
 
 

russellgroup.ac.uk 

Russell Group response to accelerated degrees consultation 

1. Summary 

• We fully support the provision of a diverse set of higher education courses including (but not 
limited to) online, part-time, foundation, and sandwich degrees, integrated masters and 
degree apprenticeships. Across all types of provision, Russell Group universities strive to 
provide an outstanding and diverse student experience within a research-intensive learning 
environment, ensuring all students have the opportunity to develop the personal and 
professional skills needed to realise their ambitions.  

• Whilst accelerated degrees have the potential to contribute further towards the wide range of 
choices which are already available to prospective students, the development and growth of 
new provision should be informed by a range of factors including the quality of the academic 
experience, the impact on graduate outcomes and student demand. The subject mix at 
many Russell Group universities means, for example, that there is a strong demand for 4-
year degrees.   

• There is a risk that the pressure of study on an accelerated degree programme will reduce a 
student’s opportunities to engage in supported independent study and participate in a broad 
programme of developmental activities. These opportunities are particularly important for 
students from backgrounds that are under-represented in higher education and there is a 
risk that such students could be encouraged to opt for a two-year degree course simply as a 
result of the anticipated cost saving. 

• While we welcome the Government’s intention to increase the level of tuition fees which 
each year of an accelerated degree attracts, a 20% uplift may not be sufficient to ensure the 
financial viability of accelerated provision, particularly for some higher-cost courses.  

2. Context 

2.1 We welcome the opportunity to respond to this consultation on accelerated degrees and 
support the Government’s aim of diversifying the routes available to prospective students. 
Russell Group universities are committed to delivering a diverse range of courses which 
meet the needs of prospective students including (but not limited to) online, part-time, 
foundation, and sandwich degrees, integrated masters and degree apprenticeships. For 
example: 

(a) Many Russell Group universities are taking a lead in pioneering new degree 
apprenticeships, working with a wide range of employers to deliver courses in engineering, 
digital technologies and leadership and management. As well as addressing skills gaps in 
the labour market, many of these new degree apprenticeships are particularly targeted to 
increase participation from under-represented groups including students from less 
advantaged backgrounds and women in STEM disciplines. 
 

(b) Our universities also offer longer sandwich degrees enabling students to gain vital 
experience in industry as part of their course. The four-year Flying Start Programme 
pioneered by Newcastle University in 2002, for instance, offers a degree in Business 
Accounting and Finance, jointly developed by the University, PwC and the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (ICAEW). The degree’s unique structure 
enables students to put classroom theory into commercial practice on placement, and is 
designed to equip students with a range of business skills. 
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(c) As a direct result of student demand, a new four-year innovation degree programme at the 
University of Bristol has been designed to offer students the chance to gain a full degree in 
their chosen discipline integrated with an additional year’s worth of innovation and 
entrepreneurship training. By the time students graduate they will be experts in their field 
and have the skills and experience necessary to create their own business or work in any 
other venture where they will become innovators with the potential to change the world.  
 

(d) Russell Group universities have also developed options for students who may not fulfil the 
‘typical’ A-level entry criteria. The extended medical degree programmes offered by King’s 
College London and the University of Southampton are aimed at educationally 
disadvantaged students and students from non-traditional backgrounds who have the 
potential to complete a medical degree successfully. The programmes offer a full medical 
degree but, by extending it by a year, allow students more time to develop subject 
knowledge and confidence, and give greater access to pastoral and academic support from 
staff. 

2.2 Whilst accelerated degrees have the potential to contribute further towards the wide range of 
choices which are already available to prospective students, the development and growth of 
new provision should be informed by a range of factors including the quality of the academic 
experience, the impact on graduate outcomes and student demand. The subject mix at many 
Russell Group universities means, for example, that there is a strong demand for four-year 
degrees.   

3. Implications for the student experience and outcomes 

3.1 Independent learning is a vital component of university education and research has 
suggested that higher levels of independent study have a positive impact on learning gain.  
The provision of two-year degrees would require a compressed timetable which in turn would 
limit the time available for self-directed study. In addition, there is evidence that students 
make further and faster progress in their second and third years of study so removing the 
final year may impact on the ability of students to achieve their full potential and limit 
progress made across the duration of the degree. Consequently, accelerated degrees may 
put pressure on student learning and compromise the overall undergraduate experience.  

