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A critical analysis of how the role of the academic has been affected by tuition fee policy since 1996
Government policy in the last two decades has broadened university intake and made participation available to a more diverse cross-section of society. However, the move from an elite system to one of mass participation raised unavoidable questions over who should be responsible for funding, with students becoming increasingly liable for the cost of their university tuition. 

Students' increased commitment to the cost of their higher education has changed the nature of the relationship between universities and their students and this in turn has had an impact on the role of the academic. 
As higher education has been a devolved policy area since 1999, the devolved administrations have been able to dictate their own tuition fee policies and these have typically differed from those in England, often to the benefit of home students in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Nevertheless, even where state assistance has persisted, higher education institutions have been forced to operate within a culture of increased marketisation.
The introduction and expansion of the tuition fee regime
The early 1990s saw cross-party consensus that mass participation in higher education in the 21st century was inevitable (Halsey, 1997 cited in Bathmaker, 2003, p.176). In 1996, the Conservative education minister at the time commissioned the Dearing Report on Higher Education which had the remit of making 'recommendations on how the purposes, shape, structure, size and funding of higher education, including support for students, should develop to meet the needs of the United Kingdom over the next 20 years' (NCIHE, 1997, p.1).
The Dearing Report examined who should fund higher education and concluded that there was a persuasive argument for requiring graduates in work to contribute towards the cost of their university education (NCIHE, 1997, p. 290), paving the way for the implementation of the Teaching and Higher Education Act 1998 which, among other measures, introduced an upfront annual tuition fee of a maximum of £1,000 from academic year 1998/99.  This applied to institutions across the United Kingdom.
In 2003, the Labour government published a white paper - The Future of Higher Education - in which it called for an increase in investment in higher education and a larger contribution from graduates. These provisions were enacted by the Higher Education Act 2004, which raised tuition fees to an annual maximum of £3,000 in England from academic year 2006/07. Tuition fees in Northern Ireland were also increased to £3,000 from the same year (House of Commons, 2015). With policy decisions for tuition having been devolved to the Welsh and Scottish administrations, the Higher Education Act 2004 did not apply in those countries. While Wales chose to follow suit and increased the maximum annual tuition fee to £3,000 from academic year 2007/08, Scotland's tuition fee policy at the time diverged significantly from that of the rest of the UK, with upfront tuition fees scrapped in the early 2000s following the publication of the Cubie Report. Instead, on completion of their degrees, Scottish graduates who had studied in Scotland became liable for a fixed amount (the Graduate Endowment), initially set at £2,000. This was later scrapped, making university tuition free for Scottish students studying in Scotland once again (House of Commons, 2016). Students from the rest of the United Kingdom studying at Scottish institutions did pay an annual tuition fee during this period, rising to £1,820 by the early 2010s.
The tuition fee regime throughout the UK was shaken up significantly by the publication in 2010 of the Browne Report, which proposed the almost total removal of the block grant used by universities to underwrite their teaching costs with the shortfall being made up by a significant - and uncapped - increase in tuition fees (Browne, 2010). Although many of the recommendations in the Browne Report were adopted by the government, it was decided that annual tuition fees in England should be capped at £9,000 per year from academic year 2012/13 (rising to £9,250 in 2017/18). Wales also raised tuition fees to £9,000 from 2012/13, although Welsh students receive grant aid to meet a proportion of the cost, while Scotland continues to offer free tuition to Scottish students studying in Scotland. Northern Ireland has capped tuition fees at a much lower level than in England. Institutions in Scotland and Northern Ireland charge a maximum annual fee of £9,250 to students from the rest of the UK, while in Wales the maximum fee charged is £9,000.
The marketisation of higher education
While it can be argued that the higher education sector took its first steps towards marketisation as early as 1979 with the removal of the fee subsidy for international students (Brown and Carasso, 2013, p. 3), the publication of Dearing Report in 1997 and the subsequent roll-out of the £1,000 per annum tuition fee in academic year 1998/99 introduced the concept of the student-as-consumer across a much broader cohort of the student body. 
The impact of the introduction of tuition fees was felt swiftly by universities, with Rolfe (2001, p. 3) observing that 'many students were seen to be motivated to study at university principally by the prospect of getting a 'good' (well-paid) job, an aim which was rarely voiced by students in the past'. The subsequent increase in fees during the late 2000s further solidified this focus towards the qualifications gained and the job prospects they would deliver and away from the learning process (Locke, 2007).  
The removal of the block grant from 2012/13 and associated large increase in annual tuition fees placed the student even more towards the centre of the learning experience. As noted by Williams (2011, p. 51):
'in the changing higher education landscape that is starting to unfold, the student experience will become vital to the very survival of HEIs. Students are being given a greater role in shaping the higher education sector – they are truly becoming ‘student customers’. HEIs will be forced to change and improve as students make their choices based on perceived academic quality. Yet, the student experience is not just an academic one. In the new funding landscape, HEIs will need to pay greater attention to the wider experience of students, which goes beyond the lecture theatre or seminar room (or the laptop for those students that are not campus-based). This wider experience will form part of the demand for better services by students in return for the higher costs of their tuition.'
More recent measures, notably the inclusion of students and universities in the Consumer Rights Act 2015 (an important piece of legislation that stipulates specific consumer rights and remedies related to the supply of goods, services and digital content) and the removal of the student numbers cap in England in 2015, have further consolidated the status of student-as-consumer (Bunce, Baird and Jones, 2016, p. 13). 
Key consequences of marketisation

