Analyse a recent policy implemented by the UK or a devolved government, focusing on the problem the policy aims to address, the development process (how it was cultivated and what influenced it), and its practical outcomes. Consider the following examples (this list is not exhaustive):
• Air quality policy, which in Wales resulted in the Clean Air Act
• Bilingualism in Wales
• Education policy
• Housing policy
• Transport policy
• Economic policy













































An Analysis of Higher Education Tuition Fees and Student Funding Reform in Wales.
[bookmark: _Int_2AmsGIo0][bookmark: _Int_hnseOddk][bookmark: _Int_ScvAR7Lg]While higher education funding continues to be a policy issue throughout the UK, the Welsh Government implemented significant reforms to tuition fees and student support for the 2018-19 academic year. This policy change aimed to aid student financial pressures, manage debt levels and increase access to welsh universities. The Higher Education (Student Fees and Support) (Amendment) (Wales) Regulations 2018, set framework for fee limits and financial support mechanisms for Welsh Students (Legislation Gov UK, 2018a). These reforms followed recommendations from the Diamond Review in 2016 (Diamond, 2016). These recommendations were supported by a detailed Financial Memorandum outlining the predicted costs and impacts of the policy changes (Student Finance Wales, 2018). This approach placed importance on maintenance support and fee arrangements designed to reduce the financial burdens on students and offering fairer opportunities to lower income backgrounds. This essay analyses the Welsh university tuition fee and student funding reform policy by examining the problem it sought to address, the policy development process and its evaluated outcomes.
[bookmark: _Int_W4x10aS0][bookmark: _Int_d67PwR6Z][bookmark: _Int_mG4eZZrn]The Higher Education (Student Fees and Support) (Amendment) (Wales) Regulations 2018 form a foundational component of the Welsh Government’s devolved higher education funding and student support system, shaping how tuition fees are capped and how maintenance support is delivered to students ordinarily resident in Wales and Welsh students studying elsewhere in the UK from 12th March 2018 (Legislation Gov UK, 2018a). These regulations amend the broader Education (Student Support) (Wales) Regulations 2018 policy which indicates entitlement to tuition fee loans and maintenance grants starting on or after 1st August 2018 (Legislation Gov UK, 2018b). Under this policy framework, the tuition fee cap (maximum fee that regulated providers in Wales may charge for certain full-time undergraduate courses) is set by the Welsh Government and adjusted accordingly in line with other UK nations. This can be recognised in the difference between tuition caps between the academic year of 2024-2025 and 2025-2026, where there is an increase of £285 for courses beginning on or after 1st August 2025 (Miles, 2024) (Howells, 2024). The policy change also offers increased maintained support with both means-tested and non-means-tested grants and loans that aid to address increasing living costs and therefore lower barriers to participation for students (Miles, 2024). Due to the Teaching and Higher Education Act 1988, the Welsh Government, also known as Senedd, is responsible for regulating its own fees and financial support in Wales (Universities Wales, 2017) using Student Loans Company Limited (SLC) in place of Welsh Ministers themselves (Neagle, 2025). Before these reforms, Wales offered tuition fee grants to cap welsh students' costs and provided cross-border fee support, the 2018 regulation change shifted fee subsidies to greater maintenance support in a streamlined mix of loans and grants that prioritised accessibility for students of Wales (Callender, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_wrPGcqnr][bookmark: _Int_7ioQLMOF][bookmark: _Int_iTUIwP29][bookmark: _Int_ZdXoNRRe]The policy change to the Higher Education Regulations intended to respond to the structural problems within how higher education was funded and accessed in