3.2 Russell Group universities aim to provide the optimum environment for all students to 
develop a broad range of transferable skills which are highly valued by employers. Queen 
Mary University of London, for example, is pioneering a model of undergraduate education in 
which opportunities to develop employability skills and social capital are embedded into all 
degree programmes, helping students to get ready for the workplace and build new skills 
while they study. Many courses also require students to complete extended research 
projects, work placements (particularly in health-related programmes) or field trips. It would 
not necessarily be feasible or appropriate to compress such provision into an accelerated 
degree programme.  

3.3 More broadly, engagement with a wide range of extra-curricular activities, such as 
volunteering, sports and societies, ensures that students benefit from a rich and fulfilling 
experience at university and have the opportunity to develop broader employment and life 
skills. Opportunities to participate in developmental activities risk being limited by the 
pressures of study on an accelerated degree programme.  

3.4 In addition, many students undertake some form of part-time employment while studying to 
support themselves. Students undertaking accelerated degrees will have fewer opportunities 
to engage in part-time work without the risk of significantly compromising their academic 
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performance. This is particularly the case for groups of students who are more likely to need 
to undertake part-time work while studying such as those from lower income backgrounds.  

3.5 There is a risk that some groups of prospective students could be encouraged to opt for a 
two-year degree course simply as a result of the anticipated cost saving. However, our 
universities recognise that students from disadvantaged backgrounds can face particular 
challenges through their transition from school to university and in progressing to 
employment and further study, and are investing in a wide range of student support 
mechanisms targeted to support disadvantaged students to succeed. The delivery of this 
additional support may prove difficult within an accelerated course and coupled with the 
increased pressure on student learning may have the potential to impact negatively on 
degree outcomes for the groups of students who are already most disadvantaged.    

3.6 Alongside this, accelerated degrees are - by their nature - more demanding, leading some 
providers to set higher entry tariffs for their accelerated provision compared to longer 
courses. This is intended to ensure that the students entering these courses are sufficiently 
prepared, but risks acting as an additional barrier to students currently under-represented in 
higher education.  

4. Other considerations 

Financial viability  

4.1 While we welcome the Government’s intention to increase the level of tuition fees which each 
year of an accelerated degree attracts, a 20% uplift may not be sufficient to ensure the 
financial viability of accelerated provision, particularly for some higher cost courses. In 
addition, the lack of evidence of significant levels of student demand for accelerated 
programmes also makes it difficult to assess their viability.  

4.2 Given the additional pressures on students studying for accelerated degrees, it may be 
sensible to provide access to additional maintenance support through the existing long 
course loan (LCL) to all students on these courses.   

Safeguarding international reputation 

4.3 Given that bachelors degrees are generally expected to be three or more years in length, a 
shift towards two-year programmes would represent a departure from this international norm 
and may have significant implications for the international reputation of these degrees.  

Delivering research-intensive learning 

4.4 The inextricable links between research and learning within research-intensive universities 
mean that a student’s learning is closely connected with the methods and processes of 
research, emerging findings and cutting-edge developments in their field of study. Students 
work alongside academics who are undertaking research that provides the vital and most up 
to date content for teaching both in their own universities and others nationally and 
internationally. 

4.5 A shortened degree programme would require academics to teach in periods typically utilised 
for research (as well as support for postgraduate taught (PGT) and postgraduate research 
(PGR) students). To deliver accelerated provision, significant changes would be required to 
academic time-tabling and staff contracts which could affect the ability of students to engage 
with new research. 
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Facilities for students 

4.6 Accelerated degrees would require the use of student facilities for a greater portion of the 
year. This is problematic because campus infrastructure is not necessarily available for such 
use: planned building and refurbishments often take place during term breaks and the 
summer months are occupied with activities such as pre-sessional programmes, summer 
schools and widening participation events. 
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