ‘students become more debt-tolerant as they progress through higher education’. Cooke et al, however, report that things have changed, and ‘the current data show that students become more concerned with finances as they progress through university’ (2004, 62). Cooke et al tracked a single, large (more than 1000) cohort of students who entered Leeds University in 2000 and provided data during each year of their studies. This work is valuable not only because it is so up-to-date, but because it also offers a longitudinal perspective. 

It is possible that what appears to be ‘debt tolerance’ is sometimes evidence of a lack of ‘financial literacy’ among students. General levels of financial literacy in the UK are remarkably low, according to a MORI/Institute of Financial Services Survey published in 2004; according to this, understanding of loans, interest rates and financial ‘packages’ in general was very poor. Watson and Johnson argue strongly that students need very specific guidance in financial literacy, tailored to their unique situation: 

We conclude that increasing institutional affordances is not an answer in itself. More importantly, students must be enculturated into a university mindset that encourages them to manipulate and use affordances to their best advantage.’ 

Watson and Johnson 2003, 10

Alternatively, students may evolve a reclassification of types of borrowing based on their availability, ease of repayment, or perceived consequences. Christie et al (2001) found that many students didn’t really believe that the overdraft was a debt at all: ‘“Um, I don’t think of it as borrowing money, I think of it as money”’ (2001, 369). The language they use (e.g. “I’m at the bottom of my overdraft”) reinforces this impression. The relative ease with which an overdraft can be accessed and cleared, the availability of free or cheap overdrafts to many students, and the fact that the sum borrowed by this means is small compared with their overall debt may all reinforce this impression. However, it is not a risk-free attitude, and many students are surprised when they get do encounter charges for this form of borrowing.

Hesketh (1999) found not only a lack of financial literacy, but a worrying level of naivety about the motives of financial institutions. Perhaps because banks present themselves as offering services which help students (rather than attracting them as customers), many of his subjects regarded bank policies as being intended to regulate student borrowing within ‘safe’ limits. The following quotation is typical:

“If I wasn’t supposed to be getting an overdraft, the banks wouldn’t let me have one… As long as the bank keep giving me money I know I’m operating within the bounds students are allowed to go up to”

Hesketh 1999, 399

Hesketh, like several authors, found that students in general ‘earmark’ different sources of income for different purposes. A typical pattern among more affluent students was that where a source might be accessed or otherwise at their individual discretion, this was more likely to be used for ‘lifestyle’ expenditure (1999, 399). 

Overall, students who have entered higher education are of necessity ‘debt tolerant’ to some extent. However, it becomes impossible to discuss this issue without embarking on a separation of different groups of students. Most of the work on student experiences of and attitudes to finance offer typologies which indicate the very wide range of positions adopted. 

2:2
Social class and attitudes to debt

Catalyst (2004) quote a number of MPs who argue that a ‘“myth of debt aversion”’ is found in discussions of student finance, and that ‘students recognise that such debts represent an important investment in their futures’ (2004, 7). This is undoubtedly true of some students. One of Hesketh’s informants was extremely impatient with his debt averse peers (although he did not question that this attitude existed), seeing a dislike of debt as a personal weakness and refusing to accept the ‘excuse’ that debt is hard to accept if one’s family has had little spare cash:

“I suppose people are just different, but getting stressed when you’re 10p overdrawn, or even worse, when you’ve still got £50 in the bank on the last day of term, is ludicrous. I think it says more about the constricted personalities of other students than what it says about me being reckless with my money. I know it has a lot to do with parents, and some people have never had access to others who’ve been before them. But I don’t see this as an excuse. Debt is everywhere, and it’s part of student life. It’s nothing to be worried about, especially when you see that everyone else is using it. I think some people just need to open their eyes a little bit”

Hesketh 1999, 399

What is truly remarkable about this student is not his debt tolerance, but his lack of imagination. The difficulty of integrating into a genuine student community the full range of attitudes from this to the genuine cases of hardship described below is a massive hurdle for a modern university, possibly a more difficult one than actually working out a practical system of student aid (arguably the former has rarely been achieved in the USA). It illustrates nicely the importance of distinguishing between groups of students, and of listening to a range of voices. 

Catalyst (2004) state that:

Working class debt aversion is a fact that needs to be taken seriously by policy-makers and not wished away. Policy analysis that regards participation in higher education as simply a rational economic choice has not adequately taken account of research which shows that attitudes to indebtedness are complex and deeply ingrained… Furthermore it is unhelpful in this context to view such debt aversion as simply ‘economically irrational’ because your attitude to financial risk is shaped by economic security and family support. The risks with actually taking the degree really are different for students from poorer homes, and yes, they will find it harder to get the really highly paid jobs

Catalyst 2004, p.8

This is a very strong statement, but the existence of very different attitudes among students from different social classes – and even of lower-status work outcomes among working-class students – are supported by the research
. In the accompanying Survey of Student Attitudes, Experiences and Expectations debt aversion appeared as a very real deterrent to university entrance among some highly motivated, and excellent, students. Referring to their national research, Callender and Kemp quote evidence that :

The rates of return of HE are likely to fall as participation increases and as the investment costs for individuals increase. Yet government policy fails to acknowledge the differential risk for different groups of students, especially those from low-income families. Women graduates, those from low-income families and those who attend certain types of HEI and get low final degree grades can all expect lower wages when they graduate. 

Callender and Kemp 2001, 22

Christie and Munro (2003) found that class mediated attitudes to loans very strongly. A great many affluent students were not borrowing at all to finance their education, even following the abolition of the maintenance grant and the introduction of some fee payments. Instead, the bulk or the whole of their university costs were met by their parents. Crucially, these students did not question the ability or willingness of their parents to finance them through university. Many did not think very much about what would happen to students whose parents were in no position to do this; it was simply ‘the norm’, and it was working well for them
:

What was noticeable about these more privileged students was the lack of critical thought they had given to the issue of student loans. With few exceptions they were surprisingly inarticulate about the policy debate, regarding their own good fortune as “just life”. Jules (Edinburgh) was fairly typical in his comments: “I’d say I was on the fortunate side of things and think I would be a bit bitter towards the people in my shoes if I was on the other side of the scale. That’s life really, isn’t it?”

Christie and Munro 2003, 631

However, the students from poorer homes who were interviewed in this study:

were more aware of and articulate about the effects of student loans policies. This related both to an unease about the widening divisions being created among students and to what they felt to be unfair demands on their parents

Christie and Munro 2003, 632 

Many of them did believe that the income thresholds at which repayment would start were fair, and believed that they had a chance of getting a ‘decent job’ through which to repay their loans. They were quite clear, however, that their university experience had been compromised by their financial circumstances and the inequalities in finance which existed. Christie and Munro point out that the students they interviewed represented the ‘survivors’, and that their views suggested that… loans are most likely to deter poorer groups from participating in higher education, as low-income families have not “progressed” to the middle-class acceptance of debt as a way of life’ (Christie and Munro 2003, 622). 

Several authors provide evidence to support the frequently-heard fear among working-class students of owing a sum greater than their principal annual household wage, or as they tend to put it, ‘more than my dad earns in a year’. According to Christie and Munro, ‘The prospect of large loans may be particularly intimidating when they exceed the family’s annual income and dwarf their savings’ (2003, 622). 

Interviews in the School of Informatics indicate that this fear leads to withdrawal as well as non-participation, when students suddenly recognise the reality of their debt and leave in panic before it mounts. Callender and Kemp (2001) demonstrate that a realistic student debt of around £12,500 ‘is about eighty per cent of the average gross annual earnings of full-time manual workers in 2000. Will these students be able to jump over this psychological barrier of having to borrow more money than their parents may earn in a year?’ (2001, 22). Policy requires students to deal with imagined earnings rather than those they have experienced all their lives. Contrast this situation with that of a student asked to imagine earning his father’s salary of £35,000, of which his debt in any case represents just over one third.  It is a kitchen, a car or a holiday rather than an entire year’s existence. 

In addition, the idea of a ‘lifetime salary’ sits more easily with cultural norms of middle-class salaries and careers than working- class wages. Skilled manual, semi-skilled and routine occupations are often less secure than non-manual, managerial and professional work. Lower-class jobs can disappear more easily as orders are completed, companies re-organise or move offshore, or demand for services fluctuates. 

Ahier (2000, 684) points out that all choices may not be ‘rational’. In other words, students may think about factors other than likely levels of graduate earnings and a manageable effective ‘graduate tax’ on these comfortable salaries. For most students, ‘the process of entering higher education is also likely to reflect family and community traditions and, in some cases, collective drift’. This is as true for upper- and middle-class students as it is for working-class ones; it is simply that in the former cases the traditions will usually make things a great deal easier
. 

In their Edinburgh study, Christie and Munro found that ‘Student attitudes to university cost were strongly mediated by the cultural and economic resources of their parents’ (Christie and Munro 2003, 624). In all households, both attitudes to money and its distribution were determined by what was available and also by what expenditure was valued, and seen as ‘worth the risk’, within the family: ‘… the actual flows of resources within families depend on both the cultural construction of needs and on the material circumstances of the family members’ (Christie and Munro 2003, 625). This is a standard model of flows of resources in households, and applies to spending in areas other than education. 

Watson and Johnson draw attention to the need for careful and realistic research on ‘students’ perceptions of current affordances’ (Watson and Johnson 2002, 2) in order to formulate policy on finance and retention. They stress that it is crucial here to be aware of the enormous diversity which is likely to be uncovered by any such exercise:

Far from being one financial experience for students… there are many, each being determined by a combination of an individual’s cultural and economic capital. 

Watson and Johnson 2002, 4

In the next section, some of the literature describing this diversity will be reviewed. 

Section Three: Student financial experience 

3:1
Class and debt

Callender and Wilkinson found that in the academic year 2002/3, the mean debt of a final year student was £8,666. This represents a substantial debt in itself. Their work also uncovered a wide variety of levels of indebtedness between different groups of students. Men tend to owe slightly more than women, and students who lived at home to owe slightly less than those in university accommodation or private rental accommodation. The largest differences, however, are between first- and second-generation students, and between students from different social class backgrounds. Students whose parents are in higher managerial or professional occupations have an average debt of £7952, while those whose parents are in ‘intermediate’ occupations owe on average £9288. Students from routine or unemployed backgrounds owe around £10,198. 

These figures are in line with those quoted by Catalyst 2004, which indicate that:

in 2002/3, students whose parents’ annual income was less than £20,480 owed an average of £9708 with half owing over £10,392. Students with parental incomes over £30,502 owed just £6,806. In effect, poorer students were 43% more in debt than their richer counterparts... They also do more paid work. 

Catalyst 2004, 6

Ahier states that ‘In stark terms, for the young person entering higher education from school, the poorer your parents the more debts you are encouraged to acquire’ (Ahier 2000, 686).The debt figures could be regarded as showing that the policy works; after all, the idea of a student loan is that it facilitates higher education entry for people who are not in a position to pay from their own resources. Just as mortgages make it possible for people who do not inherit a house to live in a home over which they have relative autonomy, student loans make it possible for the children of families without a high income to go to university. Callender and Wilkinson put it thus:

The larger sums of money obtained from student loans by lower-class students, the main source of student support, was also predictable. Indeed, these variations by social class are in keeping with the overall purpose of the student support system which aims, inter alia, to improve access and help fulfil the government’s objective of widening participation by directing “resources to those who need them most.”

Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 37

So, just as a working-class person with a mortgage will carry more debt than an aristocratic family who live in an inherited home, it is unsurprising that poorer students graduate with greater debt. The challenge is to present student borrowing as ‘opportunity’ rather than ‘risk’, but this is extremely difficult. Partly this is because education is constructed, for many families, as something that is ‘free’; this is the case at all compulsory stages, and has been the case for HE until recently. Partly, though, student debt has more obvious immediate risks. Mortgages are taken against actual earnings and the likelihood of their continuation, while students borrow against the salaries of jobs which they will not have for several years, if then. In addition, student finance does not involve a judicious balance between earning and owing; it is assumed that students will live from day to day on borrowed money. The margins for error are very tight. 

Poor students are offered the same educational opportunities as wealthy ones, but at much greater apparent risk. Their better-off peers often have parents who are in a position to support them as they enter HE, or at least bail them out with low- or no-interest loans in event of an real crisis. 

In addition, there is some evidence that students from working-class homes are unlikely to benefit from their higher education as much as their socially-advantaged peers. Claire Callender states:

Government policy has failed to acknowledge the differential risk of going to university for different student groups. Student-loan repayments are based on students’ income on graduation but students from low-income families, along with women, those attending certain types of higher education institutions, and those getting low final degree grades, all can expect lower than average wages when they graduate (Naylor et al, 2001)… students from social classes IV and V earn on average 7% less than graduates from social class I and II (Elias et al 1999).

Callender 2003, 8

Debt does not affect only to the poorest students. Students who would be described as ‘middle class’ owe more than wealthy students, and are in danger of ‘slipping through the gaps’ in examinations of student finance. Miles warns that the ‘sociology of youth’ tends to ignore class contrasts, and that ‘middle class young people, in particular, have all to often been neglected by sociologists of youth’ (Miles 2000, 48). 

Hesketh draws attention to the difficulties of defining social class in modern Britain, where the ‘old’ class system and its relationship to types of employment are in flux. Both educational experience and attitudes to education are among the defining features of different social classes, and families with similar incomes may have different attitudes to university and to debt. Particularly problematic is discussion of the very large and diverse ‘middle class’:

the so-called new or aspiring middle classes still remain different to [sic.] their more established middle-class contemporaries in significant ways… the trick is to establish the variations between those who are middle class and those who seek to become middle-class

Hesketh 1999, 395

As numerous writers have pointed out, ‘part of the process of being a student involves becoming middle-class’ (Hesketh 1999, 395). The contribution of education to the expansion of the middle class may lead to the assumption that all students will take a middle-class view of debt. However, students are more likely to work on the basis of the cultural attitudes and economic experience of their parents’ social class, rather than the one which they may themselves join in future. 

In fact, Hesketh found that middle-class students were more likely to use both loans and overdrafts (1999, 403). They seem to have been willing to go into debt in a variety of ways, possibly because they tended to know that they could afford it. In addition, they found it much easier to talk to their parents about money (1999, 404). 

