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Foreword

Professor Janice Kay CBE, Director, Higher Futures

It is a pleasure to introduce this 2025 study, a welcome repeat of the 2024 AI survey of how full-time undergraduate 
students are currently using AI tools. It shows that use has soared over the past year, demonstrating that AI tools 
are used in varied ways in learning and assessment. 

It is a positive sign overall: many students have learned more about using tools e ectively and ethically and 
there is little evidence here that AI tools are being misused to cheat and play the system. Students see a range 
of bene ts of using AI tools, from saving time to improving the quality of their work in ways they consider to be 
personalised, especially outside study hours. 

And yet, there are quite a lot of signs that will pose serious challenges for learners, teachers and institutions and 
these will need to be addressed as higher education transforms. Policies on AI use for assessment are generally 
clear but, at the same time, students are uncertain about what acceptable AI use looks like, with less than a third 
stating that their institution encourages them to use it and nearly a third reporting that their institution bans 
its use. Some students report that they are ‘being warned about the potential risks of AI, but [sta ] are actively 
incorporating AI as a creative tool into some of their modules’.

Students want more of the latter. They want more support in their courses to increase their skills in using 
and managing AI tools, and they also perceive that while more sta  are well-equipped to support them than 
previously, this needs to improve substantially. Peppered through the study is clear evidence of a digital divide, 
whether women are using AI tools less and for less con dent reasons or those with greater means are more able 
to access premium products. 

There are gaps then for higher education institutions: how AI tools are used e ectively to support students’ 
learning and engagement, how students become better skilled, how sta  are trained to have a deeper working 
understanding of AI tools and how divides in the use of AI are not allowed to develop and persist. I urge you 
not only to mull through the data presented here but also to take time to re ect on the conclusions and policy 
recommendations. I look forward to seeing what happens in the 2026 report.

Executive summary

Building on our 2024 AI Survey, we surveyed 1,041 full-time undergraduate students through Savanta about their 

use of generative arti cial intelligence (GenAI) tools. 

In 2025, we nd that the student use of AI has surged in the last year, with almost all students (92%) now using AI in 

some form, up from 66% in 2024, and some 88% having used GenAI for assessments, up from 53% in 2024. The main 

uses of GenAI are explaining concepts, summarising articles and suggesting research ideas, but a signi cant number 

of students – 18% – have included AI-generated text directly in their work.

When asked why they use AI, students most often nd it saves them time and improves the quality of their work. The 

main factors putting them o  using AI are the risk of being accused of academic misconduct and the fear of getting 

false or biased results. Women are more worried about these factors than men, and men report more enthusiasm 

for AI throughout the survey, as do wealthier students and those on STEM courses. The digital divide we identi ed 

in 2024 appears to have widened.
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1. New Govt / Ministers

2. New chair(s) at OfS

3. Renters (Reform) Bill

4. U-turns on free speech

5. Tuition fee increase

6. Pause to supply-side

7. SoS’s letter

8. REF changes

9. UUK blueprint

10. Efficiency task force

11. Encampments

12. Visa changes

13. New fiscal rules

14. Softening demand

15. Curriculum review

16. Financial sustainability

Some recent higher education policy changes
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The university should be taken over by public authorities, such as the Government,
to ensure that it survives.

Students at the university should have their student loans cancelled to recognise
their education has not worked out as planned.

The university should close and students should be helped to continue their
studies at another institution.

The university should be forced to merge with another higher education
institution, even if this costs the Government / taxpayers money.

The university should be sold off to a private company based in the UK so that it
can continue delivering education.

The university should save money by cancelling costly long-term goals, such as any
net-zero targets aimed at tackling climate change.

The university should be helped to survive but only after making large savings of its
own, such as shutting courses, selling buildings and making staff redundant.

The university should save money by stopping non-academic services, such as
closing counselling services, sports facilities and careers offices.

The university should be allowed to charge its students higher fees until its
financial problems are sorted out.

The university should be sold off to a private company based in another country so
that it can continue delivering education.

None of the above

If this were to happen to your own higher educational institution, which of the following 
actions do you think should be considered? 





The financial position 
is getting worse

1 

 

Financial sustainability of higher education providers in 
England: November 2024 update 

In May 2024, the Office for Students (OfS) published its annual report on the financial sustainability 

of higher education providers in England. This report set out our analysis of the higher education 

sector’s financial condition and its resilience to financial challenge.1 The report drew on financial 

data returned to the OfS by universities and colleges as well as other information. It found that, 

overall, providers were forecasting deterioration in the short- to medium-term financial outlook. 40 

per cent of providers were expecting to be in deficit and an increasing number anticipated low net 

cashflow. The sector predicted an improved outlook from 2026-27 onwards. 

