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Summary : Graduate outcomes are getting worse. This 10-
point plan lists the issues with Mass HE and the interventions 
required to fix the dysfunctional HE sector market. 
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Introduction 

The career outcome for graduates is becoming increasingly dire, with hundreds 

of thousands being churned out by the Mass HE ‘factory-like’ system each year 

with no genuinely improved career prospects. Most will end up in a career 

completely unconnected to their degree and many in jobs where they could 

have easily learnt more practical useful skills in three weeks on the job as a 

trainee as they learnt in three years at University. 

But regardless of how bad graduate outcomes become and the penalty they 

suffer of an extra 9% ‘tax’ for life (which still leaves a huge write-off for the 

taxpayer) the market for HE is so dysfunctional that the % of school leavers 

opting to take University degrees will remain high. This is explained by the 

below market factors:-   

i / The desperate demand created by parent’s desire for their children to be 

perceived as ‘clever’ and for them to avoid the societal discrimination that has 

been created against non-graduates, particularly in the jobs market;  

ii/ The unlimited supply  of student loans available that virtually everybody 

qualifies for. This is enabling the HE sector (that the Govt has specifically set-up 

to be commercially incentivised) to sell as many degrees as possible in 

whatever course subject it chooses, no matter what the academic abilities of 

the prospective students nor whether a further three years of education (as 

opposed to entering the workplace) is going to do them any genuine good 

whatsoever. 

Govt Intervention is required to stop this vicious spiral of ever high HE% 

participation that is causing enormous harm to society of not only the burden 

of loan payments and the taxpayer debt write-off, but the de-moralisation of 

the nation being created by the false promises made to our youngsters 

compared to the reality when they emerge as graduates having been sold a lie 

by all around them i.e. HE sector, politicians, media, teachers & even their own 

parents. 
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10 OF THE MAINS ISSUES AND SUGGESTED INTERVENTIONS 
 

1 – Minimum Academic Entry standards are required 

The biggest element of the Graduate student loan rip-off is that far too many are getting the 

loans in the first place for degrees they don’t need. The student loans inquiry is missing the 

point by just seeking to tweak the repayment terms, rather than dealing with stopping 

school leavers from taking out loans for a pointless degree that will only damage their 

personal finances for their whole working life. 

This is particularly true for those with lower prior academic attainment (PAA) who are only 

achieving relatively low career pay and that going to University is proving a waste of time 

and money and is burdening them with the penalty of an 9% extra ‘tax’ for life unnecessarily.  

There should be minimum academic entry standards to qualify for a student loan for a 

degree, perhaps as high as 3 B’s at A-level, but certainly no less than 3 C’s which will result in 

a drastically reduced numbers of students –  down to half the current level or even less than 

that.  

School leavers with lower PAA should instead be given opportunities to enter the workplace 

as trainees aged 18. Those with BTecs (and new V-levels) should qualify for vocational 

training only, not 3-year academic degrees. 

 

2  - The numbers of degrees available in any given course subject should be 

controlled 

The Govt should set controls on the number of places in any given course subject so that it is 

not left entirely as a free-for-all for the University and the student to choose what subjects 

are studied.   

The current system is encouraging Universities to offer courses in subjects that are either 

cheaper to deliver and/or enticing to the prospective students, as opposed to in any way 

matched to the requirements of the economy, resulting is a complete mismatch between 

what graduates have studied and what jobs needs doing. 

 

3 – Student Loans should be more tightly controlled in many other ways- eg. 

Franchise Degrees, Masters Degrees & Older candidates should have 

restrictions.  

Franchise degrees should no longer be eligible for student loans. They tend to be low quality 

& on the whole clearly designed to be low cost in order for the provider to make a profit 
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selling courses to lower academic students who are destined to get little or no genuine 

career pay benefit.  

Masters degree are becoming too commonplace and are being marketed by Universities 

simply as an ‘up-selling’ opportunity as a supposed way for graduates to stand out in the 

jobs market, rather than being a genuinely rigorous high-end academic pursuit. A mentality 

has developed that if you can’t get a job, then get a Masters, but all too often it is more 

pointless debt that isn’t genuinely of use in subsequent careers. They should only be 

available with strict high academic entry standards & in tightly controlled subject areas. 

