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What current students think about
The Complete University Guide: Student Finance

‘The book provides excellent advice and guidance to potential students who may initially be put off applying to university because of the costs involved. It also provides great reassurance to current students such as myself who are worried about their existing financial situation.’

‘The book covers an excellent diversity of issues from student loans to international students and those considering a gap year. In particular, I thought that the “Words you need to know” section of the book was very useful. When I first began to apply to university, I found the whole process a bit daunting as there were a lot of confusing words flying about, so this glossary of terms is very valuable for a first time student.’

‘The Bursary table is very helpful to potential undergraduates as many do choose their university depending on the financial sources available, so the table provides a great, easy way to compare each university.’

‘The book will be of great use to both students and parents worried about finance. The layout is good and I appreciated the student facts, other students’ comments and the snippets of information about famous people who studied at various universities.’

‘I think the section on “Crossing Borders” will be of particular use. I considered studying in Wales and would have had no knowledge on where to start with applying for student finance. Also, the list of charities which may help out students with bursaries/scholarships was completely new to me.’


 

 

 

 

 

Bernard Kingston has degrees in chemistry from the Universities of Leicester and Sussex. He is the Principal Partner in Mayfield University Consultants and was Director of Careers and later of International Affairs at the University of Sheffield. He is a past President of the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services.

Nicola Chalton graduated from the University of Reading and University College London. She has worked as an editor and publisher, and has written and contributed to several books, including How to Improve Your Memory in 8 Simple Steps.
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Preparing to go to university is a really exciting time as students choose their preferred course and select an institution. Alongside this ‘new’ experience come a variety of issues that need to be resolved including whether to take a gap year, how to get a part-time job and how to manage your finances. Yet headlines in the popular press suggest that finance could be very problematic as students need to understand loans, grants, bursaries and fees in an attempt to avoid student debt. On this basis, clear guidance is needed for students and their parents.

Bernard Kingston and Nicola Chalton have produced an excellent guide to student finance as they address many of the major issues on which students want advice. This book is clear, concise and easy to follow and is a good addition to The Complete University Guide stable. It deserves to become the definitive guide for students.

The authors very helpfully segment the information into income and expenditure and cover a wide range of issues. The section on income includes different types of arrangements relating to full-time, part-time and distance learning students as well as dealing with support for students with dependants and disabled students. There are also sections that highlight the availability of awards, bursaries and scholarships, and an all important section on hardship funds to which many students are entitled but are sadly ill informed. This book also discusses career development loans and employer sponsorship before moving on to suggest ways to manage expenditure. There are sections on budgeting for living costs, dealing with banks, managing your money and most importantly survival tips for students. Throughout the text there are facts and figures, handy hints and advice on other sources of help.

All together this book provides excellent advice from the authors with helpful tips from finance to food, gap year to sponsorship, accommodation to travel and much more. The authors also take great care to portray the realities of student life using quotations from current students who suggest practical ways to handle financial problems. Finally, the guide contains a valuable series of appendices that usefully summarise details on the bursaries and scholarships that are available in all UK universities. To have all this material collected together in one place with links to a website containing further information make this book essential reading and a must for school and college libraries.

May 2009

Professor Robert Burgess
Vice-Chancellor
University of Leicester
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Your years at university are an opportunity to study, make new friends and develop as an individual. For most people it is a once-in-a-lifetime experience that will influence the rest of your life.

Finances should be a part – but only a part – of that process. A necessary part because learning through experience how to handle money and keep your finances on an even keel will equip you for the bigger challenges that will arise in later years. But a part that should not dominate the rest.

If there was a golden age it was when the state paid tuition fees for the relatively small proportion of (mainly) middle class young people who attended university and qualified for a means-tested Maintenance Grant that enabled them largely to ignore money matters and to get on with their university years in the expectation of emerging debt-free into a world where they had the pick of the jobs.