Hesketh found that some middle-class parents actually regarded certain types of debt as quite useful, because they could be used in conjunction with informal family loans. For example, they sometimes ‘saw overdrafts in a facilitative capacity, largely because they could tide their son or daughter over until their parents could rectify their financial situation’ (1999, 404). Working-class parents, however, were suspicious of debt in general. This was precisely because they felt that they would be unable to ‘rescue’ their children if any part of a carefully planned financial strategy went wrong.

Christi et al found that: 

there was a clear divide within the student population according to the support that parents were able to offer. There was a significant minority of students for whom there was very little choice about how to make ends meet; working and borrowing were both necessities

Christie et al 2001, 381

Callender and Kemp (2000, 263) looked at students’ self-reported experience of hardship. A high level of stress over finance emerged, even among students who reported that they had taken sensible measures in budgeting:

Of all full-time students who regularly planned their expenditure, 87 per cent reported that they had some financial worries or concerns… Nearly one in six full-time students and one in ten part-time students reported the highest level of financial difficulty (i.e. they score positively on all four items

Callender and Kemp 2000, 267

Unsurprisingly, lone parents suffered the worst hardship, while men aged 25 or under from social classes 1 and 2 seemed to have fewest difficulties. In the Callender and Wilkinson study published in 2003, average expenditure over the year was £6,897 of which 67% was spent on living costs, 19% on housing, and the remaining 14% on participation costs (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, xiii). Interestingly, participation costs tend to be slightly higher for students living at home, because they incur higher travel expenses and are more likely to have to buy a computer to use themselves (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 86). 

There is some evidence that men and women experience hardship differently, even among young students without dependent children. Several surveys note that men are more willing to borrow than women. Callender and Wilkinson (2003, 123) note that men owe on average £100 more in commercial credit than women, and that the total debt of male final year students is slightly higher than that of female final year students (£8,802 as opposed to £8,556). Slightly more women (94%) than men (89%) actually have debt, however. 

Hesketh, in 1999, noted that first year men were almost twice as likely as women to have student loans (42% as opposed to 22%). This disparity increased in the second year (75% vs. 25%) and narrowed in the final year (78% vs. 50%), but the gap remained high, and was consistent across different financial backgrounds and income levels, including part-time work. His informants, unlike Callender and Wilkinson’s, offered some explanations. Women thought that it was because they were better at managing, less inclined to spend in a ‘macho’ way, and ‘“more inclined to accept reality”’ (1999, 403). Men thought that women were given more by their parents (which was not the case, on the basis of the figures reported) and that they were more inclined to lie. 

3:2
Typologies of student experience

Several excellent typologies of student financial experience are available, and these will be described in the following section. 

3:2:1
Christie and Munro 2003: student views of debt

Christie and Munro, in the 2003 study mentioned above, separated students at the two universities examined into three groups: ‘debt by choice’, ‘debt inevitable’ and ‘debt averse’. They interviewed 49 students from a prestigious pre-1992 institution and from a post-1992 university with a large local intake.

The ‘debts by choice’ students turned out to be mostly middle-class and second generation, and many had attended independent schools. For this group, the decision to attend university was ‘an unspoken but clear expectation’ (2003, 625). When asked what they hoped to ‘get out of’ university, they talked more about the experience than about enhanced earnings. However, they had ‘… a clear, although implicit, understanding of potential economic benefits’ (2003, p.626). For this group, just as ‘people like us’ always go to university, ‘people like us’ always earn the sort of salary our parents enjoyed. 

The majority of their parents were generous in supporting their children. All but one received a parental contribution at least equivalent to the basic £3600 and frequently greater. All of them had taken out a student loan, but this was ‘largely discretionary and the money was used to fund a higher-quality lifestyle’ (2003, 627). All perceived the loan as a choice rather than a necessity (2003, 627). In addition to better financial support, this group of students had the best-quality information about university entrance and course choice in general. 

‘Debt inevitable’ students had mostly been educated in the state sector. The majority (three quarters of these students) received under £50 each calendar month from their parents, and the others received between £60 and £200. These students rarely expressed a belief that going to university was a ‘natural progression’, but seemed to have ‘a more explicitly instrumental attitude, being much more likely to see their degree as a direct route to improved employment’ (2003, 627) including the one who thought “‘there was no way around having to have the education’”. The researchers linked this to the fact that these students actually knew what ‘dead end jobs’ were like, because some of their family and friends had them. One student made this link explicit: ‘“That’s the whole point I think of coming here in the first place is so that you an get more qualifications and get a better job’” (2003, 628). Often these students had entered university without a strong appreciation of just how much it would cost; they tended to have underestimated. (203, 629). Most reported feeling ‘scared’ by debt (2003, 629), but felt it was inevitable.

‘Debt avoiders’ (2003, 630) were a considerably more diverse group, socially. More than half of these students were second generation, and they were in a position to avoid debt because they received money from their parents; the lowest sum was £200 a month and the highest was £1000. Some of these students came from very socially privileged backgrounds (one or two were ‘trust fund’ children), while others were from fairly ‘average’ middle-class homes, but none was working-class. Many were aware of the experience of friends who had graduated with huge debt, and were glad to avoid this themselves. Just one worked during term. This annoyed her father, but she stated that he ‘“would kill her” if she took out a loan’ (2003, 631). This group could be regarded as debt averse, but their families are in a position to keep them out of debt altogether. 

Social class divisions between these groups are clear. The poorer students in the second group have been able to go to university, but they incur high debts in order to do so. If their beliefs about the wage differential which accrues from higher education are correct, they will be able to pay off their loans (eventually) after graduation, but both as students and as graduates they will have a rather different experience from that of their peers. 

The whole issue of the ‘experience’ of university and the way this is mediated by finance rarely enters the policy debate. A frequent comment on student debt is that students take part-time jobs and/or loans in order to ‘sustain a lifestyle’, and while this is certainly true of some students, it is certainly untrue of others. Specifically, students who do not have to take part-time work (such as all of the ‘debt avoiders’ and some of the ‘debts by choice’ students described above) have different academic and social opportunities during their time in higher education. Participation in university has been widened socially, but it is difficult to argue that poorer students are able to participate fully in the student experience. One of Reay’s informants, explaining his decision not to take part-time employment, stated that he had:

“…not much of a choice really. It’s either poverty or failure, ‘cos I think having to work three days a week won’t leave enough time to do the right amount of studying, and anyway if I’m in it for the experience of learning new things I need time to be able to do that… to get some enjoyment out of it, so I guess it’s poverty”

Reay et al 2001, 863

3:2:2
Christie et al 2001: money and emotion

Christie et al 2001, again working with students at two different universities in Scotland, identified four distinct groups of students on the basis of their financial situation and the emotions surrounding this. Once again, social class and family resources were fundamental; the authors point out that ‘… the size of the “excess” contribution [from parents] is very strongly associated with social class’ (2001, 370). The highest sum mentioned was £1300 a month, while some students received under £50 or nothing at all. 

The first group of students in this study had ‘high parental contributions [and] good lifestyles’. All of these students were middle-class and more than three quarters had attended independent schools. Over 70% of their regular income came from their parents, and in a typical month this parental contribution was more than £400. Not surprisingly, ‘the key characteristic of this group was a lack of concern about money’ (2001, 371). However, most of these students did choose to take a part-time job and/or a loan, which was normally used to improve their lifestyles. Therefore, some of these students are in debt but like the ‘debts by choice’ students they are not overly worried about it. Most are aware that their parents are generous. 

These students have considerable advantages in enjoying their time at university. They are involved in university societies and social activities, and can travel during the vacations, sometimes borrowing to fund this (for example, one used a £750 loan for a skiing holiday). While the students carry some debt, their parents may be prefer to contribute more rather than let their children get very far into debt. Where these students take jobs, they see these as a way of gaining independence from their families, although they may not acknowledge that this is only partial. 

As well as having more time to enjoy university, these students also gain an advantage in the job market, due to the lively resumes gained through their extra-curricular activities while in HE. They will appeal to traditional, high-paying employers, who may offer the best salaries.

A second group is termed ‘pragmatists: money on the mind’. The majority of these students attended state schools, and on average they get 32% of their regular income from their parents. For this group, ‘… the presence of supportive parents was an important part of their security’ (2001, 373). Often their parents offered support in kind rather than or as well as cash. They also covered one-off large expenses such as equipment, field trips, or travel home to visit family. 

These students had good relations with their families, and greatly appreciated the support which they offered. In return, they tried to do without certain ‘luxuries’ (often not very luxurious ones) because they did not want to pressurise their parents. The majority chose do ‘do their bit’ by working part-time, but some felt that doing so would let their parents down, and instead cut expenditure and ‘concentrated on their studies’ (2001, 373). Often their social lives were built around their part-time jobs rather than the university. They considered the vacation as a time to work and build up their finances rather than travel. For the most part these students’ careful planning paid off, but: ‘the less cushioned situation of these students compared to the first group was evident when conditions suddenly changed for them’ (2001, 374). 

For these two groups, finance and attitudes to finance were balancing out reasonably well. The pragmatists may not have avoided stress as successfully as the former group, and may have had a less rounded university experience, but for the most part did not suffer financial crises. However, not all students were as [relatively] fortunate. 

A small group had ‘high expectations [and] difficult family relations’. Almost all of these students had attended independent schools, and their aspirations for university life were very similar though those of the first one described, who may have formed their peer group, or perhaps their desired peer group, at school. Christie et al state that frequently ‘… they were trying to keep up with friends’ (2001, 376). They:

Have high expectations about student lifestyle based on status activities (eating out regularly, twenty-first birthday parties, skiing holidays, having own car)… by their own accounts, this group spent relatively freely, and were unapologetic about taking advantage of the lifestyle opportunities presented by student life


Christie and Munro 2001, 375

Overall, their average income was the highest of any group, but unlike the ‘high parental contributions, good lifestyles’ category, only 51% of it came from their parents. The remainder was gathered through earnings and loans. Students in this group were not interested in financial independence and would have liked to receive more money from home, but ‘their spending decisions had brought them into conflict with their parents.’ (2001, 375). This group had the ones with the most difficulty managing their finances. Many were in dispute with their families. 

This group of students, although it is the smallest, may well be the one which ‘makes most noise’ about financial hardship and gives rise – with justification – to the belief that students work, borrow and suffer financially because of their lifestyles. Unencumbered by class-based taboos at admitting to debt or asking for money, and struggling with a sense of injustice at the ‘better’ lives led by their peers, they may be quick to come forward to tutors or student service professionals. While it may be difficult to feel a great deal of sympathy for their accounts of their financial hardship, conflict with their parents and anxieties around their friends may lead to genuine emotional difficulties which need to be addressed (and whose rather materialistic articulation may itself render this unlikely). Another observation about this group is that they may represent the students who have always got into debt (albeit with far lower sums involved), even under the old system of grants. 

The last group, accounting for about a quarter of students in the study, is the one which could be considered as showing the worst financial hardship and the least control of their own situation; a cynic might term them the ‘deserving poor’ of the student population. Christie et al class them as ‘independent and/or struggling’. This group receive only 5% of income from their parents. 33% comes from earnings in [theoretically] part-time work, and the remainder from other sources, including loans. Very few are privately educated, and almost all were at the post-1992 university. 

In six cases, parents did not pay any of the assessed contributions for which they were officially liable. Sometimes the offer was made, but the student refused it. One said of her mother: 

“She is able to give it, but I said to her, don’t, because, I’d rather, because she’s got another child as well, so, he’s six, so I’d rather they were better off because I’m fine” 

Christie et al 2001, 377

However, many parents were unable to make any contribution at all, and some of these students themselves contributed to the family income. Their social life involved a weekly trip to trips to a cheap pub or the student union, and activities at home or in student flats, such as watching TV with friends or getting a takeaway. Most of these students had part-time jobs, but worried about the time which these took away from their studies. They rarely regarded part-time work as the basis for a social life. 

Most of these students had good relationships with their families, but regarded themselves as financially independent adults rather than as part of any kind of financial unit with their parents. As noted above, the dependence could be the other way. Sometimes the parents were in ill health and the student was unwilling to share their financial concerns in case of causing them stress. Others were simply very poor, and for some families the student loan was the cheapest one available, so the student was asked to take it out as a useful lump sum for the whole family. Many parents were very debt-averse. 

The assumption that students will take a loan in order to fund the ‘opportunities’ of higher education actually worked against some academically-oriented students. One single parent:

was assessed for benefits on the assumption that loans were taken out… she found she had to do this as well as work, though she resented this and would much rather have had more time to concentrate on her studies 

Christie et al 2001, 377

As well as debt aversion, family beliefs about ‘having a job’ affected these students. Some students worked because their parents felt that everyone should have a job, and that any parental contributions would be ‘pocket money’. In several cases this was given (and accepted by the students) as a reason for not paying the parental contribution (2001, 378). The idea that the time could be better spent studying was not discussed within the family.

And this was unfortunate. Independence from parents and from ‘risky’ debt, as well as in some cases the need to support their families, meant that this group tended to work for very long hours:

this was the group for whom work was most likely to impinge adversely on their academic work… [one] often had to miss classes and was struggling, at the time of interview, to complete course-work

Christie et al 2001, 378

Several reported working weeks of well over the recommended 15 hours, and others felt unhappy about turning down any shifts offered to them, in case of jeopardising their chances of an essential full-time job during the vacations. 

These students often felt ‘different’ from their peers, who frequently seemed to have no comprehension of their situation. They felt that their refusal to participate in social events they couldn’t afford, for example, was met with a lack of sympathy, as were their explanations that they were unable to attend classes or social meetings because of part-time jobs. One explained that ‘“they don’t understand, they just don’t grasp the concept of actually having to work, you know, they’ll work when they want to have an extra bit of money”’ (2001, 379)
.

For this group, there are explicit ‘trade offs’ against their financial hardship. One, of course, is the possibility of higher future earnings than would have been the norm in their social group. However, the independence which they had achieved was itself a cause for pride. In addition, some received strong emotional support from their families, who in turn were proud that the student had entered and persisted at university. 

Most importantly, among these students there was in general ‘… a feeling that they were not having a particularly difficult time nor that the system was treating them unfairly’ (2001, 379). They regarded university as an opportunity and ‘just got on with it’. Part of this may be because they had made a very definite choice to enter HE, rather than ‘drifting’ in reactively; their families’ support and pride will also have played a part. It is also likely that, just as the wealthy students have family backgrounds which lead them to see well-paid jobs as the norm, this group apply a different understanding of poverty. Their fortitude may be commendable, but that does not cancel out the inequality between opportunities to make the most of university. 