Access to Student Loans should be restricted by being available on a means-tested basis 

only. 

There needs to be an upper age limit of say 23 to qualify for a full student loan. The 

proportion of Loan funding available should then taper off the older that you get until aged 

above 40 when you should no longer qualify for any loans at all. It is nonsense that the 

taxpayer is burdened with paying for 40 and 50-year-olds taking out huge student loans they 

have very little chance of ever paying off hardly any of it, for courses that can all too often be 

just self-indulgent and more like a hobby and not in any way essential or useful to future 

careers. Of course, those 40+ should be able to go to University, but they should pay for it 

themselves, and perhaps they would be better enrolling on part-time courses and consider 

the Open University, so that they can work at the same time to fund it. 

 

4 – Student Loans need to be made cheaper for the remaining graduates 

We are breaking the social contract when we expect half the country to face the prospect of 

a life-sapping extra 9% ‘tax’ for 40 years, even if the degree was actually useful. We are all 

paying enough tax already, without this added on and it is destroying the morale and 

ambition of the nation. 

By controlling access to student loans (in ways mentioned in Points 1,2 & 3) and thus 

avoiding giving out loans that are destined to be written-off, some of the savings could be 

used to make student loans cheaper for the remaining graduates. This could be in the form 

of : -  

i/ More subsidised course fees,  

ii/ Low or no interest rates on loans  

iii/  Means-tested maintenance grants.  

The idea should be that the vast majority will then have loans at a level that they will be able 

to pay-off in full within say 10-15 years of leaving university, rather than having student loan 

balances that are running away with themselves which are causing despondency & 

economic damage in society.  
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To further encourage a ‘pay-it-back’ mentality, voluntary over-payments on student loans 

should be tax deductible for anybody making them (just like charitable donations) e.g. The 

graduate themselves, their family, their employer etc. 

 

5 – As a general principle, we need to separate Vocational training from 

Academic courses and move away from Employees paying for their own 

Vocational training 

As a society we have rightly long since drifted away from the  ‘articled system’ where 

trainees pay the employer for the ‘privilege’ of being trained. Yet the HE sector is leading us 

to drift into a new system where prospective employees are expected to pay for their own 

vocational training by getting a degree first before they’ve even got a job.  

Instead we should establish a general principle that vocational training courses should be 

separated from the academic courses available at University. And the principle needs to be 

established that vocational courses should be paid for and organised by the employer 

(whether that is the Govt or private companies) rather than pass the cost of it on to the 

students themselves facilitated by the loans. Employers need to employ school as trainees 

based on rigorous aptitude and abilities criteria and be prepared to pay for their training 

(with help from Govt subsidy). 

The most prominent example is Nursing , whose training should be paid by their employer – 

i.e. The Govt . And we should also be wary of private employers trying to partner with 

Universities to specifically create vocational courses that will supposedly lead them all into 

employment in that field and/or with that specific employer. Because the employer’s 

motivation is likely to be to get the employee’s to pay for their own training; and even then 

they won’t employ them all and will just cherry pick the best candidates and the others will 

not be able to convert their degree to a job in that field. 

Whether the vocational training beyond aged 18 needs to be called a ‘degree’ and served up 

as a three-year course needs to be questioned, and instead tailor-made training courses 

should be designed targeted for specific roles. This could involve far shorter courses, day 

release type courses & apprenticeships. The Govt should allocate subsidy for the employer 

and/or the courses themselves in accordance with the national need. 

Degree apprenticeships are in principle a good method of entering the workforce without 

being lumbered with personal debt, but I would question why we should not simply call 

them apprenticeships, as by calling them degree apprenticeships we are fuelling the 

discrimination against non-graduates i.e. as if a standard apprenticeship isn’t worth having 

unless it’s called a degree apprenticeship. 