The reforms of the 1980s effectively phased out the grant by freezing its value and introduced the concept of regulated loans to cover living costs. But tuition remained free at the point of delivery – the taxpayer picked up the bill.

Students gained lifetime benefits from their education and society gained from an increase – a dramatic increase – in the number of young people with a university education. But the universities felt economically squeezed – and diplomatically but successfully campaigned for a direct return for the volume of students they taught.

Shortly after gaining power in 1997, New Labour introduced fees that were payable upfront on registration (limited to £1,250 a year and subject to a parental means test). In 2006, despite opposition from within its own ranks, the government allowed universities in England to charge variable fees subject to a maximum of £3,000 (now £3,225). The essential difference – apart from the higher maximum – was that the fees, rather than being payable during a student’s course, could be added to their student loan and are repayable after graduation (subject to an income threshold of £15,000 a year).

The government and its supporters argued that this removed the means test from the fee and encouraged wider access by sections of society that were under-represented in higher education. The means test lives on in the distribution of grants aimed at students from lower- and middle-income backgrounds.

But the vast majority of English universities set fees at the maximum, in line with their argument that the universities were underfunded. The ‘market’ predicted for higher education is to be found in the complex of scholarships and bursaries that universities are required to make available under access arrangements that are an integral part of the plan.

The review of the impact of the policy is unlikely to be completed before the next general election. The Conservatives have said they recognise the value of tuition fees as a funding mechanism but want to see evidence that the returns are enhancing the student experience.

So far, however, there is little or no evidence that despite the warnings, the introduction of variable fees has had any impact on the thirst for a university education. ‘Uni’ is now a rite of passage for thousands of young people irrespective of social class and income, but whether the ambitious targets set when the new arrangements were introduced have succeeded in encouraging wider participation by under-represented groups is still open to question.

Some observers suggest that the UK – and specifically England – is moving steadily closer to the United States model where tuition fees have been the norm. But there is a long way to go before top UK universities emulate the private ‘Ivy League’ universities’ astronomic tuition fees mitigated by subsidies from their endowment incomes to academically-gifted but financially challenged students.

Anyone wondering how variable fees might work need only look to Australia. In the late 1980s, its pioneering Higher Education Contribution Scheme introduced a flat rate tuition fee covering part of the cost of a degree course, with the option of repayment through the tax system on graduation. In 1996 the initial flat rate was replaced by a three-tier variable fee, with the levels determined by broad expectations of income on graduation. Fees were deregulated in 2005.

This near-free market is probably too recent to draw conclusions on the impact on student participation, particularly as the new Labor government is introducing its own changes.

But both the US and Australia are in dramatic contrast with continental Europe where tuition fees are virtually unheard-of, and students are able to draw on a variety of social benefits to meet their costs.

However, universally, there is a shift towards replacement of personal intellectual development with greater relevance to the labour market in students’ motivation. A generation ago, a defined cluster of occupations were deemed to be professions, legally requiring a degree. Now, however, many more jobs require a degree by custom if not by law.

This shift has many benefits, enhancing many careers by opening them up to the critical values associated with university education.

As the cost of a university degree to the graduate has escalated, interest has centred on the costs and benefits of attending university. A university student potentially forgoes three years of earning in the jobs market, and additionally acquires debts that have to be repaid. When the government introduced ‘top-up’ fees, it drew attention to research suggesting that over their working life, graduates would earn around £400,000 more than non-graduates.

But Universities UK, the universities’ representative body, later disputed this figure for the ‘graduate premium’, proposing a lifetime advantage of just £160,000 compared to those with A-levels.

There are other benefits too – the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development has found that university graduates tend to live healthier, more fulfilling and stable lives than their degree-less counterparts.

It is no secret that many of the UK’s prestigious universities would like to see the ceiling rise beyond £10,000 – with some wanting the ceiling to be removed completely. But a 2009 report for Universities UK predicted that students would be deterred once fees reached £7,000 and instead proposed £6,500 or less.

