
 
 

Part-time Matters: Higher education that works for Wales 
 

This document sets out The Open University in Wales’ priorities for the National 
Assembly for Wales elections in May 2016 and beyond. Part-time higher education 
and flexible learning opportunities have the potential to change lives and improve the 
Welsh economy. They are also essential in widening access to higher education and 
improving social mobility. As Wales faces economic challenges and skills shortages 
access to education, through flexible provision, enables individuals to upskill or 
reskill and achieve their potential. 
 
We have identified seven key areas where action should be taken to support part-
time higher education: 
 
1. Parity of esteem for full and part-time higher education  
2. A sustainable funding system 
3. Enhance part-time study opportunities in employment 
4. Support for widening access initiatives 
5. Improve information, advice and guidance on part-time study options 
6. Loans for postgraduate study  
7. Encourage digital innovation in higher education and online learning 
 
The Review of higher education funding and student support (the ‘Diamond Review’) 
offers an opportunity for policy development in many of these areas.   
 
We recognise the economic challenges that Wales is currently facing and are 
mindful that any policy changes must seek to offer cost savings or at least be cost-
neutral.  We do, however, believe that investment in part-time, adult education and 
lifelong learning delivers economic, societal and health benefits to Wales. Our policy 
suggestions seek to rebalance public investment in higher education for the benefit 
of current and future part-time HE students. We ask for consideration of the cost 
benefits that could be realised in other areas (e.g. health) following investment in 
adult education. 
 
About part-time higher education in Wales 
Higher education is a necessary and vital component of a modern economy and 
society. Its overarching purpose is to create, develop and disseminate human 
knowledge and understanding, and this has beneficial impacts for society and 
individuals that are economic, social, cultural and intellectual. In order for higher 
education to benefit everyone there is a need for a truly all age approach to learning 
and which also enables widening access. This in turn requires a move away from 
any ‘default’ mode of provision based around full-time study.  HE should comprise 
provision where the mode of study is secondary to the opportunity to enter HE and 
benefit from it.  
 
 



There are over 40,000 part-time students studying at higher education level in 
Wales. Around 30,000 of these are studying at undergraduate level1. The number of 
students studying part-time HE in Wales is in decline, there has been an 11% drop in 
part-time undergraduate student numbers between 2009/10 and 2013/14.2  
However, the decline is less severe than that in England where part-time 
undergraduate numbers dropped by 44% in the same period.3  This is, in part, due to 
the increase in part-time fees that has been experienced in England whereas in 
Wales institutions have been directed to keep fees at lower levels and the part-time 
teaching grant (distributed by HEFCW to institutions) has been maintained to support 
this. However, other grant funding such as strategy funding targeted at widening 
access has been withdrawn, with institutions being expected to subsidise their part-
time provision with their full-time fee income, but with little incentive for them to do 
so. It is essential that Wales learns the lessons from England and continues to 
encourage, and support, institutions to keep part-time fees low and to incentivise 
part-time provision. 
 
About The Open University in Wales 
The Open University (OU) was established in 1969, with its first students enrolling in 
1971.  It is a world-leader in providing innovative and flexible distance learning 
opportunities at higher education (HE) level.   The Open University in Wales is the 
largest provider of part-time undergraduate study in Wales. 
 
Over 7,000 students across Wales are currently studying with The Open University, 
enrolled on around 10,000 modules. There are OU students in every National 
Assembly for Wales constituency.  
 
In 2015, for the eleventh successive year, The Open University was at the top of the 
National Student Survey in Wales for ‘overall student satisfaction’.  
 
As a world leader in educational technology, our vast ‘open content’ portfolio 
includes free study units on the free online learning platform OpenLearn (including 
many Wales-related materials and our Welsh Language platform OpenLearn Cymru) 
and substantial content on other platforms such as YouTube and on iTunes U where 
we have recorded over 70 million downloads. 
 
