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HIGHER EDUCATION 

The UK higher education system is massified and stratified, with a high tuition fees system 

(approximately £9,200 per annum for undergraduate courses). There are over 150 higher education 

institutions, and the UK’s elite universities – e.g. Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial College, and University 

College, London – regularly feature in the Top Ten Global Universities rankings. 

 

There are four major categories of degrees available for postsecondary students: foundation, 

bachelor's, master's, and doctoral degrees. 

Figure 2: Types of Degrees in Higher Education 

 

Source: World Education News and Reviews (WENR, 2020) 

The UK has different types of universities. 
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1994 Group. It dissolved in 2013. The vast majority of universities in the UK are government-financed, 

with only five private British universities (the charitable University of Buckingham and Regent's 

University London, and the profit-making University of Law, BPP University and Arden University). 

 

In 2014, only 28% of expenditure on higher educational institutions came from public funding (the 

OECD average was 70%), while 48% of funding for tertiary education came from household 

expenditure, which is more than double the OECD average of 22% (OECD, 2017). Students in the UK 

often opt for a mix of loans, grants and scholarships in payment of tuition fees (ibid). 

 

The UK has a mass higher education system. 



 6 

Total other undergraduates  
154,695 96,535 62% 

Total undergraduate  
1,889,475 1,067,680 
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18 Communications and media 28,610 17,800 95 46,505 62% 

19 Language and area studies 72,430 29,155 395 101,975 71% 

20 Historical, philosophical and religious 
studies 

43,705 36,770 240 80,715 54% 

21 Creative arts and design 118,535 67,600 890 187,025 63% 

22 Education and teaching 100,160 29,535 200 129,900 77% 

23 Combined and general studies 19,550 12,340 30 31,920 61% 

Total non-science CAH level 1 
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In relation to ethnicity, subjects with particularly low levels of BME students included veterinary 

sciences at 4.8%, and agriculture at 5.5%, while the highest proportions of BME students were found in 

medicine and dentistry at 34.1%, law at 33.4% and business and administrative studies at 31.3% (UUK, 

2016). It is believed that the inflow of international students may fill this gap. For instance, according to 

the UUK (2017b), popular subjects for non-UK students are engineering at 32.5%; business and 

administration at 37.6%, and social studies at 19.3%. The proportion of non-UK postgraduate 

researchers enrolled in engineering and technology was 61%. 

 

The challenges facing students from BME backgrounds include retention, progress, and transition to 

postgraduate studies and employability. For example, retention rates among all ethnic groups (except 

among students from Chinese and Indian ethnic backgrounds) are lower compared with their white 

peers. The non-continuation rates among students from African- Caribbean backgrounds remain at the 

highest among all groups. Other data support this finding. For instance, a University and College Union 

(UCU) report (Arday, 2017) shows that while BME undergraduate students in the UK are progressing 
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The UK higher education system has also been severely disrupted by the global COVID-19 pandemic 

in 2020 and 2021 (courses transferred online, campuses closed, research fieldwork delayed, extensive 

stress for students and staff, and international students unable to travel in/out of the country). Prior to 

this, the system was disrupted in 2019–2020 by extensive industrial action organised by the University 

and College Union (UCU, 2021a) around ‘Four Fights’ (pay, precarious contracts, the gender pay gap, 

and increasing workloads). The pandemic has exacerbated the problem with precarious employment 

contracts, as many short-term academic contracts were terminated as a consequence of pandemic 

disruption and financial challenges. 

RESEARCH 

According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), in 2018, research and development 
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Figure 4: GERD by sector  

 

Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2018) 

The UK has a productive and vibrant research culture. In 2018, the UK published 212,876 

publications, an 11% increase on the 191,626 produced in 2014. This was the third-highest number of 

publications among comparator countries, behind China (606,219), 
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publications result from international collaboration each year. In 2018, 55% of UK publications were 

the result of international collaboration. This makes the UK the second most internationally 

collaborative country in the G7, second to France (56%) and significantly higher than the OECD 

average (31%) (GOV.UK, 2019). 

Table 6: Percentage of women researchers by type of employment 

 

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS, 2020) 

Table 7: Researchers by sector of employment 

 

Source: UIS (2020) 
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Table 8: Women researchers as a percentage of total researchers (HC) by sector 
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Despite a six-fold increase in the number of women entering higher education as students over the past 

40 years (Leathwood & Read, 2008), notable gender gaps remain evident in terms of type of 

employment, field of research, level of employment, pay structure, and higher education leadership 

(Morley, 2014). In the UK, in 2017−18, 45.9% of academic staff were women, of which one third 

(33.6%) were working part-
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Table 10: The unadjusted gender pay gap 

 

Source: Eurostat, 2020 

Another dimension to the pay gap is ageism in higher education. The unadjusted gender pay gap in the 

UK remains at the highest rate (26.8%) among the group aged 55–64 (Eurostat, 2020) This is another 

signifier to illustrate how, for women in higher education, ageism, classism, and sexism intersect to 

impede their progress in academia (Morley & Lund, 2020).  

 

The issue of women in higher education leadership continues to be a challenge for gender equality 

(Aiston & Fo, 2020; Burkinshaw, 2015; Manfredi, 2017; Morley & Crossouard, 2016). On average, 

women are generally not being recognised, developed, selected and promoted into senior leadership 

posts in most countries. According to the 2018 WomenCount report , in UK higher education, despite 

the fact that women make up 55% of the total staff population, women comprised 29% of Vice-

Chancellors and 37% of senior leadership teams in 2018 (Jarboe, 2018). To address both the gender 

and ethnicity gaps, the Equality Challenge Unit (now part of Advance HE) established the Athena Swan 

Charter in 2005 (https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan-charter). The aim is to 

encourage and recognise the commitment to advancing the careers of women in science, technology, 

engineering, maths and medicine (STEMM) in higher education and research. It is a national charter 

mark that recognises the advancement of gender equality in higher education, encompassing 

representation, progression and success for all. Universities and subject areas apply for and, if 
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successful, are awarded bronze, silver or gold charter marks. In May 2015, the charter was expanded to 

recognise work undertaken in the arts, humanities, social sciences, business and law (AHSSBL), in 

professional and support roles, and for trans staff and students. The charter now recognises work 

undertaken to address gender equality more broadly, rather than just barriers to progression that affect 

women (see https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan-charter). 
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The UK remains a net importer with low rates of outward mobile students. The Gone International 

Report (UUK, 2019) shows that mobile graduates from the 2016−17 graduating cohort from Northern 

Irish institutions were the most mobile (13.2%), followed by students from Scottish (11.6%), Welsh 

(9.7%) and English (7.2%) institutions. The report also shows that socio-economic status is a factor in 

graduates' outward mobility: 9.5% of students from more advantaged socio-economic backgrounds were 

mobile, compared to 5.6% of students from less advantaged backgrounds. Ethnicities add another 

dimension to the equation, with the mobility rate for white students recorded at 8.3%, which was higher 

than that of Asian students (5.5%) and Black students (5.1%). 

 

In terms of choice of outbound destination, Europe was the most popular, with a share of 50.8% of 
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STUDY LIMITATIONS 

 

Disruption and Uncertainties about Future Mobility 

As discussed above, t
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

• A programme could be created for knowledge exchange between Germany and the UK on the 

Athena Swan and Aurora Programmes, and the equivalent
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