Graduates were sold a lie on debt — now we have a
duty to help

Students who took out huge loans for pointless courses were wrong,
but we all pushed them into it, says Paul Wiltshire, a campaigner
against mass higher education
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The trouble with university is that too many people are going. We all know it.

Most graduates are emerging with debt and very few career prospects, ending up in
low-paid trainee jobs that they could easily have done as a school leaver. We have
forgotten that most of the work society needs is best learnt on the job, with a bit of

targeted training too.

It’s why some have little sympathy for graduates drowning in student debt. To
them, the answer is simple: silly, entitled school kids should stop making Ucas
applications in the first place. They only have themselves to blame for making
stupid choices at that age. Why on earth are some taking out a £60,000 loan to pay

for a degree that won’t do them any good? Nobody forced them to go to university.

But the older generation should be looking in the mirror rather than blaming the
youth. It isn’t a free choice to go to university any more: our generation has made

it virtually compulsory for anybody with ambition to get a degree.

A degree is associated with success. There is a social stigma that makes non-
graduates feel like second-class citizens. Entering the workplace at 18 makes you a
“loser” and a write-off. Employers simply don’t want to know if you are not a
graduate. It’s nigh on impossible to get a job with prospects, other than manual

work, without a degree.



Employers can advertise a junior trainee role for minimum wage as open to
graduates only and still be inundated with applications. It’s no wonder 18-year-old

non-graduates don’t stand a chance.

My student loan is a curse and the data proves it

A whole raft of universities with low entry standards have been set up specifically
to recruit school leavers who already know that academic education isn’t their
forte. Yet they are offered the opportunity to spend three more years in academia at
a great cost to themselves. This is despite unequivocal evidence that those entering
university with low academic attainment are unlikely to improve their prospects by

the time they graduate.

The idea of spending three years away from your parents on an extended holiday is
a significant selling point to teenagers. Who can blame an 18-year-old for not
wanting to miss out on the fun that their friends are having? It means many forget
the significant loans they are signing themselves up for. When society is telling
them that university is the route to fun and success, many decide to worry about

the debt later.

This is a mistake society is setting them up for. Having to pay an extra 9 per cent

“tax” for virtually your whole working life is an awful burden.

The answer is to cut the number of student places in half and introduce blanket
minimum entry standards to higher education. This would save the government
significant money as it would no longer hand out so many loans that are destined to

be written off. These savings could be used to get rid of punitive interest rates

associated with Plan 2 loans and make the whole system cheaper in a number of

ways, including lowering course fees, offering zero-interest loans and shorter
payment terms. There should be a pay-it-back mentality on student loans.

Voluntary overpayments on debt should be tax-deductible to make them more
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attractive. Graduates’ despondency that they will never repay their debts must be
addressed.

Finally, school leavers need a proper alternative to university. This could be met
partially by better targeted technical training or formal apprenticeships. But by far
the most effective thing would be to ensure that non-graduates can get a job by
dropping the notion that school leavers aren’t fit for

the clerical, managerial and white-collar workplace until they have a degree.

There should be a default ban on discriminatory job adverts that are graduate-only,
unless they can demonstrate that the role genuinely requires an extra three years in

education.
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