Wales. The Welsh Government took these steps to tackle issues such as rising student debt. The average graduate debt is approaching £40,000 across the UK (Gov UK, 2025). However, Welsh students can now benefit from grants and partial debt cancellation following the 2018 change to ease excessive borrowing and alleviate financial pressures (Miles, 2024). Alongside debt concerns, inequality in access to higher education was a persistent problem in Wales. Evidence shows that in the academic year of 2016-17, Wales had the lowest first-degree undergraduate rate between England and Scotland with 83,115 students (HESA, 2018). It is suggested that this is due to the socio-economic background and deprivation of young people and families within Wales which means learners have increased barriers and financial risk when considering university costs (Cardiff University, 2024). This creates a greater divide between disadvantaged students. A central theme in the Higher Education (Student Fees and Support) (Amendment) (Wales) Regulations 2018 emphasised widening participation and the role of maintenance support in enabling access. Similarly, rising accommodation, food and utility costs have outpaced real-term value of student maintenance support in many parts of the UK, forcing many students into part time work or third-party debt in order to manage living expenses. For example, 68% of full-time undergraduates worked during term time in 2025 (HEPI, 2025). This is also shown in an article from The Guardian that suggests students across the UK have totalled almost £500 million in debts owed to their universities, creating greater financial difficulties for graduates trying to start their careers (Adams, 2025). Demonstrating a shortfall between living costs and maintenance support while attending university, the Welsh Government continues to adjust the post-2018 policy in support that living costs are more crucial than tuition caps (Miles, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Int_6XtGM55U][bookmark: _Int_MJJbLipa][bookmark: _Int_8DkewZeg]The development of the Higher Education (Student Fees and Support) (Amendment) (Wales) Regulations 2018 policy was created by an evidence-led and consultive policy process, based on the Diamond Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance, published in 2016. Commissioned by the Welsh Government, the review was designed to assess the existing student finance systems sustainability, its effectiveness in promoting access and widening participation, and the level of pressure on public finances (UK Council for Graduate Education, 2016). The overall recommendation from the Diamond Review, was to rebalance financial support away from universal tuition fee subsidies and towards further maintenance support. The review argued that introducing a universal maintenance grant and increased means-tested support for living costs due to the barriers considered greatest to participation such as living costs (Taylor, 2016). Political ideology further influenced the final policy design in terms of social justice and equality in opportunity to create a higher education system based upon ability compared to capacity to absorb financial risk. Evidence that highlights this is can be seen in the additional grants that are ‘needs specific’ such as the Disabled Students’ Grants and Parents’ Learning Allowance (Welsh Government, 2026). Student unions and higher education institutions also played a significant role in the policy consultations emphasising the financial pressures faced by students, particularly in relation to housing and daily living expenses (Diamond, 2016). In terms of decision making and implementation, the Welsh Government accepted the Diamond Review’s recommendations (Gov Wales, 2017) and translated them into legislative form. These changes abolished the tuition fee grant, expanded maintenance grants and loans and embedded a needs-based model of student finance. As a result of divergence from England’s student finance system, Wales adopted a distinctive model shaped by expertise and evidence as a commitment to widening university participation. 