Students entering university in 2010 should escape any rises. But even so the day of the debt-free student is probably long gone. Forecasting debt levels with accuracy is virtually impossible, but could be in excess of £15,000.

With these figures in mind, you will need clear and accurate advice to help you make your choice of course, university and career, and offer practical guidance to navigate the everyday decisions necessary to keep your finances on an even keel, keep debts manageable and build a solid foundation for the future. This guide has been written specifically to help you to address these crucial matters, clearly and confidently. With it you should be able to focus on the real challenges of university life.
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Use this book to work out the costs of going to university, to find out how to apply for student funding, and to learn how to manage your own student budget. It is particularly relevant for students from the UK or overseas who are beginning first degree courses in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales – and their parents or carers.

Although the book focuses primarily on university students and does not cover funding for those students attending further education (FE) and some higher education (HE) colleges, such students will find that the advice given here on part-time and vacation work, taking a gap year, finding rented accommodation, opening a bank account, and managing a budget will be of help to them. Information for FE and HE students on funding that may be available to them, such as the Adult Learning Grant (ALG) and Discretionary Support Funds, can be found on the Directgov website.

The first part of the book sums up the student funding system in the UK and investigates why many students are building up debts. Part 2 – Income – covers all the various loans, grants and bursaries available for undergraduates from the public purse, and explains how you can supplement your income through part-time and holiday employment, other awards and sponsorship.

Part 3 – Expenditure – covers tuition fees and living costs (maintenance) while you are a student, and gives tips on how to save money. Income and Expenditure are the key areas you’ll need to consider when planning your student budget – you’ll find advice on how to budget in chapter 17. Throughout the book we’ve included comments from students giving their own views on student funding and tips for surviving at university.


Changing arrangements

Financial arrangements for students are continually being updated. Most of the figures in this book are relevant to students beginning courses in 2009. Amounts for the following academic year are normally published in the period from the previous September through to March.

There is a commitment by the government to review all of the current student funding arrangements from 2010 onwards. Under the current arrangements, annual university tuition fees are susidised and capped, so they cannot rise above a certain level (£3,225 in 2009/10). However, the cap has already come under scrutiny. A BBC survey conducted among 53 university vice-chancellors found that cash-strapped universities are calling for a substantial increase in fees from the current annual maximum – necessary, they claim, if UK universities are to remain competitive in a global economy. Separate research by Universities UK also found that universities on average want fees to rise – to £6,500 a year. There are some who believe the cap should be removed altogether to create a market whereby institutions compete for students, in line with the system in the USA. The full fees at Harvard, for example, are over $30,000 a year. For the moment, no changes to the UK system have been agreed and the government is only committed to its review of the fee regime and to make sure that tuition fees at any level are not deterring individuals from coming to university.

For the latest news on this topic and other student funding matters, check with your student finance provider (websites on page 13) and the supporting website for this book (see below).


Supporting website

[image: Image] www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk This book has not come into being all on its own. It has evolved from a website covering all aspects of going to university: The Complete University Guide. This popular site has generated a whole range of student feedback, but a common theme around the complex topic of student finance has been the bewilderment of students faced by the array of options available to them and the different rules that apply to each. They also seemed to have little idea of how to plan a student budget. There was obviously a need for a clear and well thought out guide devoted to the subject.

The Complete University Guide offers the most comprehensive, independent, completely impartial, fully interactive and authoritative online guide to university education. It includes:

•      an innovative, interactive University League Table which enables users to create bespoke rankings and select and compare universities

•      university listings by 62 subjects

•      advice on finance

•      graduate salaries and prospects

•      international student information and statistics

•      advice on how to choose what to study, where to study and how to apply

•      information and statistics on bursaries and scholarships

•      profiles of universities and university cities

•      information and unique ranking of sports facilities

•      advice and statistics on safety, security and crime

•      advice for parents

 We recommend that you use the website alongside this book for:

•      the latest news on loans, grants, scholarships, bursaries and other funding

•      recommended links to help you find suitable accommodation, gap year projects, sponsorship, etc.