We also shouldn’t spend virtually all of the 13 years of state-funded education up to the age 

of 18 by teaching academic subjects to children who are destined to do vocational work; so 

far more vocational training needs to start during the school years. And we need to consider 
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reducing the school leaving age to 16 to ensure that non-academic children can access work 

experience rather than just waste a further 2 years on classroom based academic studies. 

 

6 – In most cases, Employers should be banned from the discriminatory 

practice of advertising jobs as graduate only 

For most jobs, the best way to get good at it, is to do the job by starting as a trainee, perhaps 

augmented by some targeted training courses. So for most roles employers should be 

banned from the discriminatory practice of advertising jobs as graduate only as this is forcing 

school leavers to get degrees just to be considered for roles, even though the roles don’t 

genuinely need them to have studied for an extra three years (at great cost to themselves).  

It is morally questionable, and is not fair when considered as part of the social contract,  that 

as a society we are allowing far too many employers to differentiate candidates by whether 

they went to University or not when we expect those candidates to have to pay for their 

own degree education (as opposed to differentiating by  A-level results which are fully tax 

payer funded) 

Employers are often only motivated to employ graduates because of the below reasons: - 

i/ They share the general society prejudice again non-graduates,  

ii/ They want candidates with a higher academic ability, and there is a strong correlation 

between those with higher innate academic ability and those who go to university, but it is 

more likely their pre-existing abilities that will be the dominant factor of how well they 

perform in the workplace, not the fact that they have studied for an extra 3 years. 

iii/ 21-year-olds tend to be more mature that 18-year-olds and easier to handle in the 

workplace. 

We need to smash the myth that 13 years of state funded education isn’t sufficient for most 

school leavers to enter the workforce, and that it is essential for so many to continue on to 

more study. Instead, employers should be encouraged to make all basic trainee jobs 

available to school leavers and also cutting the minimum wage for 18-20 year olds to make 

them cheaper to employ. After all, the vast majority of them will still be living at home, so 

will be able to live on lower wages, so we can allow employers to employ them cheaply and 

thus enable young adults to reap the benefits that work experience can bring. 

 

7 – The suite of DfE graduate outcome statistics are misleading & are failing 

to ask & answer the right questions. 

Despite all the graduate outcome statistics that get produced, the DfE is completely failing to 

get answers to the below questions and not grasping that this should be the central focus of 

Graduate Outcome statistics : -  
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i/ To what extent, if any, do graduates genuinely use what they study in their subsequent 

careers?  

ii/ Even if they do use what they study in subsequent careers, could they have just as easily 

have learnt this by instead starting as a trainee aged 18, and learnt by actually doing the job 

alongside some targeted and far cheaper specific training courses? And thus achieved the 

same career outcome at a fraction of the £90k overall cost of a 3-year degree course? 

Getting the answers to these questions is difficult, and will not be achieved by either just a 

survey of graduates nor just the LEO statistics which just show correlation; but it is essential 

for the DfE to devise a way to answer them. One idea could be to focus in on say the 

population of 28-30 year olds graduates and seek to establish what genuine effect studying 

for a degree has had on their ability to perform the role that they now have and comparing 

this to the £90k overall cost. 

It is no use just continuing to churn out Graduate Outcome data based on correlation alone, 

when there is no attempt to establish causation, and leaving the data to be open to be 

misinterpreted as that studying for any given degree is always a significant causation factor 

in future careers. 

In particular, the DfE commissioned  2020 & 2026 IFS reports about lifetime earnings of 

undergraduate, which are highly misleading and flawed in many ways, should be withdrawn 

as it is creating a false narrative about the value of studying for an extra three years before 

entering the workplace. Amongst other issues, the premise of attributing a person’s entire 

lifetime of career pay to their degree is statistically unsound and is a particularly egregious 

example of assuming that correlation proves causation, yet the 2020 IFS report has been 

highly influential in forming public opinion and govt policy, and no doubt the 2026 report 

will continue to be so. 

The OSR need to be prepared to properly scrutinise the whole suite of Graduate Statistics 

and the current weak and misleading correlation data that is produced and commission by 

DfE/HESA/IFS. There are billions of pounds at stake, and the wasted cost and lifetime of debt 

is dragging down society,  so we desperately need more enlightening data. 