The benefits from the learning and teaching activities of the OU within Wales 
coupled with those derived from other activities and the effects of the unique scale 
and configuration of the institution are experienced in societal terms.  A study by 
London Economics estimated that the total economic impact associated with the 
activities of the OU within Wales was approximately £137million in 2012/13 after the 
cost to the exchequer is taken into account. The HEFCW grant to the OU in that year 
was £11million. 
 

                                                           
1 HESA data https://www.hesa.ac.uk/ table 1a HE student enrolments by location of HE provider, mode 
of study, domicile and level of study 2009/10 to 2013/14 
2 HESA data https://www.hesa.ac.uk/content/view/1973/239/ All students by HE institution, level of 
study, mode of study and domicile 2009/10 
HESA data https://www.hesa.ac.uk/content/view/1973/239/ HE students by HE provider, level of 
study, mode of study and domicile 2013/14 
3 Ibid. 

http://www.open.edu/openlearn/
http://www.open.edu/openlearnworks/course/index.php?categoryid=27
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/content/view/1973/239/
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/content/view/1973/239/


Part-time Matters - Seven areas for action: 
 
1. Parity of esteem for full and part-time higher education  
 
The OU in Wales has welcomed the all-age approach that has, since 1999, been 
present in much of the Welsh Government’s HE policy4. In more recent years 
however, there has been a lack of balance between the public investment going into 
full and part-time higher education. Policy needs to be developed based on the 
understanding that part-time HE is not simply a more extended or slowed-down 
version of full-time study. Policy and funding decisions must recognise the diversity 
of ways in which part-time study supports the wider educational, social justice and 
economic agendas. 
 
We believe 
- That individuals should have the right to study part time if they wish to and 

should not be disadvantaged because they choose to do so. 
- That an accessible HE system for all (regardless of age, circumstance or ability 

to pay) will benefit the Welsh economy and society as a whole. 
- That action is needed to protect and enhance the provision of part-time study 

opportunities in Wales. 
 

We recommend 
- The development of a higher education policy and associated funding system 

that delivers parity of esteem between full-time and part-time modes of study. 
This does not mean using the same system for both, rather it asks for a 
consideration of the different policy and support needs of the two modes of study 
in order to ensure that both are supported and resourced fairly.  

- That policy decisions should be evaluated to ensure that they do not impact 
negatively on part-time students or potential part-time students 

- That the Welsh Government should maintain the commitment to a flexible credit 
system including credit transfer to ensure flexibility in the HE system. 

 
2. A sustainable funding system 
 
Like all areas of public investment higher education has a finite budget and the 
changes made to the funding and support for full-time undergraduate HE in 2012 - in 
particular the generous non-means tested fee grant for full-time undergraduate 
students - determined the residue of funding that was available to support part-time 
HE.  Some changes were implemented within the part-time funding system in 2014 – 
principally the introduction of loans for part-time undergraduate students who meet 
certain criteria. However, we do not believe that these represent an effective or 
settled arrangement for the future funding of part-time HE in Wales. A wider, more 
permanent and more equitable settlement is needed in order to ensure that the 

                                                           
4See: National Assembly for Wales, The learning country: a paving document (2001), available at 
http://gov.wales/dcells/publications/publications/guidanceandinformation/learningcountry/learningcountry-e.pdf?lang=en ; Welsh 
Assembly Government, The learning country: vision into action (2006), available at 
http://gov.wales/dcells/publications/publications/guidanceandinformation/learningcountry/learningcountryvis-e.pdf?lang=en; 
Welsh  Assembly Government, For Our Future: The 21st Century Higher Education Strategy and Plan for Wales (2009), 
available at http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/091214hestrategyen.pdf; Welsh Government, Policy statement on higher 
education, (2013), available at http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/130611-statement-en.pdf  
 

http://gov.wales/dcells/publications/publications/guidanceandinformation/learningcountry/learningcountry-e.pdf?lang=en
http://gov.wales/dcells/publications/publications/guidanceandinformation/learningcountry/learningcountryvis-e.pdf?lang=en
http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/091214hestrategyen.pdf
http://gov.wales/docs/dcells/publications/130611-statement-en.pdf


future of part-time HE is sustainable and to secure a truly accessible Welsh HE 
system. 
 
