We need a fairer and more transparent system: CDBU responds to the government announcement of a funding review

The Prime Minister has announced a year-long, government-led review of funding for university study. The inherent danger in this approach, as others have noted, is that it will effectively address only those aspects of the issue that are politically embarrassing to the current government.
One of those aspects is clearly the high level of interest charged on student loans, coupled with the fact that interest on the loans begins to accumulate from the moment students begin their courses – a feature of the system that the Treasury Select Committee, in a HYPERLINK "https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmtreasy/478/478.pdf" report released on the day before the Prime Minister made her announcement, has described as “punitive”. Another is the woefully inadequate maintenance support that is currently available for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The new Secretary of State for Education, Damian Hinds, has also floated the possibility of reducing tuition fees for humanities courses to a figure closer to the actual cost of teaching them, which will no doubt appeal both to students applying for those courses and to those who would like to see something more like a commodity market in higher education.
There are other weaknesses in the current arrangements to which the Treasury Select Committee report draws attention. These include the practice of masking the cost to the public purse of writing off student loans that don’t get repaid by excluding that figure from the calculation of the national deficit; the inefficiencies in the current operation of the loans system that could, for example, be overcome by transferring the administration of it to HMRC; and the “lack of proven, reliable metrics for judging the quality of courses” – a clear and pointed allusion to the TEF.

Let’s not pretend that market competition means higher quality
If the government’s review points the way towards a fairer and more transparent distribution of the cost of higher education between public funding and the fee-paying individual, and if it also finds good ways to provide for the various kinds of technical education that the country clearly needs then it will have accomplished much. But there is a further important purpose that this review could serve, and that is to put behind us the facile notion that market competition necessarily does anything to promote the quality of higher education.
That notion was robustly challenged in a recent higher education HYPERLINK "https://www.nao.org.uk/report/the-higher-education-market/" report by the National Audit Office . The Treasury Select Committee goes further, stating emphatically (paragraph 84): “It is wrong to assume that the competition to recruit more students will be played out through competing on the basis of quality. […] The fact that university spending on marketing is increasing shows that universities can compete in ways that do not deliver any educational improvements. The market mechanisms the Government has applied to the sector are not, in and of themselves, sufficient to drive meaningful improvements in quality.” 
What most needs to be reinstated at this stage is the recognition that education at all levels serves the public good as much as it serves personal interests, that it should be funded accordingly, and that the main guarantor of educational quality is the sense of responsibility within institutions that are mindful of their academic reputation rather than their market share.