The extraordinary range of incomes noted by Christie et al is a useful reminder that ‘students’ are a very diverse group, financially. In their sample, the lowest annual incomes from all sources were £2450 and £3100. Both of these were reported by students who lived at home, worked long hours in the vacations, and used the money saved up then to live on during the term, when they tried to avoid having to enter employment. At the other end of the scale were a student whose trust fund and overdraft brought him an income of more than £12,000, and one who lived on £9950 from a full grant, a large parental contribution, a substantial overdraft and a well-paid job. 

The majority of students in this study had between £4000 and £7000. However, although this is a comparatively small range when compared with salaries nationally, the students at the top are living on almost double the sum available to those at the bottom. No single kind of financial experience can be described as ‘typical’ for all students, practically, culturally or otherwise. 

3:2:3
Hesketh 1999: attitudes and incomes

About three quarters of the students whom Hesketh interviewed started their first year as ‘confidents’, who tend to adopt a ‘take it as it comes’ view towards money. They are:

typically relaxed and confident about their financial lives… although they did not see their income as large, they described their financial resources as “limited” but “not inhibiting”… Quotes such as “I thought everything was going to be fine” and “I didn’t give it that much thought” exemplify the underlying influence of promised parental support on these students’ financial perspectives… a confident orientation towards finance which was typical of middle-class student who knew that they could rely upon the economic capital of parents, should the need arise

Hesketh 1999, 398

These students are mostly middle class and receive the full assessed parental contribution. In most cases they are also aware that their parents can and will offer them additional help if they encounter any sort of financial crisis. They perceive borrowing as perfectly acceptable (1999, 405) and (like the ‘casuals’, see below) view student loans and overdrafts as only ‘quasi-debt’. 

‘Confidents’ are the students on whose financial planning and emotional attitudes government policy relies. They are careful about money, but borrowing, from parents or student loans and banks, causes little anxiety. Their families are able and willing to pay assessed contributions. However, their confidence comes at least as much from the knowledge that they have a parental ‘safety net’ as from an understanding that they earn enough in future to pay off their debts. They are very similar to the ‘high parental contribution, good lifestyles’ group identified by Christie. 

‘Casuals’ do not suffer anxiety over money but are some way from the ‘financially sagacious’ ideal student. They ‘… adopted an approach which advocated “getting the most from your degree”, which meant “not letting money get in the way”’ (1999, 399).  Most believe that their financial resources will be more than enough to see them through, although in practice this may mean accumulating more debt in order to sustain their lifestyles; they have larger overdrafts and tend to view debt as inevitable. The financial security of their backgrounds is attested by the fact that they ‘are rather suspicious’ about students who are worried about their finances and/or do not have a great deal of debt (1999, 399). The students may include some of the ‘high incomes, good lifestyles’ group, but also some of those with ‘high expectations [and] difficult family relations’.

‘Circumspects’ made up a large minority of Hesketh’s sample. Most of these students had suffered a shortfall in the assessed contribution from their parents, and they approached finances ‘cautiously’. Both students and parents thought that assessment of their financial circumstances was ‘unfair’ (1999, 400)and felt that they needed to be ‘cautious’. Many had parents who did not allow them to take overdrafts or loans. They view debt with suspicion, if not outright aversion, and are often from poorer and/or working-class homes (1999, 406). This group is similar to Christie et al’s ‘pragmatists’, but will also include some of their ‘independents’. 

‘Anxious’ students may have been ‘circumspects’ at the start of their university carers, but if so they were at the most anxious end of that spectrum. Later on (during the second or third year), their anxiety over money has become more intense. This group of students described considerable stress over finance, in some cases to the extent of physical symptoms. Most of this group did not receive the full parental contribution to which they were entitled, or alternatively did not receive any parental contribution at all. The ‘independent’ students interviewed by Christie et al would probably fall into this group, although Hesketh does not describe their attitudes in as much detail. 

3:3
Variety of parental input

At 18, students are legal adults, in theory responsible for their own debt and independent of their parents. The rhetoric around personal development in higher education refers to individual goals and characteristics, but relationships with, or influence of, parents and family background are rare. Nevertheless, students are increasingly dependent on their families as parental input becomes more important to participation in higher education, or at least to comfortable participation. Parents are increasingly seen as joint ‘customers’ along with their children. There is anecdotal evidence that in this country, as in the USA, parents are having an influence on their children’s course choices, on the basis that it is their money. This is increasingly acknowledged by universities, who address recruitment, open-day and induction materials to parents as well as potential students. The round of applause for parents is now a staple of many UK degree days. 

In addition there is something of a taboo around discussing ‘class’ or financial advantage and disadvantage. This may have its roots in the pervasive belief in ‘meritocracy’ and the ‘given’ that modern society is classless. To imply that being well-off, or middle-class confers advantages is to suggest that good fortune is somehow undeserved on merit; to imply that there are disadvantages to being poor or working-class is to suggest implies inability or unwillingness to improve one’s lot by merit alone. A surprising number of students reject the idea that ‘social class’ is still relevant to modern British society; students who accept that it is would almost always qualify (on socioeconomic grounds, rather than just their own definition) as ‘working class’. 

Reay et al describe the situation as follows:

In a world where individuals are increasingly held accountable for their own fate… it is unfashionable to stress the continuing importance of deeply rooted material and emotional constraints on choice. While the shape of these constraints shifts considerably according to ethnicity, class and sex, all students were subject to them 

Reay et al 2001, 863 

They note that even where material constrains are readily articulated, emotional and psychological constraints are still pervasive and resist discussion. Nevertheless, as the above discussion shows, family background including social class is a crucial factor in university entry decisions and financial experience at university. Hesketh notes that:

apparent decoupling with the parental home is interesting in as much as the debate over the financial independence and autonomy of students largely turns on the extent to which students themselves acquire individual responsibility for their economic means during their studies… Far from leaving behind their cultural roots, their social origin pervades and shapes students’ university experiences

Hesketh 1999, 394

Ahier argues that, while students are to some extent the individual ‘investors in self’ envisioned by HE policy: 

the parents are a crucial element, because what is called their residual income determines both what proportion of the tuition fees have to be paid, and a quarter of the possible loan available… all the calculations are based upon notions of what good parents are expected to contribute to their children’s higher education, taking into account their income and other family obligations

Ahier 2000, 686

Parental input is implicitly acknowledged by reduced loan limits for those living at home and extra grants for those leaving care. However, shortfalls in parental contribution are very common. Hesketh examines some of the reasons for these, finding that alongside strained family circumstances and beliefs about the ‘morality’ of offering children a hand-out, there are a number of emotionally complex reasons which may have adverse effects on student stress. For example, some families reduce the contribution to a first-year student’s living expenses because s/he did not achieve satisfactory A-level results (1999, 400). 

Overall, when Hesketh wrote in 1999, ‘a number of research projects report such shortfalls to be as wide-spread as 40 per cent of the student population’ (1999, 402). In 2003, Callender and Wilkinson wrote that:

in practice, 26 per cent of students whose parents were assessed to contribute toward their children’s fees did not receive their full parental contribution. Each of these students had had to pay an average of £721 towards their fees.

Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 74

In addition:

A particularly noteworthy difference between students from the highest and lowest social classes was the proportion that personally had to pay for their tuition fees. Some 44 per cent of students from the lowest social classes, whose parents were assessed to make a fee contribution, personally paid towards their fees themselves compared with just a quarter of such students from the highest social classes

Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 94

Among first year students, liable for a larger sum of fees in the years examined:

1st year students’ higher participation costs were attributable to their larger personal payments towards their tuition fees. Some 27 per cent of 1st years, whose parents were assessed to contribute to their fees, did not receive the full parental contribution. Consequently, each of these students had to pay an average of £803 towards their fees.







    Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 103

Overall, in 2002/3:

The real value of regular parental financial support fell by 18%. … a quarter of parents did not contribute their full assessed tuition fee payment.  As a result, 26% of students personally had to contribute to their tuition fees, up from 20% in 1998/99. Their average contribution of £721 increased by 13% in real terms. 

Callender and Wilkinson 2003, viii

In summary:

because more parents were  paying towards tuition fees, directly to their children’s university, they reduced the amount they gave their children for living costs.

Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 52

So parental input cannot be safely assumed, even among better-off students. 

Some writers suggest that parental support in kind is at least as important as actual financial contribution, and probably the biggest source of ‘practical’ support is allowing a student to lvie in the parental home throughout their student career. In theory this has additional benefits, such as family support and a reduction of the stresses of adjustment. However, there is evidence that students who live at home have disadvantages in time allocation and academic and social integration over those who live in university halls of residence (see the accompanying report on student experiences and expectations). 

Nevertheless, this is a very important source of financial support to students from poorer homes. Hunt et al found that ‘even if the student must contribute a full share of household expenses this is likely to lead to lower expenses than living away from home’ (Hunt et al 2004, 8). However, they also observed some of the drawbacks, even in areas where living at home might be considered to confer advantages; for instance, students who live at home my have a longer commute to their part-time jobs, and thus even less time for their studies (Hunt et al 2004, p.15). 

Among better-off students, many receive financial help over and above the assessed contribution. The students surveyed by Christie and Munro (2003) were funded according to ‘transitional’ arrangements, which meant that more than half were entitled to a full (£1795) or partial grant. The maximum loan was £1800, and over a nine month academic year many received around £400 per calendar month from their parents. There are also small sums, clothes and food shopping, and other ‘one off’ payments, often in response to requests from the students (Christie et al 2001, 380). In their conclusion, they argue that:

Parents pay a much greater role in supporting their student sons and daughters than is generally recognised, and their affluence, class position and cultural capital profoundly affects the decisions that students make about higher education and their strategies once they are studying

Christie and Munro 2003, 633

This confirms the earlier finding from work in Edinburgh:

When asked how [parental] support is negotiated, it was clear that decision-making power lay firmly with the parents, and that students had very little input into the final decision

Christie et al 2001, 379

Like Hesketh, Christie et al 2001 found that ‘affordability’ was by no means always the main factor in determining whether students did or did not receive the full contribution. 

By contrast, students who do not have a parental ‘safety net’ can find that a relatively small financial crisis can tip them over into extremes of stress and also of excessive hours in part-time work. One of Reay et al’s informants expressed her situation thus:

“It’s all gone wrong for me. Because I’ve been getting no help from home I’ve had to find the money for rent, food, everything basically and there’s no way I can get the work done anymore. I’m too exhausted”

Reay et al 2001, 862

3:4
Access issues

Callender, writing in 2003 after the publication of her work with Wilkinson and its subsequent dissection in the press, comes to these conclusions on student finance and widening participation:

it is unlikely that the changes announced [in 2003] will improve the situation and lead to widening participation in HE. Although student grants are being re-instated, the level of the grants is very low. £1,000 is not enough to pay for the increase in tuition fees. It is unlikely to be a larger enough incentive to change the attitudes of debt averse non-HE entrants. It is unlikely to be adequate to overcome all the financial barriers to HE entry. Nor is it likely to be sufficient to affect low-income HE entrants’ choice of university and course, which are driven often by financial considerations… £1,000 will not fill the shortfall between students’ average income and expenditure... It will be insufficient to compensate for all the variation in parental financial support among students from different social classes. It will be too little to stop student undertaking paid work during term-time, especially low-income students.  The new grant may help some students to reduce the number of hours they work, but not to stop them working altogether. Thus, £1000 will not ensure that students’ ability to undertake their course is not compromised by having to do excessive amounts of paid work to the detriment of their studies, or from excessive financial stress… Variable fees will increase substantially both the costs of HE and the levels of student debt.  Both tend to deter participation particularly among low-income groups. Yet, the £1,000 grant will be inadequate to offset both the rising costs and debt. Currently, students from low-income families adopt a range of strategies to reduce the costs of HE, to minimise the accumulation of debt, to save money, and to limit the personal and financial risks of going to university. All shape and restrict these students’ HE choices. There is a danger that some of the proposed changes in the White Paper will lead to an HE sector more socially and ethnically differentiated and polarised than ever before. 

Callender 2003, 10

This is a very pessimistic view of the chances for the genuine – or even partial – improvement of widening participation under the new funding arrangements. Callender suggests that a combination of cultural debt aversion and genuine financial hardship will make higher education a difficult place for poorer students; some will be deterred altogether from entering university, and others will have a limited range of choice and experience once there. And this assessment is made on the basis of the most comprehensive survey of student finance in the UK, by probably this country’s most experienced researcher in the field. 

Callender writes at a time when: 

contemporary political discourses which position widening access and the advent of a mass system of higher education as unproblematically positive advances

Reay et al 2001, 855

However, both practical financial and cultural constraints still operate very strongly:

in relation to access to higher education, choices are governed by what it is “reasonable to expect”… [students] have developed expectations that are acceptable “for people like us” 

Reay et al 2001, 864

The typologies of students above do suggest that the experience of financial hardship for students from poor families is certainly one which they might want to avoid. In each case, this group seems to account for around one fifth of the student population; not, by any means, a majority, but a significant enough number, especially given the expressed policy of widening participation. Similarly the very wealthy students (e.g. the ‘trust fund’ children of Christie and Munro’s study)  make up a small, but crucial group. 

Hesketh argues that the ‘fewness’ of the latter makes them especially important in developing policy, because the strategies of exclusive groups ‘have significant effects on the excluded’. Family dynamics of the ‘privileged’ are:

used as the ideological templates in the promotion of further privatisation, flexibilization, self-funding etc. The suggestion is that investing in their children’s higher education is what good, responsible families do… a concerned parent on an average income, or below, or with limited financial assets, has an open-ended and undefined set of obligations, because they see their child taking on substantial debts… we know very little about how families are adapting to the new situations arising from these policy changes.

Hesketh 1999, 692

Ahier also notes the mingling of official policy and private beliefs, cultures and behaviours, as well as the notion of ‘moral’ obligations (2000, 697). 