We believe 
- The current funding system is disproportionately advantageous to younger 

students and those who want to study full-time. 
- The current system for funding part-time higher education puts part-time 

provision at risk and may lead to a further decrease in part-time student 
numbers. 

- The current funding system does not sufficiently incentivise or support targeted 
work on widening access.  

- That the work of the Diamond Review is essential in moving towards a fair and 
sustainable funding system for part-time HE. 

- That the Equivalent or Lower Qualification (ELQ) restrictions attached to access 
to part-time loans are a contributory factor in the decline in part-time student 
numbers. These restrictions do not enable the upskilling and reskilling of 
individuals required by the Welsh economy if we are to meet our existing and 
future skills needs.     
 

We recommend 
- A sustainable funding solution for HE, with flexibility at its heart, to be delivered 

as a matter of urgency (as soon as possible following the report of the Diamond 
Review) as per the recommendation of the National Assembly for Wales’ 
Finance Committee5. 

- A rebalancing of the public investment between full-time and part-time. 
- A fair balance between student investment and public investment, focussing 

additional support (e.g. the course grant) where it is needed most. 
- That the additional costs of targeted widening access recruitment and retention 

should be accommodated within the funding system. 
- Consideration should be given to the idea of a Personal Learning or Career 

Account which could use public funding to match individual investment in 
learning and career development.  Mid-career reviews should also be provided 
for adults to consider their skills needs and career plans.   

- The ELQ policy for accessing loans is amended to be more beneficial to the 
economy and skills policy agenda. This might include exemptions for ELQ 
students in priority subject areas and/or means tested access to loans. 
 
 

3. Enhance part-time study opportunities in employment 
 
Part-time HE provision contributes to economic prosperity through creating 
opportunities for individuals to enhance their skills and through supporting employers 
and the wider labour market by contributing to increasing skills in aggregate. The 
importance of lifelong learning and workforce development takes on a greater 
significance when set against the demographic changes of the coming years. Most6 
                                                           
5 National Assembly for Wales Finance Committee, Higher Education Funding (May 2014) p. 33. Available at 
http://www.assembly.wales/Laid%20Documents/CR-LD9755-R%20-%20Report%20of%20the%20Finance%20Committee%20-
%20Higher%20Education%20Funding-03062014-256437/cr-ld9755-r-e-English.pdf 
6 The Leitch Review of Skills written for the UK Government in 2006 stated that “Today, over 70 per cent of our 2020 workforce 
have already completed their compulsory education.” Leitch Review of Skills (2006) p.1. Available at 
http://www.delni.gov.uk/leitch_finalreport051206[1]-2.pdf    

http://www.assembly.wales/Laid%20Documents/CR-LD9755-R%20-%20Report%20of%20the%20Finance%20Committee%20-%20Higher%20Education%20Funding-03062014-256437/cr-ld9755-r-e-English.pdf
http://www.assembly.wales/Laid%20Documents/CR-LD9755-R%20-%20Report%20of%20the%20Finance%20Committee%20-%20Higher%20Education%20Funding-03062014-256437/cr-ld9755-r-e-English.pdf
http://www.delni.gov.uk/leitch_finalreport051206%5b1%5d-2.pdf


of the Welsh workforce of the 2020s is already in work and will need flexible learning 
options to attain the higher skills levels necessary to ensure economic growth. We 
cannot rely on what will be a declining inflow of new graduates from full-time 
programmes. The ‘It’s About Time’ report conducted in 2014 by NUS Wales and the 
OU in Wales7 found that 72% of part-time students are in employment and the most 
commonly cited reason for pursuing part-time study was to improve future 
employability . This can only be achieved if flexible learning options and support are 
readily available. 
 