[bookmark: _Int_EuWTeoYS][bookmark: _Int_fI8lEY4W][bookmark: _Int_PmR1Qd9H][bookmark: _Int_YDNzuFg4][bookmark: _Int_1OwEZw9x]Since the implementation of the Higher Education (Student Fees and Support) (Amendment) (Wales) Regulations 2018, which restructured student support in Wales to underline maintenance grants and loans over universal tuition fee subsidies, both positive outcomes and challenges appear in practice. A key practical outcome is improved support for low-income students through the expanded Welsh Government Learning Grant (WGLG) and maintenance support package, which provides non-repayable grant elements designed to alleviate living cost pressures. Current support rates illustrate how the system intends to target need. For example, students studying away from home (outside London), total maintenance support can reach up to £12,590, with a maximum grant of £8,260 for those from households with the lowest incomes, reducing the reliance on loans for these students (Welsh Government, 2026). The Welsh Government has also continued to adjust the maintenance support in line with economic pressures. For example, a 9.4% increase in support for 2023/24 academic year aimed at reflecting National Living Wage projections (Welsh Government, 2023), highlighting an ongoing commitment to address high living costs faced by students. The practical impact of these changes can also be seen through participation data. Official statistics show that the number of students receiving Welsh Government support has continued to rise modestly, with around 79,000 students receiving funding in the 2024/25 academic year, up slightly from the previous year, and early data for 2025/26 highlighting continued growth (Welsh Government 2025). This sustained level of participation suggests that the reforms have helped improve access to higher education, particularly amount groups who would be sensitive to financial barriers. However, there are also limitations to the policy reform in practice. The cost to the Welsh Government budget has risen significantly: Audit Wales reported that annual student loans and grants payments almost reached £1.1 billion by the academic year of 2019/20. Comparing this to 2015/16, this is an increase of 35%. This meant that the total value of outstanding loans owed to the Welsh Government climbed to £5.3 billion in the same period, emphasising the substantial fiscal commitment required to sustain these support levels. The same source raises concern over long-term sustainability and fiscal viability of the finance system. Evidence says that the Welsh Government will not recover all outstanding loan repayments, for example, only 65p to every £1 owed were predicted to be repaid by the academic year 2019/20 (Audit Wales, 2021). This means a financial risk into future budgeting and limits the Welsh Governments ability to support this system. Another practical challenge is the ongoing student debt burden. Although Wales relies on grants, the proportion of maintenance support taking the form of loans has grown over time as loan amounts have remained similar instead of increasing. This means that many students still carry significant debt loads after graduation (Gov UK, 2025). Finally, the reforms have not eliminated financial pressures on universities themselves. While tuition fees are capped and covered by support, universities face continued financial pressures in delivering high-quality education with budget constraints and increased costs, affecting their capacity to respond to demand and prolong services (Browne, 2025). Overall, while the post-2018 student reforms in Wales have yielded clear benefits for low-income students and maintained participation rates, they also pose fiscal sustainability challenges, leave student debt an ongoing issue and reflect pressures on university finances that require ongoing attention from policymakers to ensure the system remains effective and equitable in practice. 
[bookmark: _Int_2yzb7IHN][bookmark: _Int_Fpj2cWXX][bookmark: _Int_HylRBfoK][bookmark: _Int_rTrUvXgB][bookmark: _Int_fTl8XQHO][bookmark: _Int_yBCTziMP][bookmark: _Int_GZs82XE1][bookmark: _Int_biQuu2W5]In conclusion, the Higher Education (Student Fees and Support) (Amendment) (Wales) Regulations 2018 reformed the Welsh student finance system. Designed to address rising debt, unequal access, and the growing burden of student living costs, the policy chose a different path to the English system by retaining tuition fee caps while shifting support away from universal fee subsidies and towards maintenance grants and loans. This reflected a strategic decision to prioritise students’ real-time financial needs rather than the headline cost of tuition. The analysis of the policy problem demonstrated that the reform was rooted in genuine and pressing challenges: rising graduate debt, persistent inequality in higher education participation and the inadequacy of maintenance support in meeting the cost of living. While these problems were particularly small for students from lower-income backgrounds, where day-today affordability posed a greater barrier than the prospect of long-term loan repayment, the reform does not tackle continual issues for majority of students. The policy development process showed how these concerns were translated into reform through the Diamond Review, stakeholder engagement, academic research and a strong political commitment to fairness and social justice, within the constraints of the Welsh budget. In practice, the reforms have produced important benefits. Low-income students now receive significantly higher non-repayable grants, and participation rates have stabilised, indicating that access has not been undermined. However, student debt is still substantial, maintenance loans have grown in importance, and the financial cost to the Welsh Government raises questions about sustainability. Universities also continue to face funding pressures that the policy does not fully resolve. Overall, the policy can be qualified a success. It has made Welsh student finance fairer and more progressive than in England, but it has not eliminated debt or financial risk. The key lesson for future Welsh education policy is that fairness, affordability, and sustainability must be continuously balanced. In terms of student finance, maintenance support must remain in pace with living costs if widening participation goals are to be sustained. 
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