•      a budget sheet which you can download when you come to plan your budget

The website will be updated with new information on student finance as it becomes available. Please check for updates.


Words you need to know

There are several words that crop up regularly and have a particular meaning in the context of student finance. We’ve selected a few here to help you understand the information that follows. A full glossary can be found at the end of the book (page 236).

Loan Financial support which usually has to be re-paid.

Grant Financial support which is yours to keep.

Tuition fee The fee that your university charges for your tuition, sometimes known as ‘top-up fee’ or ‘variable fee’.

Tuition Fee Loan A loan to cover the fees that your university charges. Sometimes known as the ‘Student Loan for Tuition Fees’ (or simply a ‘Student Loan’).

Maintenance Loan A loan towards your day-to-day living costs while at university (for example, accommodation, food, household bills, socialising and course materials). Sometimes known as the ‘Student Loan for Maintenance’ (or simply a ‘Student Loan’).

Maintenance Grant A grant towards the day-to-day living costs while at university. Sometimes known as a ‘Student Grant’ or a ‘Special Support Grant’.

Bursary/Scholarship A grant of financial aid awarded by a university or another organisation. It is normally based on need and/or exceptional ability. Universities often use the terms ‘bursary’ and ‘scholarship’ interchangeably.

Hardship Funds Public funding administered by universities and distributed to students in financial need.

Student finance provider The organisation responsible for dealing with applications from students for funding.

Means-testing The process of investigating your household income to determine eligibility for financial assistance.

Household income The income of your parents, or, if you are an independent student (page 72), your own income and that of your partner. How much you receive in Maintenance Loan, Maintenance Grant and other means-tested support will depend on your household income.


UCAS – helping students into higher education

UCAS is responsible for managing applications to full-time undergraduate courses within UK higher education. Not only does it process more than two million applications every year, it also helps students to find their right course. To make things run as smoothly as possible, UCAS provides innovative online tools for students to manage applications and offers. See www.ucas.com for more information.

PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP (PwC)

As one of the largest professional Services firms in the world, PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP (PwC) provides industry-focused assurance, tax, financial advisory, actuarial and consulting services to an enviable range of clients.

Proud to be voted the UK’s number one employer in The Times Top 100 Graduate Employers survey for the last five years, PwC is the ideal employer for any budding business professional. www.pwc.com/uk/careers/



PART 1: THE SYSTEM IN A NUTSHELL

First let’s take a brief look at the system of student finance in the UK to give you a basic idea of the main types of funding available.


Brian May, the lead guitarist of rock band Queen, studied Astrophysics at Imperial College London.
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Undergraduates at most universities in the UK must pay a contribution towards their tuition fees (known as ‘top-up fees’ or ‘variable fees’) and pay in full for their living costs while they are studying – such as costs of accommodation, food, books, transport and entertainment. To help you finance your way through university the government has devised a system of Student Loans at a very low rate of interest (just covering inflation) to help towards the costs of living and any tuition fees. These loans don’t have to paid back until after graduation, once you start earning £15,000 or more. Part of the loan to cover your living costs (known as a ‘Maintenance Loan’) is means-tested or ‘income assessed’ – in other words, students from wealthier backgrounds get less.
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Recent surveys suggest that, on average, students might expect to graduate with a debt of £15,000 or more, most of it in Student Loans. But this hasn’t stopped many students from graduating: in 2007/08 there were 334,890 first degree graduates, an increase of 5 per cent on the previous year.

There is also generous support for students from low-income families in the form of grants from the government and bursaries or scholarships from your university or college, extra help for students with children or other dependants, and allowances for disabled students. These grants and bursaries don’t need to be paid back, but they don’t cover the whole cost of going to university, so even students from low-income families will need to take out a Maintenance Loan to cover their living expenses.