We also need economic reports to go alongside the Graduate outcome statistics that explain 

the economic drag factor of burdening so many young adults with an extra 9% ‘tax’ for 40 

years which is both de-moralising and must be having a significant impact on spending 

power. 

 

8 – The standards of teaching at University, the rise of on-line teaching and 

rampant grade inflation needs to face more scrutiny 

Universities should comply with the existing CMA guidelines and publicly declare details for 

each course about the number and type of teaching contact hours (Lectures, seminars etc) 
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and how they will be delivered (class sizes, teaching staff numbers and teaching staff 

standards etc), particularly whether they will be online or not. The public need to know what 

is going on with teaching in Universities and how rigorous it is.  

There are perverse incentives to have less teaching and lower standards for both the 

University (to make courses cheaper to run) and the student (to make the courses easier and 

less work for them). So we can’t let the teaching standards / contact hours information 

become a ‘dirty’ secret known only to the University and the students themselves. Gaining a 

university degree should be difficult and it shouldn’t be far easier say to get a 1st or a 2:1 

Degree than getting A’s & B’s at A-levels.  

As every single University is failing to comply with existing CMA guidelines with regards to 

transparency on teaching contact hours, a good starting point would be for the OfS to do 

their job properly and refer the whole sector to Trading standards, as it is their explicit 

function and duty to do so.  Otherwise with the advent of AI to contend with as well, we are 

in danger that we enter a sham world of AI-led teaching, students doing their work 

predominantly with AI, and then it being marked by AI – yet the weak OfS regulatory 

framework will still pass off all courses as being perfectly rigorous and acceptable. 

 

9 – The NEET acronym needs to be dropped (or re-badged as a NET – 

removing the Education)  

The NEET acronym is having the effect of encouraging the Govt to send ‘everybody’ into 

University just so that they don’t appear in the statistics as a NEET. It is far easier for Govt to 

just herd young adults off to University, which it is becoming just a pointless holding zone 

particularly for those with lower PAA and merely delaying the harder ultimate aim which 

should be getting all youngsters into suitable work. It would be better to accept that for the 

majority of school leavers, they that have had their ‘fill’ of a full time classroom environment 

and would be better off developing their careers by entering the workplace and learning on-

the-job instead. 

 

10 – Politicians need to stop being mesmerized by the HE ideology that is 

engrained within Govt departments and many Think Tanks, and pumped out 

by UUK (whose members, the Universities, are commercial organisations 

driven to seek profitable activities and growth)  

UUK has managed to convince society to send up to half of our school leavers into HE and 

one of the ways it stokes up demand is by being influential across most Govt depts and think 

tanks. It is in their commercial interest for us to believe the lie that it simply isn’t possible for 

18-year-olds to enter the workforce until they have first bought a degree.  The last thing they 

want is for 18 year olds to be offered trainee roles by employers, as they have lost a 
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potential HE customer; and they have been largely successful at manipulating society into a 

position that we accept that ever larger chunks of the jobs market are now behind an HE 

paywall. 

The OfS is a classic case of the regulator having been captured by sector it is supposed to 

regulate, and they do little to reign in the exploitation of our young adults and the selling to 

them of degrees they don’t genuinely need. Organisations like DfE, HESA, QAA demonstrate  

a strong inclination of support for Mass HE ideology. In general, the potent combination of 

both genuine blind Mass HE ideology from some and pure commercial incentives from 

others, is leading to HE being hyped up way beyond it’s true value.  

Society is largely in denial that any form of education can be anything other than universally 

a good thing, so it is relatively easy for UUK to push the Mass HE narrative through all the 

channels they have infiltrated, such as the numerous supposedly impartial, yet blatantly HE 

supportive, think tanks;  and the politicians fail to see beyond it. The all-prevailing dogma of 

increasing access is condemning graduates, particularly those with lower PAA, to inclusion 

into nothing more than a debt for life, no career benefit & disillusionment.  

 

 

 
 


