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Does the cost of University represent value for money?

The decision from the coalition government to raise University fees to £9000 has sent shockwaves throughout the British education infrastructure. What used to be seen as a place for prosperity and must-have education is now viewed, by many, as a debt crippling institution and has planted the question in thousands of prospective undergraduate’s minds; is University worth it? 

Twenty seven thousand pounds; a large figure to any person. Yet to fully understand and analyse whether this figure represents value for money we need to break it down. It turns out that in some cases, this could break down to as much as £135 a lecture. This is because many courses in many universities have very limited contact hours, meaning one person who receives three hours contact time a week is paying the same amount as someone who has twenty. We therefore see a range of anywhere between £135 a lecture to no more than £21. This blanket price that is thrown over universities does not account for variations within the different courses, and therefore a student in philosophy, with low contact time, could be seeing the majority of his costs paying for a stranger across campus’ physiotherapy course, with lots of contact time. One could argue that this has to be done to avoid certain courses being avoided because of costs, but whether every student is getting personal value for money is another question.

Of course, there are other costs to pay for in a university apart from lectures, such as maintenance and research. Research benefits every student and society as a whole and ground breaking research does cost a lot of money, and can be very valuable. Many students, however, argue that research costs don’t end up affecting their education experience much at all, and don’t add value to their degree.  

Apart from the direct costs of running a university, the end outcome of a degree is the main reason that students dig into bank loans. The value of the degree has direct importance, therefore, to the value of going to university. Yet again, when analysed, we see it won’t be the same for everyone. 


This graph shows that in some circumstances, with a degree in fields such as Economics or Health, a degree would see men on average see a 40% premium relative to someone with just two or more A-Levels and also shows that women, with the same degrees, could see a 70% premium. Take away the 9% of income above £21,oo0 that students will have to pay back, and you still see that a degree has boosted their earnings and therefore in some cases, university education is a very valuable asset in the long term. For instance, a recently graduated doctor will enter the market at around £30,000 and will have to pay £15.58 a week, which is the price of a trip to your local Nando’s. 

On the other hand, the graph shows that in many fields of study, a degree may not be so valuable. In the cases of arts/humanities there is around a 0% premium and many argue that this means that the new tuition fees are slowly strangling the arts/humanities sector from society. However, the money you have to pay back is a percentage, which favours such degrees. To give an example, a job in the arts sector has an average starting salary of below the £21,000 repayment bar, so an arts graduate may never have to pay back their loan, as they clear after 30 years or if they do see an increased wage rate, that can only be a positive, which could be deduced to what they have gained from the value of their degree.

A recent source from the HESA (Higher Education Statistics Society) showed that on average, a graduate has a starting salary of £20,946 compared to an average salary of £13,721 for non-graduates, a difference of 39%. Under the new scheme, even with repayments, a graduate will be better paid than if they chose not to do a degree, so therefore we can see that the ownership of a degree is valuable. The dictionary definition of value is ‘the relative worth’, and as the only thing we can base relative to having a degree is not having a degree and as we have seen, the relative worth is high, so therefore it is valuable by definition in that aspect.

Set aside the costs of running a university and the value of a degree, another large aspect of university that we pay for is the non-pecuniary side of university life. University is somewhere where you build as a person; whether it is your confidence, your personal skills or your financial ‘wallet’ skills. There are many rewards from university that we gain on a personal level that are hard to put a value on. These skills may help with future prospects, in our work and personal livelihoods.  Networking is also a large positive aspect to university attendance, as students meet people who will, in future, be in a wide range of sectors and by building strong and wide networks, students can gain a great foothold into the market. Although it is hard to put a specific value on these gains from university, many people do value them highly.

On the other hand, some may say that £9000 a year is a huge price to pay to gain personal experience and self-worth, when that could easily be done in a work environment in which a person could enter without a degree. But how easy is it to get a job without a degree?

Youth unemployment is currently at a record high of 20.5 percent with nearly one million young people out of work. In the current market, having a degree is a strong way to not add to that percentage and gain a job. Although a degree certainly does not guarantee you a job, it does add great value to your CV, and increase job prospects. 

I have discussed the variations within different courses but what about different universities? Recent data shows that, excluding universities with very low intake, the lowest employed or studying after graduation rate was South Bank University at 74.4% and the highest being University of Surrey at 96.9%. This range is not too large, considering the amount of universities in the country and the important point to come from that data is that if the majority of people from all ranges of universities are coming out with degrees and getting in to the labour market, in current economic hardships, then the value of the degree must be high. Of course, this is taking into account relatively small percentages who are studying further.

So does the cost of going to University represent value for money? From the aspect of the costs of the university to the fees that everyone pays for, I do agree that there are variations in costing of courses that aren’t accounted for and in that aspect not everyone is getting their value from their tuition fees. I do, however, believe that from the data I have gathered that obtaining a degree is value for money in the majority of cases. Although the idea of taking out a loan upwards of twenty seven thousand pounds is daunting for many, the end result of higher job earnings and higher employment rates has great value and is worth the cost. However, there are variations that we observed in the courses studied and prospective undergraduates should and will now take more care in to researching what degree is the best for their future and what is value for their money. We mustn’t allow the high fees to cloud our thinking and forget that university isn’t just a factory that you enter and leave with a higher price on your head; it is a place for growth on an academic and personal level. From a financial point of view, the down payment of getting the degree is a big investment for a student’s future and once weighed up, the cost of university does represent value for money, not in all aspects, but in enough for students still to gain more value than they would from going into the labour market without graduating. 
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