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About HEPI • HEPI is a non-partisan think tank 
specialising in higher education.

• We are the UK’s only think tank 
solely devoted to HE.

• We have 130+ University Partners 
and around 20 other Partner 
organisations.
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Our outputs
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Our events
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Structure

1. Fees and funding

2. Skills agenda

3. Student costs and access

4. Research funding

5. AI

6. International students

7. Free speech
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1) Fees and funding

• Fees raised only once since 2012 
(in 2017)

• They are now worth less than 
two-thirds of their value in 2012.

• Sasha Roseneil, VC at Sussex: 
home students are now cross-
subsidised by international fees
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c3e9g79xz29o


Funding crisis

“Cuts of the scale being threatened at 
universities… will devastate local 
economies and cause long-term harm to 
key British industries like the creative 
arts.”

- Jo Grady, recently re-elected General 
Secretary of the University and College 
Union (UCU)
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Politics: Smoke signals in the fog?

• Higher tuition fees remain the 
easiest and cheapest way of 
increasing financial support to 
universities

• BBC (and others) predicted fee 
rises in last weeks’ Budget – but 
none materialised

• May be a price – efficiencies?

• Other big questions:
• Fairness
• Politically unpopular
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Raising fees – impact on students
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2) Skills agenda

“We will establish Skills England to bring together 

business, training providers and unions with national 

and local government to ensure we have the highly 

trained workforce needed to deliver Labour’s 

Industrial Strategy.”

“Labour will create a flexible Growth and Skills Levy, 

with Skills England consulting on eligible courses to 

ensure qualifications offer value for money.”

• Apprenticeship Levy to become the Growth and 
Skills Levy

• Skills England to identify skills needs in society and 
determine where Growth and Skills Levy funding 
can be used

• And the Lifelong Learning Entitlement (LLE) is still 
in the mix (albeit delayed) 

• Result = general confusion
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Qualification funding landscape

• LLE to fund academic 
qualifications at levels 4-6

• Growth and Skills Levy to fund 
vocational and/or work-based 
pathways… details TBC
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GSL and LLE in harmony?

• Will it/should it be possible to 
combine modules from different 
funding streams to reach a 
qualification?

• Can we/should we ‘stack’ 
modules in this way – or at all?
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3) Student costs and access

Recent admissions round: 
concerns about entry rates and 
progress on widening access
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One possible explanation: student costs

• HEPI & TechnologyOne & 
Loughborough: students need 
£18,600 a year to live on (and 
£21,700 a year in London)

• Maximum maintenance support 
covers less than two-thirds of 
costs including just 55% in 
England
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The consequence: students are working 
more than ever
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The consequence: students are working 
more than ever
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Phillipson: we’re not ruling out maintenance grants

“I don’t want young people to be put off 

applying to university on the basis of 

financial imperative and, sadly, I think 

increasingly we’re seeing young people 

making decisions based on their finances and 

that’s a really big challenge.”

Any update may come soon and certainly 
before the end of January – watch this 
space!
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Other access barriers

• Persistent poor understanding of 
loans (e.g. risk of going 
‘bankrupt’) – and HE (e.g. 
graduate premium) – SMF 

• The curriculum/subject choices – 
see Curriculum and Assessment 
Review

• Government rhetoric around 
low-quality degrees
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4) Research funding

• Budget 2024: Reeves pledges to 
“protect core research funding”.

• £20.4bn committed for 2024/25, 
with £6.1bn for core research, 
including £2.7bn for Horizon 
association – so no effective cut

• Relief – for now
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It all goes back to REF

• Research Excellence Framework 
is “too bureaucratic”

• UK Day One: Replace REF with a 
system that allocates quality-
related funding based on 
external research income

• People, Culture and 
Environment now to be assessed 
in REF2029

• And debates about open 
access...
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5) AI
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Russell Group principles on AI
1. Universities will support students and staff 

to become AI-literate.

2. Staff should be equipped to support 
students to use generative AI tools 
effectively and appropriately in their 
learning experience.

3. Universities will adapt teaching and 
assessment to incorporate the ethical use 
of generative AI and support equal access.

4. Universities will ensure academic rigour 
and integrity is upheld.

5. Universities will work collaboratively to 
share best practice as the technology and 
its application in education evolves.

“AI breakthroughs are already 
changing the way we work and 
its crucial students get the new 
skills they need to build a 
fulfilling career. University staff 
also need support as they look 
at how AI can be used to 
enhance their teaching and help 
bring subjects to life.”
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HEPI research
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All students using AI – and widespread cheating?
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Trust in generative AI
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They trust universities to catch cheating
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For any given piece of assessed work, how confident are you that your institution 
could correctly determine whether generative AI was used in producing it?’
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Solutions?

• Assessment reform
• Some courses still use online quizzes as summative assessment

• Full redo? E.g. Imperial

• Clear guidelines

• Strategies to close ‘digital divide’ – e.g. AI training
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6) International students

• International student numbers 
dropping in 2024

• Reasons: Graduate Route visa 
uncertainty, dependency rule 
changes, hostile rhetoric…

• A blip or a new trend?
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7) Free speech

• Free Speech Act, originally 
proposed by Gavin Williamson, 
now ‘paused’, with repeal an 
option

• Moved hailed by Jewish student 
groups but the debate rages on
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Discussion

1. Fees and funding

2. Skills agenda

3. Student costs and access

4. Research funding

5. AI

6. International students

7. Free speech
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