There is evidence to support Callender’s view (Callender 2003, 8) that widening participation has not really been achieved by previous ‘reforms’ in student funding. Reay et al observe that while gender inequality in higher education has been substantially reduced since the production of the Robbins report, class inequality has remained very stable (Reay et al 2001, 855-6). Their analysis of UCAS data for 1997/8:

highlight[s] large decreases in accepted applicants within those age, socio-economic and ethnic groupings which were the primary focus of the widening participation initiative… and suggest that the inequalities arising from lack of information and general perplexity and confusion about post-compulsory education among Jackson and Marsden’s working-class families of forty years ago have, in the new Labour era, been compounded by the introduction of fees and loans and the abolition of maintenance grants’ 

Reay et al 2001, 856

Hesketh describes the funding situation in 1999, but his comments are still relevant to the post-2003 policy. He suggests that in general different class attitudes to debt mean that:

a system of financing higher education which calls for a greater contribution from students and their families favours the middle-classes who, by definition, have greater economic resources at their immediate disposal

Hesketh 1999, 407

He also points out that in fact, middle-class borrowing is greater than working-class borrowing in the UK, quoting evidence that even institutions such as credit unions were largely used by middle- rather than low-income families, who tend to regard credit as an emergency rather than a standard measure (Hesketh 1999, p.407). This is an other area where different rhetoric surrounds borrowing by different groups. Rather as the easily-obtained and cleared overdraft is regarded as ‘not proper debt’, debt which is incurred by people who can more easily request and repay it may be regarded, socially, as less of a ‘problem’. There is even a different language around middle- and working-class debt, with the middle classes ‘purchasing financial products’ and the working-classes ‘living beyond their means’. 

Thomas warns that where poorer students enter higher education and are unable to persist for financial reasons, the system is effectively ‘offering a new student cohort an opportunity that fails them, and further entrenches them as non-participants’ (Thomas 2001, 362). She proposes that:

To overcome social and cultural barriers… includes changing higher education to make it of greater value to non-traditional student groups, and familiarising them with the practices of higher education

Thomas 2001, 366

This sounds laudable, but it carries its own dangers. Thomas has argued that this will involve increasing vocational courses in higher education, as well as organising courses which are more practical than theoretical in focus. Such courses do, of course, have value, but they will not offer non-traditional students the range of opportunities both at and after university that traditionally relate to HE. Participation will be technically widened, and may also be more affordable, but this will not lead to the social aims articulated. 

A frequent criticism of the widening participation initiatives in the UK is that expansion of numbers has led to an expansion in less-qualified students from better-off homes, but not to any great expansion of genuinely lower-class entry. This can be seen as a situation of genuine inequality, especially for moderately qualified children from working-class families. Wolanin offers a blunt summary of the comparable situation in the USA: ‘In a situation of substantial income inequality in the US, dumb rich kids have the same opportunity for higher education as smart poor kids’ (Wolanin 2001). 

Catalyst 2004 quotes the Dearing Report, which uses a three-class analysis (rather than the more conventional six-strand version). On this basis, 77% of students from the wealthiest homes, who have two more A-levels, go to university. 59% of the ‘middle’ classes with these qualifications go, compared with only 47% from the most disadvantaged backgrounds (2004, 4). Among students with 8 or more GCSE passes at grades A*-C, 73% of the lower classes and 87% of higher classes enter HE (NAO figures which suggest a similar difference of 14%). GCSE results may be a better ‘control’ because by the time pupils sit A-levels the decision about university may already be taken. According to Catalyst, ‘Evidence from the United States also shows that rates of participation in higher education rise with family income, even once academic ability has been controlled for’ (Catalyst 2004, 4). 

Catalyst 2004 also note that as well as inequalities outside the system, inequalities within it are important. Government reports are quoted as noting that ‘students from poorer classes are less likely to apply to the most prestigious universities, despite having the necessary qualifications’ (2004, 5). They tend to live at home and choose more vocational courses. In addition, they rely on paid work more and take more vocational courses. 

There is substantial evidence that having a degree improves earnings and employment prospects in later life. Blundell et al (1997) found that in a sample of people born in 1958, holding a non-degree HE qualification correlated with a 15% higher level of wages for men, while a first degree correlated with a 21% increase. Women with a non-degree HE qualification earn 26% more than non-graduates and those with a first degree earn 39% more. Subject of study seems to have little effect, and while those who qualified as mature-age students earn less, they still earn more than non-graduates. However, people who dropped out of university earn less than those who never began a course at all. 
According to Callender and Kemp, among their student subjects ‘… financial issues were driving students’ choices of what they planned to do on completing their course’ (Callender and Kemp 2000, 279). In other words, the cherished post-university opportunities are themselves mediated by a student’s financial situation while in HE. If this is worse for working-class students, then the opportunities for which they have suffered hardship will themselves be limited. Once again, this may be an ‘unsquarable circle’, but its incorrigible shape needs to be acknowledged. Both career choices and decisions about entering postgraduate study are affected. 

And new funding arrangements are unlikely to do anything to improve the inequalities in employment opportunities after graduation. According to Christie et al:

the imperative to support oneself at university exacerbates inequalities: the affluent emerge with few debts and interesting CVs (giving them an advantage in accessing the best paid jobs); the less privileged with significant debts and a history of working in shops and bars

Christie et al 2001, 381

3:5
Debt and stress

Cooke et al examined the relationship between mental health issues and attitudes to debt. Among their subjects, students who worried more about debt appeared to feel more tense, anxious, or nervous, more criticised by other people, more unhappy and more irritable with other people. In addition, they were less likely to feel good about themselves, less able to cope when things go wrong, less happy with things they have done, less able to do things they have needed to do, and less optimistic about the future. Levels of worry related very closely to estimated personal debt on graduation. Those who were classified as ‘high worry’ expect to leave university with more debt – the average estimate was £11,667 – than ‘low worry’ students (who expected to owe around £7631 (Cooke et al 2004, 58). 

Sleep problems are also seemed to correlate with high debt anxiety (2004, 63). Cooke et al used  their survey items relating to social support and networks to measure whether ‘low debt worry’ students are simply people who cope better overall, but this did not appear to be the case; their anxieties appeared to relate very specifically to finance. This is confirmed by the fact that the high debt worry students do not seem ‘more worried about things in general’ (2004, 64). In addition: 

demographic and economic measures do not appear to predict differences in mental health among students. In contrast, students’ perceptions of their finances and debt differentiated mental health scores

Cooke et al 2004, 62

Financial anxieties also seem to increase as students progress through their course (2004, 59-60). 

3:6
Finance and ‘two tier’ higher education

The question of whether the introduction of student fees will in effect create a two-tiered (or multi-tiered) university system in the UK has been extensively discussed. This is an extremely controversial issue, but there is strong evidence that employers assume that universities fall into a ‘hierarchy’, and students themselves undoubtedly do so when applying to HE. The issues of quality are irrelevant here, but to what extent will universities become stratified according to the financial circumstances of their students while fees are still capped at £3000?

Metcalf 2003 notes that the higher-status universities will be under least pressure to accommodate term-time working, which will ‘reinforce a class divide within higher education’ (Metcalf 2003, 326). Reay et al examine the divisions of ‘status’ in rather more detail, concluding that: 

Instead of a system underpinned by relatively straight forward class-based inclusion and exclusion, we now have a far more differentiated field of higher education…there is a political rhetoric of widening access, achievement-for-all and meritocratic equalisation within mass higher education. Yet changes in the scale and scope of higher education, however significant these may be, should not distract attention from the continuing and developing forms of social stratification within higher education. White more working-class and minority students are entering university, for the most part they are entering different universities from their middle-class counterparts

Reay et al 2001, 858 

As before, finance is only one part of a complex of social, cultural and practical factors in creating and perpetrating this stratification. Reay et al examine the definitions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ universities according to students from different social backgrounds. For example:

Mick, who describes himself as white working-class, has rejected the more elite universities like King’s because, as he asserts, “What’s a person like me going to do at a place like that” and says that he would find “going to somewhere like King’s daunting”. Despite what the league tables say, for Mick, Roehampton is a good university because, after a negative experience of schooling, his priority is to go to an institution where he is comfortable, somewhere there is a chance he will feel at home within education

Reay et al 2001, 864

The perceived preferences or prejudices of employers are seen to affect the entry choices of many students. One reported that ‘“Basically yeah, I didn’t look at some universities at all, because I didn’t think they were a good basis for going to a job. University of Middlesex was like, laughable”’ (Reay et al 2001, 868). Sometimes the class or race aspect of these is made explicit, for example in the explanation by this student of her UCAS preferences:

“South Bank university has a reputation somehow of being an ethnic university and I think that’s not good for getting jobs afterwards”… “everyone says North London is a working-class university so I don’t think it’s a very good place to go to”

Reay et al 2001, 868-9

The extent to which these beliefs are entrenched in student and school-leaver folklore is considerable. For example, I worked in London University for nine years, but was unaware that South Bank was considered more ‘ethnic’ than any other London HEI. 

Where institutions succeed in providing a supportive and welcoming environment for non-traditional students, this can backfire as these students themselves gain confidence:

Students… whilst recognising “their place’, imbue this with connotations of deficit and were attempting to leave. For them the spaces which have opened up within higher education for minority and white working-class students were, by definition, degraded places they sought to avoid, aspiring instead to the places of more privileged others

Reay et al 2001, 867

Not only institutions, but also courses may be associated with different levels of both practicality and prestige. Christie and Munro warn that the trend among non-traditional, working-class and first-generation students to prefer vocational and/or shorter courses means that even though they enter higher education, their employment and earnings potential may still be curtailed by their financial background:

The relationship between the size of the debt incurred and the number of years of study may be pressurising less advantaged students into opting for shorter and/or more vocational courses… this potentially creates new inequalities whereby students from poorer backgrounds qualify to diploma level and those from more affluent backgrounds achieve degrees

Christie and Munro 2003, 622

Raffe et al 2001 note that at all levels in education, vocational tracks fail to enjoy parity of esteem with academic ones, which: 

encourages students to choose post-compulsory options on the basis of their relative status rather than their intrinsic value, because it undervalues important forms of learning and knowledge… and because it gives low status to people whose social position is based on possession of this knowledge… If the vocational track is a ‘pale reflection’ of the academic track it will not gain parity of esteem – some advocates argue that it needs to stay distinct to achieve this 

Raffe et al 2001, 179

Section Four:
Part-time work

4:1
Students and part-time work

The number of full-time students in UK universities with part-time jobs during term-time has risen since maintenance grants were frozen, and will continue to do so. Between 1998/99 and 2002/03, students’ average earnings increased by 57% above the underlying rate of inflation, and 48% above changes in real earnings. This reflects the increasing reliance, for whatever reason, of students on earnings from part-time jobs. At the beginning of this period only 64% of students worked during term-time, and they worked for considerably shorter hours. However, their hourly rate of pay is the same in real terms as it was in 1998 (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 51). 

Callender and Wilkinson found that around 70% of all full-time students now work during the academic year (more work during vacations). Students’ propensity to work relates to the amount of financial support which they receive from their parents; those living at home, and those who  also take out student loans, are the most likely to work (74%), as do a high proportion of mature-age students (71%) (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, xii). 

Over the academic year, average earnings for a student are £1,105 and students work for an average of 14 hours a week, although two-fifths work for more than 15 hours. Average earnings are £5.07 per hour. Where students who have not taken out a loan do work, their working week tends to be longer than average (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, xi). This may be because one set of ‘no loan’ students are in this position because they receive generous parental support and need not work, while another avoid taking loans in order to stay out of debt, and take jobs for precisely the same reason. 

Student part-time work is a controversial topic. Opponents of current higher education funding policy argue that the disruption to student integration and study time is damaging both the quality of the student experience (academic and social) and also of the university graduates entering the workforce. Proponents point out that in many countries, such as the USA, student jobs have been the norm in many institutions. Others suggest that working is a choice for most students, who take jobs not to pay for essentials but to ‘sustain a lifestyle’. 

This factor rarely features in discussions of policy. Hunt et al point out that it was not mentioned in the 2003 White Paper, and state that ‘… the impact of the growth in term-time employment amongst students in higher education has not received as much attention as perhaps it should’ (Hunt et al 2004, 3). They note Margaret Hodge’s statement that the increase in part-time work among students does not worry her, as long as individuals manage to achieve ‘a proper balance’. 

However, here again there are suggestions that social inequalities operate:

… the data indicates that students in employment are drawn disproportionately from those from less well-off backgrounds… for some groups of students the “proper balance” between academic work and labour market activity is not being achieved, work does impinge on study… academic attainment, and by implication future productivity gains and earning power, are being sacrificed for short-term income during term-time

Hunt et al 2004, 4
In addition, ‘some universities may be at an advantage due to low term-time working amongst their students’ (Metcalf 2003, 320). 

4:2
Who works?

Metcalf 2003, in a study of four UK universities, found substantial differences by ‘type’ of university  in the number of students who had jobs. Students at a ‘prestigious’ pre-1992 university were the least likely to work. Fairly similar patterns emerged at an old university with relatively low entry grades and a new university with relatively high ones, while the highest rates were found at a post-1992 institution with lower entry grades. In their third year, 27% of students worked during term-time at the prestigious ‘old’ university, compared with 53% at the less prestigious ‘old’ university and 54% at the more prestigious ‘new’ one. 60% worked at the lower-prestige ‘new’ university (Metcalf 2003, 317). All of these figures relate to 2000; today, they would almost certainly be higher for all institutions. 

There was also a difference between the number of hours which students at different institutions spent in their jobs. The difference between the mean hours worked is low for the average working week, but the maximum working week varies enormously. It is only 20 hours a week at the first university, rising to 25 for the second, and to 30 for the less prestigious new university (Metcalf 2003, 318). 

Stevens and Weale (2004) also found that ‘… students in new universities study for longer than those in old ones’ (2004, 19). They suggest that this related not to current hardship but to anticipated earnings: 

a poor family background… would depress earnings prospects… with a wealthy family able to provide financial support having the opposite effect

Stevens and Weale 2004, 19 

This is an interesting perspective, but it seems unlikely that students would make a single and highly economically rational decision over this single issue, while culture and emotion are so influential elsewhere. 

Hunt et al examined the split between social class groups of students who work. Their study is especially important because it was carried out at the University of Northumbria, where more than 2000 students returned questionnaires over a three-year period. They found that among these students, rates of part-time working rose sharply as social class definition fell. Findings from this project are presented in Table 1.

	% employed of total in social class group
	98/9
	99/00
	00/01

	Professional/higher managerial
	20.2% 
	28.6%
	35.7% 

	Intermediate
	32.3% 
	37.5%
	52.9% 

	Skilled non-manual 
	42.6% 
	54.9%
	53.1% 

	Skilled manual 
	52.3% 
	48.6%
	54.0% 

	Partially skilled and unskilled
	50.0% 
	70.4%
	47.2% 


Table 1: Employment by social class group



Hunt et al 2004, 8

While the number in part-time work has risen for all social classes, it remains consistently low for the highest social class. The jump in the number of students from ‘intermediate’ backgrounds who have jobs is interesting; this may relate either to the greater acceptability of working and the choice by middle-class students to upgrade their lifestyles by taking jobs, or the increasing difficulty with which parents on a moderate middle-class income fund their children’s higher education. 