Many students work part-time during term time and full-time during the vacations to make ends meet and reduce their level of debt. Others keep their costs down by living at home, or by learning to live frugally, while accepting that they will perhaps have more debt to pay off during their working life.


Student Talk

‘I am worried about being in debt at university, as it is quite a scary concept knowing that the money you are spending is only on loan... However, I don’t think this should deter someone from going to university. In the long run I am at university to gain an education and a degree which will hopefully enable me to have a highly paid job in the future so that I can pay off my debts. At the end of this academic year I expect to have about £6,000 student debt, and when I leave I expect to have about £20,000 debt.’





Student Talk

‘I am not really worried about getting into debt at university as it is inevitable. I don’t expect to have an overdraft by the end of the academic year. I expect at least £25,000 worth of debt when I leave university.’

‘I will get into debt but I’m not worried about it. The repayments are small, and will not affect me massively in the long run.’

‘Prospective students should just be excited for the experience ahead of them, not dwelling on debt or whether you will be able to eat. Enough students make it work so there is nothing to say that you can’t either.’




The Funding Councils for England, Wales and Scotland were established in 1992. In the same year, polytechnics gained university status.
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You could be eligible for some or all of the following support with your day-to-day living costs: a Maintenance Loan, a Maintenance Grant, a non-repayable university bursary, and also possibly help from your university Hardship Fund if you get into financial difficulty. So, as well as help with tuition fees if you have to pay them, your annual government and university support towards living costs could add up to £5,000–£7,000 (or £7,000–£9,000 if you are studying in London), depending on your financial circumstances.

On the expenditure side, a student’s cost of living over an academic year (including rent, food, course materials, socialising, travel, laundry, phone, etc, but not including tuition fees) can typically mount up to around £10,000–12,000 (the higher figure in London) and you still have to support yourself through the holidays. If you stay in rented accommodation during the vacations you can add another £1,000–2,000 just in rent. Of course your total living costs can soar if you aren’t careful with your spending.

The upshot is that you are very likely to have a shortfall of funds even after receiving all the government and university funding you can get. The good news is that once you know about the likely shortfall you can plan how to deal with it. For example, you may decide to get a part-time job during term time (chapter 13). Accommodation is the highest expense, especially in London. The Maintenance Loan is higher for London but the steep accommodation costs, particularly in the private sector where you generally pay rent during some vacations as well as term time, can use up your loan money very quickly. You are strongly advised to draw up a budget before beginning your course to help you keep costs under control.

 

 

 


Student Talk

‘I have kept my overdraft limit at £500 and I do not want to be using my full overdraft as it is difficult to get back on track. I will have about £12,000 debt by the end of the course, which sounds horrific to me.’

‘I worry about debt quite a lot, although it’s marginal in comparison to the experience I will receive and the qualification at the end of it all.’





PART 2: INCOME

How much will you get from the public purse? This part of the book is about mustering all the resources you can lay your hands on to finance your way through university. Here you’ll find details of the various loans, grants and bursaries available from the government, and other sources of income – the vast majority of students have to rely on savings, earnings from part-time/vacation work, overdrafts and the generosity of family and friends to get by. There is also information on sponsorship by employers, gap year activities and working while you study.


Comedian Harry Enfield studied at the University of York.
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Crossing borders
Which UK country you come from and which one you plan to study in can have a marked effect on your pocket. This is because there are important differences between the student finance systems in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. For example, Scottish students who choose to study in Scotland have their tuition fees paid for them, whereas if they choose to study in England they must pay fees to the English university, but will qualify for a Tuition Fee Loan to cover them.

Although universities always welcome students from different UK countries, there have been concerns about increased migration across borders of undergraduates seeking refuge from higher fees or less generous grants and bursaries. The Scots, already facing a shortfall in recruitment of home-grown medical staff, have a particular concern about the potential for increased numbers coming into their medical schools from south of the border. As a consequence, they try to help Scottish students staying in their own country by paying their tuition fees, while incomers generally have to pay the fees themselves.