As universities have become more commercial and the student voice has become more central to the university experience, so the academic profession has been forced to change to meet the expectations of the student body.
Student satisfaction surveys and league tables
Following the publication of a government White Paper that committed to ensuring 'that the views of students themselves are published in a national annual survey available for the first time in autumn 2003, which will explicitly cover teaching quality' (DfES, 2003), the first National Student Survey (NSS) was conducted in 2005 and now runs annually. Although there are a number of positive aspects to the NSS from the viewpoint of the academic, for example enhanced engagement between student and university, it has also been criticised for not being successful in raising standards of education (Williams and Mindano, 2015). 
League tables, which are predominantly derived from student satisfaction feedback, have become key metrics in the higher education sector although opinion within academia of their overall worth appears to be rather divided (Williams and Mindano, 2015 p. 7). Furthermore, while there may be considerable disquiet over the use of league tables, many academics are unable to ignore their impact. Poor performance in student feedback surveys and league table rankings can have a negative impact on staff morale and is likely to result in changes to the programme(s) involved, such as changing the content or the teaching staff, or scrapping the programme entirely (Williams and Mindano, 2015 p. 11).
In addition, it has been suggested that the annual increase in the first half of the 2010s in the proportion of students receiving first and upper second class degrees (HEFCE, 2015) can be attributed to institutions putting pressure on academics to mark more leniently to improve league table positions (Clark, 2014).
Expanded home student intake and changing expectations
Student numbers in the UK have increased since the early 2000s according to HESA statistics (HESA, 2017), driven by the Labour government's stated aim in 2001 to increase participation in higher education to 50% of 18 to 30 year olds by 2010 (HEFCE cited in Bathmaker, 2003 p. 10) and later by the recommendations of the Browne Report (Browne, 2010) and the related lifting of the student numbers cap in England from academic year 2015/16. Locke (2007) noted that 'a broader intake of students from a wider range of backgrounds and different previous experiences [raises] questions about the nature and extent of support for learning and traditional notions of the independent learner.' More recent studies have found that 'students who view themselves as consumers are less likely to be involved in their education and more likely to view themselves as entitled to receive positive academic outcomes' (Bunce, Baird and Jones, 2016, p. 13).
Anecdotal evidence from contemporary surveys of the profession suggest that a significant proportion of academics believe that their institutions have compromised on the quality of students in order to maintain or increase numbers (Times Higher Education, 2016).
Overseas students

Overseas students have become an important source of revenue for UK higher education institutions and overseas student numbers have grown significantly since the early 2000s, with a 63% increase between 2003 and 2013 (Universities UK, 2016) and a further 4% rise between 2013/14 and 2015/16 (HEFCE, 2017). Nevertheless, despite the financial benefits that they bring to institutions, the recruitment of international students is not without issue. Nearly 9% of academic respondents to the University Workplace Survey 2016 strongly disagreed that international students in their departments had adequate English language ability for degree level study, while a further 24% disagreed (Times Higher Education, 2016). Aside from language barriers there are also pedagogical issues to consider, with teaching staff sometimes needing to overcome preconceptions about international students that, when examined, do not stand up to scrutiny (Carroll and Ryan, 2005 p. 6). 
Impact on academic staff
Recent studies have found that British academics are considerably less satisfied than their European counterparts with high levels of work-related stress. The various factors that have changed the nature of academic roles over the 20 year period since the introduction of tuition fees are thought to have contributed to the current poor work-related wellbeing (Kinman and Wray, 2013, p.p. 5-6).
Contemporary surveys of the profession have found that a significant proportion of higher education academic staff believe their workloads to be excessive and that their extra working hours go unappreciated and unacknowledged by management. Many believe that the broadening of the student intake has undermined academic standards and more than half of respondents fear that unrealistic performance targets will result in redundancies in their departments (Times Higher Education, 2016).
A fee-free future?
Tuition fees returned to the political agenda in 2017, with the Labour Party gaining significant support - particularly among younger voters - on the back of their commitment to scrapping fees (Times Higher Education, 2017). It is likely that the Conservative government will need to make some concessions in this area ahead of the next general election if it is not to risk losing the young vote entirely.
Conclusion

While it may be unwise to attribute levels of job dissatisfaction and work-place poor health within academia entirely to the marketisation of higher education without considering other contributory factors, it seems beyond argument that the tuition fee regime and expansion of student intake effected in the last two decades have resulted in quite significant changes to students' expectations and to academics' roles and working conditions.
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