Hunt et al also asked students why they chose to work. 66% stated that one of their reasons whas ‘to achieve a desired standard of living’. This indicates that a great many students work for reasons other than sheer financial hardship. However, a third of students do not mention this reason; in addition, the definition of ‘desired standard’ is not indicated. 53% state that they work to ‘enable [themselves] to remain at university’. For 49% earnings are ‘an alternative to borrowing’, and just 8% decide to work because the job relates to what they want to do on leaving university. Once again, a wide variety of reasons seem to operate.

Christie et al 2001 state that ‘paid work may not always be forced on students’ They quote several writers who argue for the benefits of working to students: 

Lucas and Lammont (1998) argue that working is very much a normal part of life for many young people… finding that over half of the school students aged 17 and over they surveyed were in paid employment. Further, they suggest that work can be a positive experience, arguing that “work was perceived by university students as both a substitute for spending money and a way of going out without spending money” (p.53). Ford et al (1995) also found that some of the students they interviewed valued work, as they felt it improved their time management while at university (although these attitudes may be post hoc rationalisations)

Christie et al 2001, 365

However, the dates of these studies calls into question their relevance to the current situation.

Callender and Wilkinson note that students from lower social classes are not only more likely than students from better-off homes to work, they also have a longer average working week. However their earnings are not higher. This is because the class differential in earnings starts at university, and these students actually earn less. Their average hourly wage is £4.82, as opposed to £5.17 among students from wealthier backgrounds. Thus ‘they work longer hours for poorer pay’ (Callender and Wilkinson 2003, 37). 

4:3
Costs and benefits of employment

Does part-time working have a negative or a positive affect on students’ academic performance? The Survey of Literature on Student Retention quotes work from the Napier University Student Retention Project which indicates very strongly that students who work for more than 15 hours are in substantially greater danger of withdrawal than those who work for less time or who do not have jobs at all. However, the affect of having any sort of job on all aspects of student achievement is rather less clear-cut. It is politically difficult to assert that working is definitely bad for achievement because of the near-necessity of part-time jobs to current student funding arrangements, and also because of the difference in employment patterns between social classes. 

One possible explanation for observed deleterious effects is that the UK university system has not yet adapted in the same ways as, for example, the US one has. Thus if there is a ‘problem’ it may not be that many students have jobs, but that the university system is not designed to allow students to work. Such adaptation may be inevitable during the coming years, for some institutions at least. 

In a Spanish study, the relationship between academic achievement and time spent in different non-study activities was examined. Here, while it emerged that time expended on travel, domestic activities and social life has ‘a negative (and significant) influence’, the authors concluded that ‘time spent working for money has no statistically significant effect’. However, this may be ‘… because of the low proportion of students working in the labour market…. the low level of university fees in Spain and the level of state grants, which obviate the need for students to supplement their income’ (Dolton, Marcenaro and Navarro 2003, 554). This means that working is associated with less stress, and also that hours in employment are unlikely to be very high. 

Hunt et al found that between 30% and 48% of students who worked for less than fourteen hours a week believed that their academic performance suffered because of their jobs, with the percentage rising over the three years surveyed (1998/9, 1999/00 and 2000/01). Among students working for more than 14 hours a week, in 1998/9 just over half believed that that their studies have suffered. This rose to 59.5% in 1999/00, and to 75.4% in 2000/01 (Hunt et al 2004, 11). 

Hunt et al quote evidence Barke et al (2000), who reported that on average, employed students achieved grades of 1.7% below those not in work (Hunt et al 2004, 11). In their study, they controlled for prior attainment and examined differences between employed and not employed students across different subject areas. Three show substantial impact of work (a difference of greater than 3%) and three show more modest effects (1.3% or less), but only one is significant at the 5% level (Hunt et al 2004, 12). 

Despite the fact that a 3% difference in grades does not achieve statistical significance, it can make a big difference in practical terms for a student:

With many students clustered around the upper second/lower second marks boundary, an impact of three percentage points means that many of those in employment capable of reaching upper second will have to settle for a lower second class degree. A recent paper… has indicated that achievement of an upper second rather than a lower second confers an earnings advantage over time of approximately 4 – 5% 

Hunt et al 2004, 12

This is even more serious when one considers Hunt et al’s finding that the impact on marks increases as the student progresses through his or her course (Hunt et al 2004, 12). 

The reasons for negative effects are discussed by Metcalf. In her study, 30% of employed students experienced difficulties with ‘juggling’ employment and educational demands. 64% stated that this was a problem, and 78% reported that ‘term time employment affected time spent studying’ (Metcalf 2003, 319). Individual studies and time spent on library work were both compromised. Attendance was affected for around 18% of students, while doing assignments was affected for 50%, and 50% also stated that they found it difficult to get enough sleep. 

Tutors are aware that students who were employed had difficulties submitting work on time, and that they were also likely to leave classes early and arrive late. They also chose their options and re-arranged their class times to fit in with their jobs. A different set of attitudes emerged between lecturers at the different universities surveyed. Those at the more prestigious ‘old’ university had noticed less impact of student employment, which is not surprising because fewer students here worked. Tutors at the less prestigious pre-1992 institution had noticed a difference, but were more ambivalent about why it was happening. Staff at the post-1992 institutions were both more aware and more sympathetic (Metcalf 2003, p.320). Disruption to studies due to part-time work were mentioned considerably less frequently at the first university, and it is suggested that ‘… some universities may be at an advantage due to low term-time working amongst their students’ (Metcalf 2003, 320). 

In this study, it emerged that in general women were: 

significantly more likely to encounter problems [balancing work and study]… possible explanations might be a greater tendency to report difficulties, employment in jobs with less control over working hours and less assertiveness in dealing with conflicts

Metcalf 2003, 322 

Metcalf asked students without jobs why they chose not to work during term. Over three quarters (14% of all students) said that this was because of the demands of the course (Metcalf 2003, 320). It is concluded that ‘… both financial and attitudinal factors’ influence whether students decide to work or not (Metcalf 2003, 324). Students were more likely to have jobs if they had no financial support from parents, qualified for institutional bursaries, were second-generation university entrants, held lower A-level grades or non-A-level qualifications, and/or were female. 44% of all men worked, compared to 65% of women, and this rose to 75% of non-white women. 

Curtis and Shani suggest that ‘full-time students can now only be described as such on a nominal basis’ (2000, 129). They argue that timetable and even curricula should be modified on the basis of this shift (2000, 136-7), following the lead of at least some parts of the American university system. Basing their arguments on the American experience, they suggest that it is actually the impracticality of working that impacts badly on performance, and that working is actually beneficial for students:

it may not be that it is not the employment itself that adversely affects academic results, but the number of hours worked… working provides benefits, in the form of valuable work experience, increased confidence, acquisition of skills and an enhanced ability to deal with people, which are as important, if not more important, than drawbacks

Curtis and Shani 2002, 130-1

Curtis and Shani found that only 34% of working students in their survey said working had a negative effect on academic studies. This is in marked contrast to the UNN findings
‘Of the students who ticked “no effect” on academic studies, 21 students placed ticks against positive and negative effects’ (Curtis and Shani 2002, 134). However, more than 36% also stated that there was ‘no positive effect’. In addition, some of the ‘good effects’ are very subject-specific to business studies students, who made up the entire sample in this study. The number of students ticking responses in the ‘positive effects’ section may also have been artificially boosted by the fact that one of the positive effects’ was ‘working relieves stress about my financial situation’. This was, in fact, the most popular positive effect. 

Curtis and Shani suggest that students are used to working and studying at the same time because they have done so through school (2002, 131). Among their informants:

most working and non-working students estimated that they missed between 3 and 4 lectures during the academic year. Working students were not asked whether they missed lectures for reasons other than work, and the probability is that they also miss lectures for non-work reasons. 

Curtis and Shani 2002, 131

They quote a TUC study (from 2000) which found that 26% of students missed lectures due to employment commitments and 16% failed to submit coursework. A much older survey, by Sorensen and Winn (1993; this was carried out at the newly-created University of Brighton) found that 51% of students in employment work said it had a negative effect on their studies, and an NUS survey in 1999 found that 38% missed timetabled sessions, 21% failed to submit coursework, and 48% felt they could have done better overall (Curtis and Shani 2002, 132). 

Curtis and Shani are in something of a minority in their suggestion that employment is largely beneficial to students. Cooke et al 2004 found that there was a noticeable, although not statistically significant, trend towards worse mental health among employed students (2004, 57). Their contention that work during one’s school career has no affect on achievement is also rather dubious. Reay et al argue that A-level students are also vulnerable to the ill-effects of attempting to combine employment and study, and that this may well contribute to the well-publicised differential in school achievement between pupils from different social classes:

Clearly one factor [in A-level achievement] is time available for and devoted to study. Students from both white and minority working-class families were much more likely than their more affluent counterparts to be working long-hours in the labour market… Across our sample… a third of the students from the established middle classes were in paid employment compared with two thirds of students from “unskilled” households. Those working over 10 hours a week were also concentrated at the lower end of the socio-economic scale. Amongst the established middle classes only 10 per cent were working more than 10 hours, 17 per cent of the ordinary middle classes, 21 per cent of the routine non-manual, 30 per cent of III Manual and 31 per cent of the unskilled.

Reay et al 2001, 862

One of their informants reported that:

“I started to work for Safeways, and it has had a big effect on my education, because mostly I say I am coping, but what really happens is you are kidding yourself, when you say you are coping, because you are not, there is so much to do”

Reay et al 2001, 862

Callender and Kemp found that most full-time students with jobs (73%) thought their job had had  entirely negative effects on their studies (Callender and Kemp 2000, 273). Negative impacts were inability to spend enough time on college work (78% of full-time students), getting very tired (61%) and feeling constantly overloaded (47%). Full-time students with high level of financial difficulties were concerned about having to miss classes; one third worried about this. Only 2% full-time students in this survey thought that employment had a purely beneficial impact on their course work, while 8% believed that effects had been both positive and negative. This is almost certainly explicable in the terms quoted by Metcalf: 

Ford et al (1999) hypothesised that the effect of term-time working depended on the nature of the employment… its relationship to the field of study and course organisation. However, they found that subject of study and job were rarely related

Metcalf 2003, 316

And it seems unlikely that anything like a majority of students are in relevant work; the vast majority are in unskilled retail or waiting jobs, with a handful in clerical and secretarial occupations. Table 2 presents the breakdown of occupations from Hunt et al’s study:

	Occupation
	%

	Professional
	0.4

	Associate professional and technical
	1.1

	Clerical and secretarial
	12.5

	Craft and related
	0.4

	Personal/protective service (mainly – 109 – wait/bar staff)
	40.1

	Sales occupations (101 sales assistants & checkout operators)
	44.8


Table 2: Breakdown of student employment types


Hunt et al 2004, p.7

The very low earnings observed by Callender and Wilkinson (2003, p.37) suggest that these findings reflect the national picture. 

Hunt et al also point out that:

the pattern of participation… suggests that if there are benefits to term-time employment, they are not sufficiently large to attract participation from many of the students from the most well-off (professional) backgrounds

Hunt et al 2004, 4

From their review of the literature, Hunt et al (2004, 4 – 6) find that the majority of writers are in agreement with the earliest project quoted, that ‘marks… are demonstrably poorer as a result [of employment]’. Both they and Metcalf find overwhelming evidence that students themselves believe in the negative impact of employment on their course. 

Conclusions

Radical changes in student finance over the past decade have been complex and have aroused strong emotions among students and other groups. The most important developments are the requirement for students to fund a greater part of the cost of their education, which now includes a contribution towards their tuition fees, and the consequent rise in student debt. 

The evidence from the background literature is that the new arrangements have made little difference to the student experience for those from the higher social brackets, whose parents are willing to provide the money which effectively replaces the old student grant. Where these students are in debt, they are fairly relaxed because they know that there is a ‘safety net’. Some are overspending in order to keep up their lifestyle, but many have lives at university which are similar to those which were typical of students twenty or thirty years ago. 

For a number of students from less wealthy households, things are different but not in crisis. There is a serious ethical question over whether access has really been widened when their experience of university, and their opportunity to enjoy the academic and social life, is so different from that of their wealthier classmates, but although they are anxious about money and will probably have to work hard in part-time jobs to supplement their loans and modest parental contributions, they are not actually suffering hardship. 

Students from genuinely poor homes, for whatever reason, are in genuinely difficult financial circumstances,  which might make retention difficult and/or put off future students from these backgrounds. They are debt-averse – for practical as well as cultural and emotional reasons – and their studies are in danger of suffering both because of financial stress and long hours in part-time work. However, this group are not necessarily the most likely to complain to the institution about their lack of money and mounting debt. 
As stated above, it really is no longer meaningful to generalise about student finance. The better-off students do, as a popular view of student finance suggests, take out loans to subsidise a lifestyle, but the poorer ones borrow ‘… for the simple reason that they could not have covered the cost of living without them’ (Christie et al 2001, 629) 

Part Two:
Questionnaire Findings
Section Five:
Methodology
5:1
Purpose

This study was undertaken in response to the reforms of the 2003 White Paper on Higher Education, in order to assess its impact on student experience of debt and to investigate student attitudes and practical responses to their financial situation. 

The rubric for the initial survey describes the following subsidiary aims:

Of additional interest were the motivations underpinning student loan take-up, general debt accumulation and term-time employment.  We hoped to discover whether students are financing a lifestyle or borrowing/working to pay for basic living costs, and to identify possible trends or patterns linked to course, school, gender, age or circumstances.

Students were asked to provide the following information:

Demographic: School, campus and programme; age, gender, living circumstances and personal circumstances, details of dependent children, ethnicity and disability status.

Income: Sources, loans, parental contribution and total income.

Additional funding applications: current and likely applications to university or university-administered funding sources. 

Expenditure: breakdown of monthly expenditure including any study expenses. 

Banking: Number and type of accounts, overdrafts and overdraft use.

Debts: Current arrears in different types of debt.

Employment: Part-time work status and patterns, reasons for working, average wages, impact on study, benefits from work.

Support needs: Impact of financial difficulties on studies and personal life, consideration of withdrawal due to financial hardship, sources of non-financial support. 

Attitudes to debt: Loan behaviour in placement year, anticipation of repayment in relation to earnings, emotions towards debt. 