We believe 
- There is an important role for vocational education and training in the delivery of 

higher level skills, this should be taken forward as a partnership between 
government and employers. 

- A degree-level qualification based approach alone does not always sit well with 
employer demand and both employers and trades unions say that they value 
modular approaches to up-skilling and re-skilling the workforce. Flexible distance 
learning is also valued by employers when there is not the option to release staff 
to study during work time. 

- Student finance arrangements do not respond as flexibly as they could to skills 
shortages. 

- Access to upskilling and reskilling options are essential to the economy even for 
those who may already have an existing qualification. 
 

We recommend 
- Welsh Government retraining initiatives should include the OU and / or distance 

learning as options in order to allow people to re-enter the labour market and 
retrain at the same time.  

- Incentives should be offered for employers and employer organisations to 
engage in upskilling and work based learning.  We welcome the principle of co-
investment, as set out in the Welsh Government’s Skills implementation plan8, 
and believe that it has the potential to impact positively on employees and 
employers in Wales. 

- A balanced programme of Apprenticeships should be widely available to all 
adults, not just under-25s. Wales’ consequential of funding from the UK 
Government’s training levy should be ring-fenced and spent on apprenticeship 
delivery in Wales.  

- Consideration should be given to how greater collaboration between FE and HE 
and clearer progression pathways could support the up-skilling and re-skilling 
agenda. 

- That the cost of part-time flexible learning remains affordable so that this 
provision is accessible for those supported via co-investment and those wishing 
to fund themselves.  

- Support should be given to institutions to broaden their offer to include shorter 
bite-size courses and flexible learning options. 

- Consideration should be given to the idea of bursaries for priority subjects and 
both part-time as well as full-time study options should be eligible.  

                                                           
7 NUS Wales and OU in Wales, It’s About Time: A study of part-time students and their experiences in Wales (2014). Available 
at http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/sites/www.open.ac.uk.wales/files/files/ecms/wales-pa/web-content/It's-About-Time-2014-
English.pdf 
8 Welsh Government, Skills implementation plan (2014). Available at http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dcells/publications/140714-skills-
implementation-plan-en.pdf 

http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/sites/www.open.ac.uk.wales/files/files/ecms/wales-pa/web-content/It's-About-Time-2014-English.pdf
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales/sites/www.open.ac.uk.wales/files/files/ecms/wales-pa/web-content/It's-About-Time-2014-English.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dcells/publications/140714-skills-implementation-plan-en.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dcells/publications/140714-skills-implementation-plan-en.pdf


- Consideration should be given to the idea of a Personal Learning or Career 
Account which could use public funding to match individual investment in 
learning and career development.  Mid-career reviews should also be provided 
for adults to consider their skills needs and career plans.  
 

4. Support for widening access initiatives 
The Open University operates an open admissions policy and no qualifications are 
necessary to study at degree level on many of our courses.  Over a third of our 
undergraduate students in Wales join us without standard university entry level 
qualifications and over twenty per cent of OU in Wales students come from HEFCW 
widening access categories.  Part-time provision has an important role within 
widening access to HE through, for example, providing opportunities to employees in 
low wage and low skill employment and to residents within disadvantaged 
geographical communities.  
 
We believe 
- Strategies and campaigns to widen access to higher education should be 

targeted at adults as well as school-leavers. 
- Shorter, bite-size courses can be an important first step into HE for learners but 

the current emphasis on qualifications and minimum study intensity in order to 
access a loan depresses student demand for, and dis-incentivises institutions 
from offering, short modules of less than 30 credits.  

- The widening access premium is a necessary element of the funding regime as it 
targets investment on where it is needed and incentivises institutions to recruit 
from the relevant target groups. 

- The current measures for widening access are too narrow to address the needs 
of rural poverty in Wales. 