It’s important to weigh up the actual cost of ‘crossing borders’ as it’s not just about the level of fees you pay. For example, many Scottish degrees could involve an extra year of study and during that year you will incur expenses that you might not have incurred on a similar course at an English university. The cost of flights or train journeys to and from your home three or more times a year may also be a consideration!

The table below shows the movement of students who ‘cross borders’ to study in a UK country other than their own. The most significant movement of students is from Wales to study in England while the most dispersed are students from Northern Ireland.
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Detailed financial arrangements for those of you planning to cross a UK border to study are included in the chapters that follow, along with the more usual option of staying in your home country. Chapters 3 to 7 set out the general principles of student finance and should be read by all prospective students. These chapters use the example of students who normally live in England and are planning to begin a full-time undergraduate course anywhere in the UK in 2009. If you do not live in England, chapter 8 will then give you the key differences in the Welsh, Northern Irish and Scottish systems, and the special rules that apply for non-UK EU and international students. You should also bookmark and use the relevant weblinks below.
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If you normally live in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales, and are studying anywhere in the UK, your application for student finance will be dealt with by the student finance provider in the country where you normally live:

•      Student Finance England: www.direct.gov.uk/studentfinance

•      Student Finance Northern Ireland: www.studentfinanceni.co.uk

•      Student Finance Wales: www.studentfinancewales.co.uk

•      Student Awards Agency for Scotland (SAAS): www.saas.gov.uk

For non-UK EU students:

•      Student Finance Services European Team, via: www.direct.gov.uk/studentfinance-EU


Special cases

The funding arrangements for specialised courses and students who don’t fit the standard profile are covered in chapter 9. This is where you will find information on student finance for:

•      independent students (page 72)

•      students with dependants (page 74)

•      disabled students (page 75)

•      part-time and distance learning students (page 76)

•      sandwich courses incorporating a work placement (page 80)

•      language courses and studying abroad (page 83)

•      Foundation year courses (page 88)

•      courses in Dentistry and Medicine, the Allied Health Professions, Nursing and Midwifery (pages 89–94)

•      Social Work courses (page 94)

•      Initial Teacher Training (ITT) courses (page 96)


Parental financial role

The head of one university tells the story of a photographer at graduation asking the student to place a hand on her parent’s shoulder, only to hear the parent’s riposte, ‘Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to have a hand in my pocket!’ It is an apocryphal tale but one which will ring true for many parents, given the financial support required these days. Student funding from the government and universities is part means-tested. In other words, families who can afford it are expected to contribute financially to their child’s university education. Parents of Scottish-domiciled students are assessed to contribute more than other parents in the UK, but on the other hand their sons and daughters have no tuition fees to pay if they choose to study in Scotland.


[image: Image] MUST PARENTS CONTRIBUTE?

Parents assessed under the student funding arrangements in the UK are not legally required to contribute to their child’s university education. However, the student finance provider will assume that parents are making contributions if they are assessed to do so. If parents don’t contribute, then their offspring are unlikely to have enough money to cover their living costs while at university.


Punk band the Buzzcocks began life in 1975 at the Bolton Institute of Technology (now University of Bolton) when students Pete Shelley and Howard Devoto got together.
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WHERE STUDENTS CHOOSE TO STUDY IN THE UK (PERCENTAGES OF
ACCEPTED APPLICANTS)

University country

Home country England | Wales Scotland Northern Ireland
England 96% 3% 1% Less than 1%
Wales 30% 0% Less than 1% | Less than 1%
Scotland 6% Less than 1% | 94% Less than 1%
Northern Ireland | 24% Less than 1% | 8% 67%

Other EU 76% 4% 18% 2%

Non-EU 84% 4% 12% Less than 1%

(Source: UCAS 2008 - the figures have been rounded up for simplicity)
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