Estimated debt on graduation: Anticipated debt on graduation.

5.2  
Sample

A questionnaire was circulated to full-time, final year UK home students in all schools at the University of Northumbria. A non-random sample of 33 % of this population was selected by taking every third label of 4158 student address labels. In total, 1,386 were sent to students. Questionnaires were sent out in November 2003 and students were asked to respond by 12 January 2004. In the end 241 responses were received, giving a 17.4 % response rate.  

The data was analysed using SPSS software. 

Section Six:
Demographics of respondents

6:1
Academic 

More than half (58%) of the respondents were studying at the City Campus, and most of the rest (38.8%) were at Coach Lane. Fewer than 3% stated that their main studies took place at Carlisle or Longhirst. 

This was probably due to the uneven distribution of respondents between different Schools
. The highest response was from Health, Community and Education Studies, whose students made up 37.9% of the entire study. 17% of respondents were from Arts and Social Sciences, and 13.3% from NBS. No other School accounted for more than 6.3% of respondents. 

6:2
Age, gender and personal circumstances

75.5% of respondents were aged between 18 and 24, and 11.2% were aged between 25 and 30. Just 9.1% were aged between 31 and 40, and 4.1% were over 40 years old. The overall sample appears to be very young, therefore. In addition, the older students were not evenly distributed between Schools. More than two thirds (69.4%) were in the School of Health, Community and Education Studies. 

Considerably more women than men responded. Over three quarters (77.6%) of respondents were female. This may have skewed the responses somewhat. National studies indicate that women tend to owe rather less money than men, and are more likely to take on part-time work. They also appear to worry about finance rather more than men. 

The high number of female respondents is partly related to the proportion of respondents from the School of Health, Community and Education Studies, which teaches a number of courses on which the majority of students are female. 93.4% of HCES students who responded are female. However, 73.1% of SASS students in the survey and 78% of NBS students are also women; the only School from which more men than women responded was Engineering and Technology, where the vast majority of students are male. Both Engineering and Technology and Informatics, which have male-dominated student populations, showed very poor returns. 

This does not appear to reflect a general reluctance among male students to participate in questionnaire-based surveys. By coincidence, the questionnaire for the Survey of Student Attitudes, Experiences and Expectations was sent to first-year students in NBS and Informatics about six months after the debt survey questionnaire. In the case of the SSAEE, no such gender difference was noted; in fact the gender split of responses was almost 50/50, and among Informatics students more men than women returned the questionnaire. It may be that women are more willing than men to talk about money, however. Culturally, discussion of money in terms of household expenses and even debt has been more acceptable among groups of women than disclosure of earnings among men. Alternatively, the higher levels of worry over finance among women may mean that they are more inclined to feel that a debt survey is a worthwhile use of their time. 

28.2% of respondents lived with their parents. 91.2% of these were in the 18 – 24 age range; 31.4% of these ‘young’ students lived with their families. Slightly more women than men (30.5% vs. 20.4%) lived at home. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, given the age range of these students, three quarters were single without dependents. Just 4.2% were single parents; all of these students were women. Roughly equal proportions of men and women were living with a partner (11.3%) or living with a partner and one or more dependent children (9.6%). The vast majority of the younger students were single and without dependents. The majority of the single parents were aged between 25 and 30, and the majority of students with partners were 31 or older. 60% of students with children had just one child, and one third of student parents had two; the vast majority of children were of school age. 

6:3
Ethnicity and disability
The vast majority of respondents stated that their ethnicity was white British, Irish or other white background (97.5%), almost all of whom are in fact white British. These numbers are so high that it is practically impossible to produce any meaningful correlations with ethnicity status. Only one student declined to answer the question on ethnicity. 

Given the ethnic mix of the University of Northumbria, it is just possible that this reflects a reticence among non-white groups over discussing financial circumstances. Some evidence from studies in London suggest that this has occurred elsewhere. It is not possible to compare responses here with the SSAEE questionnaire, which did not contain an item on ethnicity. 

6.6% of respondents stated that they had a disability of some sort. 25% named a specific learning disability, and 25% named an unseen disability. Other disabilities are mentioned by tiny numbers of students. Once again, the numbers are really too small to generate any meaningful correlations between debt and disability. 

Section Seven:
Income, expenditure and banking

7:1
Income 

7:1:1
Income levels
The majority of students (68.2%) who returned the questionnaire have an annual income of between £3000 and £6,999. This puts them in or slightly below the range described by Christie et al 2001 as most common. These students were surveyed in 2004, two years after the date to which the Edinburgh study relates, suggesting that if anything, these Northumbria students are living on rather low incomes. However, Callender and Wilkinson 2003 suggest that in 2001/2, the average student income was £5,513. This is within the range named by the majority of Northumbria students. Unfortunately, given the enormous size of this band, it has not been possible to determine how many students are living on incomes well below the national average, or how Northumbria students compare to the national figures for students from different social classes, regions or types of institution. 

There are a few students with substantially higher incomes. 13.6% live on between £7,000 and £10,999 a year, and smaller numbers (all under 5%) state that their income rises to £30,000 a year. The largest range of incomes is found among HCES students, of whom just 53.4% are in the lowest band. 14.8% have an income of £7000 - £10,999 and  14.8% have an income of £11,000 - £18,999. A handful of HCES students have incomes which rise to £30,000 and more. Unfortunately it has been impossible to ascertain average student incomes either for particular schools for the student population as a whole. 

Chart One and Table One show the percentage of students from each school in the two lowest income bands.

	 
	Income of £3000 - £6,999
	Income of £7,000 - £10,999

	Design
	92.9
	0

	Law
	91.7
	8.3

	Applied Sciences
	81.8
	9.1

	Psychology & Sports Science
	80
	6.7

	NBS
	78.1
	12.5

	Engineering & Technology
	71.4
	14.3

	Informatics
	71.4
	14.3

	Built Environment
	66.7
	16.7

	Arts & Social Sciences
	65.5
	22.2

	HCES
	53.4
	14.8


Table One: Percentage of students from each School in the lowest two income bands
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Table One: Percentage of students from each School in the lowest two income bands

Overall, income rises with age. Over 80% of 18 – 24 year old students have incomes in the £3000 - £6999 bracket, and only 5.1% of these students have an income over £15,000. However, the proportion of older students in the low income brackets is very small. Table Two and Chart Two show the percentage of students in each age group who fall into each income band. 

	 
	£3000 - £6999
	£7000 - £10,999
	£11,0000 - £14,999
	£15,000 and over 

	18 - 24
	81.1
	11.8
	1.7
	5.1

	25 - 30
	48.1
	22.2
	0
	29.7

	31 - 40
	9.5
	9.5
	23.8
	57.1

	40 and over
	10
	30
	10
	50


Table Two: Percentage of students in each age group in each income band
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Chart Two: Percentage of students in each age group in each income band

Men and women are very evenly distributed through the income bands. Students who live at home with their parents are much more likely to fall into the lower bands; 79.1% are in the lowest band, compared with 63.9% of students who do not live with their parents. 

Students without a partner, whether they have no dependents or are single parents, are much more likely to fall into the lower income bands, as shown in Table Three and Chart Three. This is because of the element of ‘partner’s income’ in their household incomes: presumably this accounts for the proportion of these students who fall into the higher bands. A worrying contrast here is between the parents with partners and those without. Single parents appear to have financial circumstances which are very similar to those of young, single students with no dependents. When hardship among the latter category is considered, the circumstances of students attempting to raise children seem even more bleak. 
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Chart Three: Percentage of students in ‘personal circumstances’ group  in each income band

	 
	£3000 - £6999
	£7000 - £10,999
	£11,0000 - £14,999
	£15,000 and over 

	Single, no dependents
	81.1
	12.3
	3.4
	3.4

	Single parent
	40
	40
	10
	10

	With partner, no dependents
	41.7
	12.5
	0
	45.8

	With partner, parent 
	8.7
	13
	8.7
	69.4


Table Three: Percentage of students in ‘personal circumstances’ group  in each income band

7:1:2
Income sources

Table Four and Chart Four present student income sources.

	Student loan
	73.0

	Part-time work
	56.7

	NHS bursary
	19.1

	Partner's income
	10.0

	Assessed parental contribution
	8.5


	Tax credits
	7.5

	Other income
	7.1

	Benefits
	2.9

	Disability allowance
	2.5

	Social work bursary
	1.3

	Childcare allowance
	0.4


Table Four: Percentage of students receiving each type of income
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Chart Four: Percentage of students receiving each type of income

The most common income source is the student loan, taken out by almost three-quarters of students. Over half rely on income from part-time work, and NHS bursaries are received by almost 20% (again, this is attributable to the high number of HCES students in the study). The figure for the number of students who receive an assessed parental contribution is almost certainly wrong: the true figure is probably somewhere between 32% and 40%. It has not been possible to determine precisely the number of students who receive this contribution, nor to disaggregate formal assessed parental contributions from informal financial support offered by parents or other family members. 

These figures are broadly similar to the national ones presented by Callender and Wilkinson (2003). Their findings suggest that around 84.1% of students receive a loan or other ‘official’ type of student support; if the figures for NHS and social work bursaries are added to those for student loans, then the Northumbria students appear to show a similar pattern. Rather fewer Northumbria students appear to rely on earnings from part-time work, which in Callender and Wilkinson’s study feature in the incomes of around 69.9%. This disparity may arise because the Northumbria sample consists entirely of final-year students, who are less likely to have jobs than those in lower years (in fact, 76.7% of the Northumbria sample state that they have worked at some point during their course). 

The biggest difference is in the amount of money received from family. Callender and Wilkinson (2003) found that 87.3% of students had financial support from this source, whereas it appears that no more than 40% of the Northumbria students do so. This may reflect demographic differences in this sample, or it may be due to the wording of the questionnaire, which did not contain a category for ‘informal’ parental support. 

7:1:3
Student loans and parental contributions

72.2% of students who were entitled to a student loan had taken out the full sum to which they were entitled. Entitlements ranged from three-figure sums to more than £4000, with the majority of students falling in similar numbers between £2500 and £4000. Table Five shows the percentage of students in each entitlement band. 

	Under £999
	0.6

	£1000 - £1499
	4.4

	£1500 - £1999
	3.8

	£2000 - £2499
	10.8

	£2500 - £2999
	27.2

	£3000 - £3499
	22.8

	£3500 - £3999
	23.4

	£4000 or more
	7


Table Five: Percentage of students in each loan entitlement band  

Where students did not take out the full loan to which they were entitled, the most common reasons were their belief that they did not in fact need the full sum, and fear of debt. Each of these reasons is stated by around 40% of students who did not take out their full loan entitlement. Only one student did not take out the full entitlement because s/he did not want their parents to be assessed. The rest of the students who did not take out the full entitlement declined to state their reasons. 

According to Callender and Wilkinson (2003), the mean student loan income nationally was £2,608. This suggests that in general, Northumbria students qualify for slightly higher than average loans, possibly reflecting the success of the institution in meeting its widening participation targets. 

It appears that for 61.3% of students who receive a loan, this includes an assessed parental contribution. For around 50% of these students this is a contribution to both fees and living costs, while for 37% it is a contribution to fees only, and for around 12% it is a contribution to living costs only. The figures are rather unclear at this point, but what emerges is that parents seem more willing to pay a contribution towards fees than living costs. Slightly more students state that their parents actually contribute to fees than state that their parents are assessed as being required to do so. However, slightly fewer parents appear to contribute to living costs than are required to do so by the official assessment. 

The most striking disparity is in the number of parents who appear actually to pay the ‘fees and living costs’ for which they are assessed as liable. As far as can be determined from the questionnaire responses, only 43.6% actually pay any or all of the required amount. This indicates a serious shortfall in parental contributions; however, the data quoted above from Callender and Wilkinson (2003) suggests that this would not be unusual. 

The amount of income from each different source is unknown. 

7:1:4
Applications for income from university sources

	 
	Applied
	Received
	% of applications successful

	Access to learning fund
	9.1
	3.3
	57.1


	Opportunity bursary
	2.4
	1.7
	66.7

	Hardship loan
	10.1
	4.6
	31.3

	Childcare subsidy
	0.8
	0.0
	0.0

	Access bursary
	2.0
	1.2
	75.0


Table Six: Percentage of students who apply for and receive university funding from each source and percentage of successful applications among these students

Hardship loans and the Access to Learning fund were the most frequent targets for applications; very few students apply for funding from other sources. 

While one might expect that most applications for additional funding would come from students in the lowest income brackets, this is not always the case. Around 75% of applications to the Access to Learning fund did come from students with incomes between £3000 and £6,999. However, 13.6% of applications to the Access to Learning fund were from students with incomes between £15,000 and £23,000, and a small number of applications to the Hardship fund came from students with incomes up to £18,999. Some applications from students with higher incomes to all sources except the Hardship fund were successful. 

In addition to current applicants, 9.5% of these students stated that they intended to apply for additional funding from University sources. The most common target for these intended applications was the hardship fund, to which 4.1% of students intended to apply; 2.5% intended to apply to the Access to Learning fund, and 2.1% intend to apply to both of these sources. 
7:2
Expenditure

7:2:1
Total monthly expenditure

	£199 and under
	4.2

	£200 - £399
	28

	£400 - £699
	36

	£700 - £999
	16.5

	£1000 - £1299
	7.2

	£1300 - £1599
	3.8

	£1600 and over
	4.2


Table Seven: Percentage of students in each monthly expenditure band

As the table above indicates, monthly student expenditure clusters between £200 and £1000, with the majority spending between £200 and £700. Callender and Wilkinson (2003) found that the average annual expenditure for UK students was £6,897, which equates to a monthly expenditure of around £575. This suggests that Northumbria students are more or less typical, although a high proportion of appear to spend a relatively small sum annually. 

It is difficult to calculate how annual income relates to monthly expenditure because the bands used in each case do not relate very closely. However, on the basis of these figures, at least 17.5% of students in the income band £3000 - £6999 and at least 10% of students in the income band £7000 - £10,999 have outgoings which exceed their income. 

Overall, young students tend to have the lowest living costs. Over 70% of students between 18 and 24 spend less than £700 per month, compared to 48% of students aged between 25 and 30, 18% of students in their 30s and 25% of those over 40. Men appear to spend slightly more than women, and students who live with their parents have the lowest monthly costs. Two-thirds of students who live with their parents have a monthly expenditure under £500, compared with just 19.3% of students in other living circumstances. 

