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About OFFA 

Our role: 

To promote and safeguard  
fair access to higher education 
for lower income and other 
under-represented groups 
following the introduction of 
higher tuition fees  



How access agreements work 

• All English universities and colleges that want to charge 
higher fees must have an access agreement with us. 

• Access agreement is subject to OFFA approval. 

• Each agreement sets out how the institution will ensure 
that students from under-represented groups are not 
discouraged from applying. 

• Includes financial support, outreach and retention 
measures. 

• Monitored annually through joint monitoring process 
with HEFCE. 



 
 
“The government also wants to support those wishing to study 
part-time in higher education, and mature students. We would 
like institutions to consider such students within their overall 
approach to access, and would like [OFFA] to take account of their 
efforts in considering their access agreements.”  
BIS guidance to OFFA, February 2011 

Ministers’ guidance to OFFA 



Why mature students are important to OFFA  

Mature students are more likely than younger students to: 

• have non-traditional qualifications 

• study part-time 

• study locally 

• have family or care responsibilities 

• have disabilities 

• be from black and minority ethnic backgrounds. 

Source: Never Too Late To Learn: Mature Students in Higher Education 
(Million+/NUS, 2012) 



Financial concerns for mature students 

• 69 per cent worry about financing their higher 
education study 

• 63 per cent suffer financial hardship 

• 27 per cent apply for discretionary funding 

• 26 per cent have commercial debts 

• 49 per cent receive institutional financial support 
e.g. bursaries. 

Source: Never Too Late To Learn: Mature Students in Higher Education 
(Million+/NUS, 2012) 



Mature students: retention issues 

34 per cent of mature students who 

consider suspending their studies… 

22 per cent of mature students who leave 

their course altogether… 

 

… list financial problems among the top two reasons. 
 

Source: Never Too Late To Learn: Mature Students in Higher Education 
(Million+/NUS, 2012) 

 



Support for low-income students (2012-13) 

• Tuition fee loan  

• Maintenance loan to help with living costs 

• Maintenance grant of up to £3,250 (full-time students only) 

• National Scholarship Programme (first year only) 

• Other awards depending on circumstances 

• Access to Learning Fund 

 

• Universities and colleges also offer  

– bursaries and scholarships  

– fee waivers 

– in-kind support 

From 
government 

From 
universities/colleges 



Why part-time students are important to OFFA 

• Covered by access 
agreements from 2012-13 

 

• Other relevant 
characteristics e.g. more 
likely than full-time 
students to come from low 
participation 
neighbourhoods 

(Source: Expanding and improving 
part-time education, BIS research 
paper 68) 

 

 



Part-time students: falling admissions 

Mode Level 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 Change 

Full-time/ 
sandwich 

PGT 42,114 44,237 48,385 51,506 ↑22% 

UG 788,981 801,740 825,446 866,614 ↑10% 

Part-time 
PGT 36,262 35,080 31,888 30,443 ↓16% 

UG 108,620 105,440 101,444 97,971 ↓10% 

Source: HEFCE (Higher Education Students Early Statistics and Higher Education in 
Further Education: Students surveys) 

PGT: postgraduate taught 

UG: undergraduate 



2013-14 access agreements: part-time 

• Total spend on access measures for 
part-time students in 2013-14: over 
£13.4 million 

• One in five access agreements has 
target(s) specifically relating to  
part-time students 

• Five have target(s) on  
non-continuation of part-time 

• 17 have target(s) around increasing 
part-time participation 

• Four target financial support specifically 
to part-time students (but many more 
income-based awards that apply to 
part-time too) 

 



2012 onwards: unknown territory? 

• Considerable diversity in fee levels and financial support. 

• What works? 

• 2006 changes did not deter people from going to 
university; will this be true for 2012 onwards? 

• Many factors influence participation (many/most not 
under control of the higher education sector) 

• Measuring outcomes and comparing performance are 
complex 

• Significantly changing environment adds to complexity 



OFFA guidance 

• Consider different types of 
courses and flexible provision. 

• Take a broad view of outreach 
to include activities directed at 
potential mature learners as 
well as work with schools. 

• Focus on part-time student 
retention and success. 

• Evaluate outcomes and 
concentrate efforts/strategy 
on doing what works. 



Dual role to challenge and support 

“more active and energetic 
challenge and support to 
universities and colleges” 

Higher Education White Paper 
Students at the Heart of the System,  
BIS, June 2011 

 

OFFA should provide: 



Shared strategy with HEFCE 

OFFA’s role, working with HEFCE, will be to: 

 
“develop a shared strategy for promoting access and 
maximising the impact of the investment made by the 
Government, the Council and institutions” 
Letter to OFFA and HEFCE from Vince Cable, Secretary of State for Business, 
Innovation and Skills, and David Willetts, Minister for Universities and Science, 
May 2012 


