
“Arguments for Free University Education”  
by: Will Severs 

1.​ Positive externalities of higher education. Generally, university education 

does offer some external benefits to society. Higher education leads to a more 

educated and productive workforce. Countries with high rates of university 

education generally have higher levels of innovation and productivity growth. 

Therefore, there is a justification for the government subsidising higher 

education. 

2.​ Equality. There is also a powerful argument that university education should be 

free to ensure equality of opportunity. If students have to pay for university 

education, this may dissuade them. In theory, students could take out loans or 

work part-time, but this may be sufficient to discourage students from studying 

and instead may enter the job market earlier. 

3.​ Increased specialisation of work. The global economy has forced countries, 

such as the UK to specialise in higher tech and higher value added products and 

services. The UK’s biggest export industries include pharmaceuticals, organic 

chemicals, optical and surgical instruments, and nuclear technology (see: what 

does the UK produce?). Therefore, there is a greater need for skilled graduates 

who can contribute to these high-tech industries. 

“Arguments against free university education”  
by: Sis Crawford 

1.​ Opportunity Cost. If we spend billions on free university education there is an 

opportunity cost of higher taxes or less spending elsewhere. Arguably, there is a 

greater social benefit from providing vocational training – e.g. so people could 

become plumbers, electricians e.t.c. There is often a real shortage of these skills 

in an economy. The UK commission for skills and education report significant 

skills shortages in the basic ‘core generic skills’ such as literacy, numeracy and 

communication skills. This skill shortages are prominent in industries like 

building, health care, plumbing, social care and construction. Generally, the 
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problem is not a shortage of graduates with art degrees, but lower level 

vocational skills. (See: BBC – skills shortage in the UK) Therefore, there is a 

case for charging for university, but greater public spending to tackle this lower 

level skill shortages. 

2.​ Do we have too many graduates? In recent decades there has been a rapid 

rise in the number of graduates. But, many graduates are leaving university to 

take jobs which don’t require a degree. A study by the ONS found that nearly 

50% of workers who left university in the past five years are doing jobs which 

don’t require a degree. (Telegraph link) Therefore, it is a mistake to continue to 

fund the public expansion of university education because the economy doesn’t 

need more graduates as much as other skills. 

3.​ Higher quality of education. The rapid rise in university numbers means that 

greater pressure is being put on university resources. Since the government is 

struggling to maintain public spending, let alone increase spending, there is a 

danger that university education and research may suffer, causing UK education 

to lag behind other countries. If universities can charge students, it will help 

maintain standards, quality of teaching and the reputation of UK universities.. 

4.​ Makes people value education more. If people have to pay to go to university, 

you could argue that they would value the education more. If higher education is 

free, it may encourage students to take an easy three years of relaxation. 

5.​ Signalling function of higher education. Arguably, higher education acts as a 

signal to employers that graduates have greater capacity. As a consequence, 

people who gain a degree, end up with a relatively higher salary. Therefore, if 

they financially gain from studying at university, it is perhaps fair they pay part of 

the cost. This is especially important for middle-class families, who send a higher 

proportion of people to higher education. 
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