Single parents, whose incomes were in general low, have some of the highest outgoings. While 36% of single students with no dependents spend less than £400 and 40.4% spend between £400 and £700, only 20% of single parents have outgoings of less than £700 per month. 60% spend more than £1000 per month. However, just 20% of single parents have an annual income of £11,000 or more each month. This suggests that their financial circumstances are tight, to say the least. 

Overall students with partners, especially if they have children, have higher expenditures than single students without children. However, it is difficult to assess the implications of this situation because the element of partner’s income may well offset hardship here. 
7:2:2
Main items of expenditure

Note: it has not been possible to identify the proportion of expenditure allocated to each item by individual students. 
Rent/mortgage
This is a large item for many students; by contrast, just under a quarter appear to pay no rent at all. These students are mostly among the group who live at home with their parents. Among students who live at home, 69.1% pay no rent at all and 16.7% pay less than £100. However, a small number (7.4%) pay between £200 and £300.

Table Eight indicates the percentage of students in each rent/mortgage payment band:

	None
	23.2

	£99 and under
	9.5

	£100 - £199
	17

	£200 - £299
	38.6

	£300 - £399
	5.8

	£400 - £499
	3.3

	over £500
	2.5


Table Eight: percentage of students in each rent/mortgage band
Younger students tend to pay lower rents. 53.4% of 18 – 24 year old students who pay rent paying £200 - £299 each month, with the rest mostly paying less than £200. Students in their late 20s actually pay less on average; 43.5% pay between £100 and £200, and 30.4% pay £200 - £300. This difference may arise because slightly older students are more likely to live in shared houses than in catered halls of residence. Once again, student parents, whether single or with a partner, tend to pay more. 


Food
	None
	20.7

	£50 or under
	19

	£50 - £99
	29.5

	£100 - £149
	14.5

	£150 - £199
	3.7

	£200 - £249
	5.4

	£250 - £300
	1.2

	Over £300
	5.8


Table Nine: percentage of students in each food expenditure band

Students who state that they normally do not spend any money on food shopping all live at home. Overall, young students spend less; 23.6% are in the ‘zero expenditure’ band, and 20.9% spend under £50. Hardly any spend over £100. Older students and students with children spend more; 50% of single parents spend £200 - £250, and 47.8% of student parents who live with a partner spend over £300 (which may well represent a ‘family shop’ which is jointly funded by a partner with a higher income). 
Travel
	None
	30.7

	£9.99 and under
	1.7

	£10 - £24.99
	21.6

	£25 - £49.99
	22.8

	£50 - £74.55
	11.6

	£75 - £99.99
	5.4

	Over £100
	6.2


Table Ten: percentage of students in each travel expenditure band

The majority of 18 – 24 year old students pay £10 - £50. Older students are evenly spread between different payment bands. This is another item where parents, including single parents, pay more than other groups; parents with a partner are evenly distributed between the £25 - £50 band and all higher bands. Over 50% of single parents pay between £75 and £100. 
Car expenses are incurred by around 50% of students, including 43% of 18 – 24 year olds. 50% of students with cares spend less than £150 each month, but 18% spend between £150 and £200, and expenditure is found up to £400. 

Telephone costs
	None
	7.9

	£9.99 and under
	0.8

	£10 - £24.99
	19.5

	£25 - £49.99
	41.1

	£50 - £74.55
	20.3

	£75 - £99.99
	5.4

	Over £100
	5


Table Ten: percentage of students in each telephone costs expenditure band

Telephone costs are remarkably uniform across different demographic groups. The ‘dip’ which might have been expected among students living with their parents is not found; nor is the ‘peak’ which might have been expected among older students or student parents. This may be because many students in all demographic groups rely on mobile phones and pay for these with similar pricing packages. Unfortunately, students were not asked whether their telephone costs were incurred in relation to mobiles, ‘land lines’ or both. 

Credit/store care & mail order
Surprisingly, these form an item of expenditure for just over 50% of students. The sums presumably represent regular payments against an outstanding balance. 52% of 18 – 24 year olds include this item in their monthly budget, but 25% of this age group pay under £50 per month. The highest sums are mentioned by students in their late 20s and 30s, but students over 40 have low payments and are less likely to name this item.

Eating out, leisure and social life

	None/not mentioned
	12

	under £25
	6.2

	£25 - £50
	14.5

	£50 - £75
	22

	£75 - £100
	12

	£100 - £125
	11.2

	£125 - £150
	5.4

	£150 - £175
	4.6

	Over £175
	12


Table Eleven: percentage of students in each ‘social life’ costs expenditure band

The most remarkable thing about this band is the even spread of responses across all categories. The numbers are similar, from those suggesting an almost monastic existence to those indicating a very active and expensive social life. This is the most ‘controversial’ item in the student budget, at the centre of the debate over whether students experience hardship because they are sustaining a lifestyle or because they do not have enough money for the ‘essentials’. These figures suggest that the answer for Northumbria students is very similar to the one that emerges from the student profiles offered above; some spend an immense sum, and some spend hardly anything. 

Students with a spend of less than £25 allocate at most £5 each week to socialising, which would buy them a discounted cinema ticket, a couple of pints of beer or cups of coffee, or a rented video and a cheap takeaway dinner; alternatively they might save for a month and go out for one ‘big night’. Students who spend £50 have around £11.50 a week, which might take them to the pub and a film in the same week. If they read paperbacks or incur costs for hobbies (sporting, camera or computer equipment, for example), they will have less left over for socialising. Around a third of students have been accounted for by the time the £50 a month mark is reached, and none of the lifestyles described are in any way luxurious. 

About the same number spend between £50 and £100 on socialising, however. £75 a month equates to about £17.30 a week, enough for a reasonably active social life. At the upper end of this scale is a spend of about £23 a week. According to ONS figures, this is equivalent to the average national household expenditure on restaurant and café meals, alcoholic drinks bought away from home and games, toys and hobbies (including computer equipment for leisure purposes). It therefore seems very high for a student. 

And a third of students again exceed this, at the top of the scale by 100% or more. Almost as many students spend at this latter rate as spend less than £50. It is difficult to take seriously the notion that there is any one ‘typical student social life’ when this range is considered. 

Expenditure on social life correlates to some extent with income, although some ‘low income’ students fall into the highest category of spenders. These students tend to live at home, so presumably spend what they might have used for rent on their social lives. The majority of young students (23.4%) spend £50 - £75 a month on social life. However, students in this age group are remarkably evenly spread between the different spending bands. 25 – 30 year olds also cluster in this band (39.1%), but again they are evenly spread. Students in their 30s spend either a little more or a lot less; 23.5% fall into each of the ‘£25 or under’ and ‘£75 - £100’ categories. Students over forty mostly fall into either the ‘£25 or under’ or the £50 - £75’ categories. Very high spenders and £25 - £50 spenders are evenly spread between all groups under 40. 

Women appear to spend slightly less than men. Students who live with their parents are slightly more likely to fall into the £50 - £75 group and the ‘Over £175 group’. Very few single parents spend over £75, and over 40% spend under £50. Students with partners, whether they are parents or not, are evenly spread between the groups, as are single students. 

Childcare and school meals

Payments for these items by student parents are evenly spread between around £25 and £100. A few parents who state that they are not living with dependent children state that they pay for these items, presumably as part of maintenance for non-resident children. 

Loans and hire-purchase agreements, insurance and bank loans
These are a very small item: only 11.2% of all students state that they play a part in their budget, and more than 50% of these students state that the sum involved is under £50 per month. Students with loans or hire-purchase agreements are almost all aged 25 or over, and the vast majority are single parents, who also have the highest payments of this type.

Insurance accounts for a very small percentage of student expenditure, almost entirely among older students. This is another large item for single parents (66.7% spend between £40 and £59 each month). 

Bank loan payments are also made by very few students, and again the majority of students with this cost are in the older age-groups. 

7:3
Banking

Almost all students have at least one bank account: just 0.8% state that they have none. 45.6% have just one account, 45.6% have two and 35.6% have three or more. The most favoured banks are HSBC (25.7% of accounts) and Barclays (25.2%). Lloyds is used for 19% of accounts, and NatWest for 14.6%. Perhaps surprisingly, only one student chose to bank with the Co-op. Building society accounts are less common. Only 12.9% of students have a building society account, with Nationwide being favoured by 40% of these students. The Newcastle Building Society is used for another 25% of accounts. 

The vast majority of students have only a current account (38.2%) or a current account and a savings account (28.6%). Other account types, such as ISAs and ‘introductory’ accounts are held by relatively few students. 

88.8% of these students have an agreed overdraft facility which they are using. In 78.8% of cases only one overdraft is being used, but 21.1% have more than one overdraft. Students who have chosen not to take out an overdraft have usually done so because they feel ‘debt averse’ (68%). 8% have been refused one, and 4% do not have this facility available on their account. The most common overdraft limit is between £1500 and £2000 (35.4% of students), while a quarter have a limit between £1000 and £1500. 

13.2% of students state that they often spend over their limit, while 21.9% state that this happens to them ‘sometimes’. For 23.3% spending over the limit is ‘rare’, and 41.6% never do so. 33.1% state that they sometimes ‘buy items when they know they do not have sufficient funds to cover the cost’. This behaviour is most likely among students with monthly costs between £700 and £1000, or over £1300. 
7:4
Debt default

Debt default is remarkably rare among these students. The most common type of default relates to the repayment of informal loans from family and friends: presumably these types of loan tend to be favoured because family and friends are likely to demand less interest, or none at all. The majority of debts of this kind are very large, over £400. The only other significant areas is store/credit card payments, where the sum owed ranges from under £100 to more than £400. Rent and mortgage arrears are generally small sums. 

	Loans to family/friends
	13.3

	Combination of payments
	12

	Store/credit card payments
	11.2

	Rent/mortgage
	7.5

	Tuition fees
	5.8

	Other payments
	5.4

	Previsous student loans
	4.6

	Loan repayments
	4.5

	Hire purchase agreements
	2.9

	Accommodation costs
	1.2


Table Eleven: Percentage of students behind with repayments of each type

Section Eight: 
Student employment

8:1
To work or not to work

76.8% of these students state that they have worked during term-time at some point during their course. However, this is not broken down by year, so it is not possible to tell how many have chosen to work in their final year. 

Students were asked to name their main reason for working. 49.7% stated that they needed to work in order to meet ‘daily living costs’. 13.9% state that their main reason for working is to fund ‘luxury’ items, such as their social life, clothes and/or holidays. For 18.7%, both daily living costs and social life make working ‘necessary’. Around a third of students, therefore, are happy to state that at least part of their reason for working is to sustain a lifestyle. 14.8% are attempting to avoid paying a loan and/or to pay off earlier debts, in some cases as well as meeting daily living costs and/or social expenses. 

Students’ accounts of their own reasons for spending appear to be fairly accurate. 28.6% of students who state that ‘meeting daily living costs’ is their main reason for working spend under £50 per month on their social life. 27.3% spend between £50 and £75. However, 9.1% spend in the very highest category on social life, over £175 a month. By contrast, students who state that they work in order to be able to afford to socialise are evenly spread between all ‘social spend’ categories from £25 - £50 per month to £175 and over, as are those who state that they work for a combination of social costs and essentials. It appears that ‘essential’ really is in the eye of the beholder; some students do work in order to sustain a lifestyle, whether they admit it or not, and some really do work in order to keep going from day to day. 

Students who choose not to work are mostly likely to take this option because they are afraid that their studies would suffer (65.5%). Some feel that they do not need to work (10.9%), and others cannot work because of their childcare responsibilities (10.9%). Parental influence is a factor for very few students. 

8:2
Working patterns and income
	£50 and under
	6.3

	£51 - £100
	10.9

	£100 - £150
	10.3

	£150 - £200
	19.4

	£200 - £250
	8.6

	£250 - £300
	14.9

	£300 - £350
	2.3

	£350 - £400
	9.7

	£400 - £450
	1.7

	£450 - £500
	3.4

	£500 and over
	12.6


Table Twelve: Percentage of working students in each income band – monthly earnings
Student earnings in term-time are very evenly spaced. The majority seem to earn rather more than the national average income suggested by Callender and Wilkinson (2003) for term-time work among final year students. This is around £135 a month, but only around 20% of these students earn this sum or less. Students were not asked about their hourly pay-rates, and it has not been possible to extract this figure from the data. However, it appears that a substantial part of the monthly income of working students is made up of their wages. 

Just under half of working students stay within the ‘sensible limit’ for a working week, which is 15 hours or less. This was found by the Napier Student Retention project to be the highest number of hours for which students could work without increasing their risk of withdrawal. The reason for the ‘safety’ of this limit is probably because of the way it translates into shifts: it is equal to a normal weekend job or three working evenings in a week. 

However, 50% of students with jobs appear to work for longer than the recommended number of hours, and some of these are working for a number of hours which amounts to more than three standard ‘full time’ days. 

	1 - 5 hours
	5.5

	6 - 10 hours
	18.2

	11 - 15 hours
	25.4

	16 - 20 hours
	23.8

	21 - 25 hours
	11

	26 hours or more 
	16


Table Thirteen: Percentage of working students in working week band
Monthly outgoings do relate to hours of work to some extent, but all bands of working week length peak for students with monthly costs of £400 - £699. There is some evidence that extremely long working weeks relate to social spending. 30.7% of students who work for 26 or more hours a week spend £175 or more a month on their social lives, but 17.4% of students who work these hours spend under £50, and over 25% spend between £50 and £75. Students who work between 16 and 20 hours actually tend to spend less on their social lives than those who work shorter weeks. 

Most working students (40.5%) have at some point worked both day and evening shifts. 18.4% have worked only day shifts, and 8.6% only evening shifts. Just 4.3% have worked only evening and night shifts. A surprising 28.1% have worked all of day, evening and night shifts. 

Very few students obtained their part-time jobs through Tempo; only 7.1% state that they did so. Where they found work through other routes, 16.5% stated that this was because they were unaware of the existence of Tempo, and 4.3% stated that they had been registered but no work had been found through Tempo. 79.1% had found work independently for other reasons. 