- The proposed changes to Disabled Students’ Allowances (DSA) may have a 
disproportionate impact on OU students who may have differing needs and 
require very different support to manage their learning compared to those at a 
campus-based HEI. 

- That the current regime in the round is not the most effective way of supporting 
students from the lowest incomes into HE, particularly in respect of part-time 
provision. 

 
We recommend 
- The widening access premium paid to institutions on a per capita basis should 

be retained. 
- That more needs to be done to communicate the various pathways and 

alternative routes into HE for those over 25s who may have missed conventional 
routes the first time around. 

- That support should be given to institutions to broaden their offer shorter bite-
size courses. 

- That existing grants for students to access part-time courses should be retained. 
- That the overall student support and maintenance package should be refocused 

on those most in need. 
- That any changes to DSA take account of the differing needs of students who 

study at home via distance-learning rather than on campus and provide 
appropriate support for them to continue to do so effectively. 



- The development of more integrated post-16 education provision which 
encourages progression pathways and offers flexible delivery options.  
 

5. Improve information, advice and guidance on part-time study options  
 
We believe 
- Lack of awareness of the loans available for part-time students and greater debt 

aversion amongst mature students may be contributing factors in any perceived 
reduction in demand for part-time provision. 

- The current Wales-wide careers services focus heavily on younger people. This 
creates a deficit of important information, advice and guidance for current and 
potential mature students. 

- The skills needs of Wales cannot be filled by the younger population alone. We 
need to be looking to upskill and retrain our existing work force. A careers 
service that caters for all ages is a crucial part of meeting this need. 

- Equity for part-time students falls notably short in relation to Student Finance 
Wales (SFW).  The opening date for submission of loan applications for part-time 
study is later than for full-time study and part-time applicants (in Wales) are only 
able to apply offline in hard copy format. Distance learning students in particular -   
who often make an early decision in undertaking their studies - can become 
discouraged to continue their application further by long delays between enrolling 
for a course and actually being able to apply for a loan.   

 
We recommend 
- That part-time HE opportunities are promoted as part of the overarching 

education offer in Wales.   
- That Careers Wales should consider how to cater for an all-age approach to 

careers guidance working with partner organisations. 
- The Student Finance Wales should treat part-time learners fairly and on an equal 

basis by opening for part-time loan applications at the same time as for full-time 
applications and both should be available for completion online.  Part-time loans 
should also be publicised as prominently as full-time loans by Student Finance 
Wales and other relevant bodies (e.g. Careers Wales).  

 
6. Loans for postgraduate study 
 
We believe 
- That postgraduate opportunities are important for ensuring that Wales can meet 

skills needs now and into the future. 
- That postgraduate study opportunities should be equally accessible to all of 

those who wish to be able to benefit from them if qualified to do so.  
 
We recommend 
- That the Welsh Government offers loans for postgraduate study that are open to 

all ages and modes of study, including distance learning.   
 
7.  Encourage digital innovation in higher education and online learning 
 
We believe 



- New technologies and innovations such as massive open online courses 
(MOOCs), in particular the OU’s platform, FutureLearn, are big digital enablers. 

- Informal learning environments, such as MOOCs, are a cost effective way of 
solving skills shortages and providing opportunities for learning. They can also 
be a key asset for employers to use as Continuing Professional Development 
platforms.  

 
We recommend 
- The Welsh Government and Universities in Wales should implement the 

recommendations of ‘Open & Online’ the report of the Online Digital Learning 
Working Group. This includes developing a strategy to raise awareness of the 
potential for online learning to support economic development.  

- The Welsh Government should also support The Open University as a key 
education asset by promoting its online learning platforms and considering it as 
key partner for delivery of online development and training.    

 
For more information please contact: 
Michelle Matheron, Policy and Public Affairs Manager, The Open University in 
Wales Michelle.Matheron@open.ac.uk  
www.open.ac.uk/wales  

mailto:Michelle.Matheron@open.ac.uk
http://www.open.ac.uk/wales