8:3
Impact of work on study 

Many students who are in employment feel that it has at some time had a negative impact on their progress. The most frequent complaint was that their progress had suffered slightly; this was stated by more than 50% of working students. 38% had at some point missed lectures because of their employment. Smaller numbers felt that they had had to organise their course around their jobs, and that their progress had suffered badly. The small number of students who had submitted work late due to the pressure of their employment is encouraging. 
	Missed lectures
	38

	Submitted work late
	8.2

	Organised course round work
	12.4

	Progress suffered slightly
	56

	Progress suffered badly
	11


Table Fourteen: Percentage of working students citing negative impact of employment on their studies
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Chart Fourteen: Percentage of working students citing negative impact of employment on their studies
Positive impacts are reported by depressingly few students. The most common response here, as in Curtis and Shani’s study, is ‘reducing debt concerns’, but even this is only stated by 13.5% of students with jobs. 7.7% state that their progress was enhanced to some extent by the fact that they had a job. Positive effects which are noted by very small numbers (under 4% of students in all cases) include organisational skills and time management, expanding CVs, work experience and gaining references. 

Section Nine: 
Impact of debt and financial stress

9:1
Financial problems

An alarming number of students feel that financial difficulties have had various negative impacts on their lives. Perhaps not surprisingly, the most frequently mentioned category is ‘student life’. This may be affected because students cannot afford to participate in student social activities, or because they are unable to ‘relax’ as students due to financial difficulties. More worryingly, more than a quarter of students feel that financial difficulties have had a negative impact on their health. This is much higher than the proportion mentioned by Hesketh. Nearly 20% have failed to attend classes because of financial difficulties. Given the importance of attendance in student retention, this gives particular cause for concern. 
	Attendance affected
	18.7

	Student life affected
	53.5

	Health affected
	26.6

	Other difficulties
	6


Table Fifteen: Percentage of students citing negative impact of financial problems
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Chart Fifteen: Percentage of students citing negative impact of financial problems

Just 17.8% of students had at some point discussed financial difficulties with a member of university staff. Given the very high numbers who feel that some aspect of their life at university has been affected by financial difficulties, this figure seems very low. The most popular source of support among these students is the personal tutor. Given this fact, it appears that academic staff would benefit from training and information relating to student finance, and from accurate information about student financial circumstances.

	Personal tutor
	23.3

	Welfare advisor
	7


	Counsellor
	7

	Other
	62.8


Table Sixteen: Percentage of students who have discussed  financial problems with staff

Very encouragingly, 68.2% of students who sought advice from within the institution state that this was helpful.

Callender’s much-quoted finding that 10% of all students had at some point considered withdrawal from university because of financial difficulties seems to be very low compared with the 27% of these students who state that at some point their financial situation led them to consider dropping out. Of course, all have persisted to their third year, so it could be argued that finance did not, in fact, impact on their retention. It is impossible to determine whether a similar number of entrants made the opposite decision when this question arose, or whether actual retention was comparatively unaffected by financial issues. 

9:2
Help with finance

84.2% of these students stated that they had attempted to budget, or to plan their finances carefully, during their university career. However, only 8.7% had received some kind of help with budgeting. In most cases, this came from their families. 

Students had various opinions on the kind of additional support and advice which would have helped them to manage their finances. All students who stated that some kind of advice/support would have been helpful mentioned advice on budgeting; it is clear that students feel they do not receive anything like enough clear guidance on managing their finances. One possibility is that while advice is readily available, it is only taken up by students who choose to do so. The students who are most likely to run into trouble may well be the ones who are least likely to seek out advice on their own initiative. In addition, by the time a student realises that s/he needs advice, their finances may already be in a parlous situation. 

	Budget advice at university in first year
	45.1

	Budget advice & additional final year overdraft facility
	41.9

	Budget advice & sympathetic banks
	36.5

	Budget advice at school/college
	29.5

	Budget advice & additional final year bank loans
	22.8

	Budget advice & debt management/support 
	19.9

	Budget advice & stress workshops
	13.7


Table seventeen: Percentage of students in favour of different kinds of support

Nearly 30% of students said advice before university entry was desirable, and almost half felt that it would have been useful very early in the first year. Additional types of support which would be appreciated include additional overdraft facilities for final year students, and a more ‘forgiving’ attitude from banks towards final year students. Additional final year loans are supported by just under a quarter of students; the difference between this figure and that for ‘overdraft’ suggests that these students may to some extent regard an overdraft as ‘not proper debt’. 

Stress management and debt management workshops are favoured by rather smaller numbers of students. Practical advice, and additional funds, are the support of choice. 

9:3
Attitudes to debt

	Debt is an inevitable part of higher education 
	41.1

	I am extremely anxious about incurring large debts
	43.2

	I feel a little concerned about clocking up so much debt 
	26.4

	I feel that gains from my degree will soon help me pay off my debt
	9.7

	I feel quite at ease about debt because I won't have to pay it off until I'm earning enough
	3.1

	I feel quite unconcerned about being in debt
	2.6


Table Eighteen: Percentage of students agreeing with each statement

The attitudes to debt revealed by these students are very surprising. Given the level of debt described in the next section, it is quite remarkable that less than half agree with the statement ‘debt is an inevitable part of higher education’. This may indicate that they feel they have managed badly, and that they should not carry the debts which they do. 

Alternatively, this statement may relate to what they feel should be the case. The Survey of Literature on Student Retention cited evidence that a number of students, especially those from lower social classes and income groups, are opposed to the idea that students should accrue debt to pay for their higher education. In addition, these third year students have seen average indebtedness increase during their university careers. The sort of sum mentioned in 9:4 would not have been the norm for graduates when they entered university. 
It is unclear whether students viewed the second and third statements above as alternatives, with the first indicating high anxiety about debt and the second low concern (few students ticked both). If they have been treated as alternatives, it appears that just under 70% of students have some level of anxiety over their debts, and that for around two fifths, this is high. Only a tiny number state that they have no worries in this area whatsoever. 

The two statements relating to repayment show a deep gulf between the ‘policy position’ on student attitudes and the views of this group. Very few are sanguine about their future earnings potential in relation to their debt. It is possible that debt aversion could have deterred these students from entering university, if the decision to take on debt is made on a rational basis; the ‘cost-benefit analysis’ might not have worked for them. 

Given the high number of first-generation students and students from lower class homes at Northumbria, and the class differential in wages noted by Callender (2003) and discussed above, it may be that these students have a point. Their earnings potential may not be as high as that of the ‘typical graduate’ (if such a thing exists at all). In particular, if they want to try to stay in the region during at least the first part of their working lives, they may not be able to earn as much as students in other parts of the country. No correlation emerges between School (and therefore likely future occupation) and expressed level of worry. It is possible that the number of HCES students in the study leads to an anticipation of relatively low public sector salaries; however, overall levels of anxiety are high. 

9:4
Anticipated debt on graduation

	Under £3000
	9.5

	£3000 - £5000
	3.3

	£5000 - £7500
	6.2

	£7500 - £10,000
	11.6

	£10,000 - £12,500
	22

	£12,500 - £15,000
	12.9

	£15,000 - £17,500
	10.4

	£17,500 - £20,000
	7.1

	Over £20,000
	5.4


    Table Nineteen: Percentage of students in each band for estimated total debt on graduation
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Chart Nineteen: Percentage of students in each band for estimated total debt on graduation

Table Nineteen and Chart Nineteen show the percentage of students who estimate their total debt on graduation as falling into each band. Estimated debt is higher among older students and single parents, but a glance at these figures indicates that students from all groups estimate a very high level of debt. Only 19% owe less than £7,500. 11.6% fall into the band which includes Callender and Wilkinson’s ‘average’ debt levels for all students and for those from higher managerial/professional and ‘intermediate’ family class backgrounds. This may reflect the social composition of the student population at Northumbria, which includes a relatively high proportion of non-traditional students. 

22%, the largest number, fall into the band which includes the figure named by Callender and Wilkinson (and also Catalyst) for average debt among students from lower-class homes. This is the level at which student indebtedness is comparable to a normal manual salary (see above). Unfortunately it is not possible to identify the range of debt within this band. 

More than a third of these students (35.8%) owe more than £12,500. As many students have very high levels of debt (over £15,000) as have low ones. 

The bulk of debt for most students consists of student loans, as indicated by Table Twenty.

	No loan debt
	24.1

	Under £5000
	4.1

	£5000 - £8000
	11.2

	£8000 - £11,000
	29

	£11,000 - £14,000
	21.2

	£14,000 - £17,000
	8.3

	£17,000 - £20,000
	0.4

	Over £20,000
	1.7


Table Twenty: Percentage of students in each band for estimated loan debt on graduation
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Chart Twenty: Percentage of students in each band for estimated loan debt on graduation

It is difficult to see precisely how loan debt and total debt relate to one another, but it appears that a high number of students have taken out their full loan entitlement during all three of their undergraduate years. In addition, the size of the loan debts suggests that among very high debt students, the loan constitutes a large part of the sum which they owe. Students seem to be relying very heavily on the student loans system; this is not surprising, given that this is probably the cheapest form of debt available apart from informal loans from family. 

	No overdraft
	29.9

	Under £500
	4.1

	£500 - £1000
	11.6

	£1000 - £1500
	16.2

	£1500 - £2000
	23.7

	£2000 - £2500
	7.9

	£2500 - £3000
	1.7

	£3000 and over
	5


Table Twenty-one: Percentage of students in each band for estimated overdraft on graduation
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Chart Twenty-one: Percentage of students in each band for estimated overdraft on graduation

Although students nationally appear to favour overdrafts, a comparatively small amount of the debt owed by Northumbria students is from this source. A high number appear to be using the ‘normal’ limit of this kind of borrowing, but its contribution to the overall debt is rarely substantial. 

	No credit/store card debt
	63.1

	Under £500
	12.4

	£500 - £1000
	10

	£1000 - £1500
	3.3

	£1500 - £2000
	1.7

	£2000 - £2500
	2.9

	£2500 - £3000
	0.8

	£3000 and over
	5


Table Twenty-two: Percentage of students in each band for estimated credit/store card debt on graduation

Despite the perception that students rely heavily on credit cards, almost two-thirds do not mention any debt of this type at all, and the majority who use credit and store cards have a balance of these under £1000. Store and credit cards are one of the most expensive forms of borrowing, and it is encouraging that relatively few students borrow high sums in this way. 

Only 21.2% of students state that they have ‘other’ types of debt, and the majority owe £1500 or less on these, although 3.7% owe between £2000 - £2500 and 3.3% owe over £5000. 

Despite the official guidelines that students need to pay off their student loans until they are earning over £15,000, the majority of these students (58.5%) anticipate that they will begin their repayments when they are earning between £10,000 and £15,000. The lower end of this range represents a year’s full-time salary at very little over the current national minimum wage. It is possible that students have misunderstood the question, and plan to begin repaying their overdrafts and/or informal loans from family and friends as soon as they have any income at all. However, it is possible that they really are referring to their student loans, and that they intend to attempt to clear the debt as soon as possible. 16.6% expect to begin paying once they earn £15,000 - £20,000, and 2.5% when they earn more than £20,000. 

Conclusion

Students at the University of Northumbria appear to show a very broad range of patterns of income and expenditure, with a slight preponderance in the range which national studies suggest is typical of those from working-class or poorer homes. However, the figures here indicate that it is not realistic to speak of our students as having one ‘typical’ pattern of financial behaviour. Very unfortunately, this data did not allow the identification of behaviours by different socio-economic or generational groups; however, it is likely that these determine the lines along which the different groups divide. 

While some students are definitely incurring debt, and undertaking an unwise amount of part-time work, in order to subsidise their lifestyles and social lives, others are clearly doing so in order to meet regular expenses (in particular those of raising children alone), and as far as it is possible to tell from this data, in order to avoid excessive levels of debt. 

Overall debt is high, and the bulk of this is in the form of student loans. Our students appear relatively unwilling to incur credit card debt, in particular. They appear to earn at a higher rate than the national average, but it is difficult to tell from the data as it stands how their earnings relate to national rates. Few feel that their part-time work enhances their studies directly. 

These students, by and large, do not seem to share the assumptions on which the 2006 student funding policy is based. Their debt anxiety is very high, and their belief that their debts will easily be paid off because of the ‘graduate differential’ in their earnings is low. This may cause difficulties for recruitment and retention in future, if these students are typical of our student population. However, even with these emotions around debt, all of these students have persisted to their third year. This suggests that they are satisfied with other aspects of their university life which make enduring the financial problems worthwhile. 

Students appear to seek financial support from their personal tutors and other university staff, although the numbers who do this are low compared to the proportion who express financial anxieties. It is very important, therefore, that academic staff are provided with up-to-date and accurate information on student finance, debt and hardship. 
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� This account is based on An Introductory History of English Education Since 1800, S.J.Curtis and M.E.A.Boultwood, University Tutorial Press 1960, pp.213 - 215


� She did, however, take rather longer than her brother to arrive at university. The 1963 Robbins Report noted that only around a quarter of university students were female, and their lower rates of participation were accepted without much alarm in official circles. It took over a decade of wider social change to bring women into universities in the numbers which, as shown by today’s almost-equal participation rates for the two sexes, their intellectual abilities merit. 


� There is also a gender difference. Callender and Kemp (2000, 281) report that females expect lower earnings on graduation than males, and that even among students from the highest social classes, women expect on average to be earning £2000 less than men from a similar background five years after graduation. 





� There is an interesting ethical question here about the extent to which a university which aims to integrate all of its students well should ensure that the whole community understands what participation means for all of its members. 





� Although this will not always be the case. A student whom I taught, who came from a very affluent background, explained that her father refused to support her desire to continue to postgraduate studies because she was female. One interviewee in the School of Informatics project explained that her middle-class parents had insisted that she do a ‘proper subject’ rather than following her desire to work with small children, and I had a very amusing conversation with a graduate of King’s College, London whom I met on a train, and who was adamant that his son would go to a ‘proper university’ rather than the post-1992 institution at which he had identified a course which was clearly ideal for his abilities and career aims. 


� The relationship between part-time work and social class will be explored below.


� There are, however, some methodological problems. Curtis and Shani surveyed ‘students who were present in lectures during a week in March 2000… all full-time undergraduates in the Department of Business and Management studies’ at Manchester Metropolitan University. The fact that their informants were all students who were present during one week means that those whose studies were being sufficiently adversely affected to cause absence are automatically excluded. 


� Unfortunately it has not been possible to identify what percentage either of all final year students from each School, or of all students who received the questionnaire in each School, returned the survey. Therefore the disparities in numbers between Schools may relate to School size rather than to a particularly poor response on the part of certain groups of students. 


� This figure is almost certainly wrong; see discussion below. 


� I have not been able to identify the reason for the apparent disparity in figures here.


� The correct figure is probably higher than this; it appears low here because of the way the data has been coded. 