Our analysis of recruitment trends suggested that providers’ financial forecasts were based on 

predictions of student recruitment that were too optimistic. The report set out the impact of 

modelled scenarios of alternative, less positive, recruitment outcomes. These suggested that the 

actual outturn position in the short and medium term was likely to be even more challenging than 

that implied by the sector’s forecasts for 2024-25. The scenarios also suggested that the recovery 

providers were anticipating thereafter could be reversed with a continuing weakening of the 

sector’s financial position until 2026-27. 

This new report provides an update on the analysis we published in May, based on the latest 

available data trends for the recruitment of UK and international students for entry in autumn 2024. 

The latest information indicates that, overall, UK and non-UK student recruitment are significantly 

below the sector’s previous expectations and, for some providers, in line with the more pessimistic 

scenarios modelled in our May report. Autumn 2024 recruitment outcomes have varied significantly 

for different types of higher education provider, and for providers within similar groups. Based on 

our latest modelling we estimate UK undergraduate entrants to be, in aggregate, 10 per cent lower 

than the sector’s forecasts for 2024-25, and non-UK entrants to be 23 per cent lower than those 

forecasts. It is clear that the financial context for the sector is becoming even more challenging. 

It is important to emphasise that this updated picture is underpinned by the financial data compiled 

by most providers in 2023 and returned to the OfS in early 2024. Many providers will already have 

adjusted their expectations and taken action to address changes in student recruitment, and other 

risks, since submitting their forecasts. We are preparing to collect more real-time financial data 

from providers to increase our ability to understand changes in financial position throughout the 

year. We consider this development essential in the current financial climate. 

In the meantime, we have modelled the impact of the changed recruitment picture on the financial 

data submitted in the most recent annual financial return (AFR). Our analysis suggests that the 

outturn recruitment picture (having accounted for key factors that have changed the financial 

 
1 See OfS, ‘Financial sustainability of higher education providers in England: 2024’. This report did not 
include an analysis of financial sustainability of further education colleges that provide higher education 
courses because the Education and Skills Funding Agency oversees the financial sustainability of these 
institutions. 
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It won’t sort out the funding mess 



More 18-year olds than at 
any point in the last 15 years

Demand
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Proportion of men and women in England 
who entered higher education by age 19 (%)



In one of several positive changes this year, perceptions 
of value for money have improved significantly
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Only 1-in-6 students find university 
to be exactly as they expected
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So almost no one regrets going to 
higher education…

but 40% – that is over 200,000 
people a year regret the precise 

decision they made



Continuing a theme from last year, although the proportion 
of students who work for pay has not materially changed, 
there has been a clear increase in the average number of 
hours worked
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Living costs



Parents are 
meant to fill

the gap

Living costs

Parental threshold 
has not increased 
since Gordon 
Brown was PM!



Living costs



Student MIS budget (£ per week)

Food and drink in the home 63.92

Food on the go 10.00

Clothing and footwear 15.80

Household goods and sevices 5.68

Mobile phone 2.19

Laptop 3.32

Social activities and eating out/takeaway 52.98

Other social participation 19.59

Personal care and health 25.88

Bus pass 12.50

Taxis 10.00

Other transport 7.32

Utilities (fuel and water) 13.41

Contents insurance 1.38

Rent 122.33

Total (excluding rent) 243.97

Total (including rent) 366.30

Works out to be between £18,000 
and £19,000 a year (more in London)
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The Exchequer benefits and costs associated with 
the Graduate Route visa 

Report for the Higher Education Policy Institute, Kaplan 
International Pathways, and the National Union of Students 

May 2024 



  

 

 

 

The benefits and costs of international higher 
education students to the UK economy 

Report for the Higher Education Policy Institute, Universities 
UK International, and Kaplan International Pathways 

May 2023 





The Secretary of State’s letter: Carrot and stick

 

The Rt Hon Bridget Phillipson MP 
Secretary of State for Education 

Department for Education Sanctuary Buildings 20 Great Smith Street London SW1P 3BT 
tel: 0370 000 2288  www.education.gov.uk/contactus/dfe 

  
 
 

  
 

 
4 November 2024 

 
Dear all, 

I am proud to be the Secretary of State responsible for our world-leading higher 

education sector. The institutions which you lead make a vital contribution, as 

education and research institutions, to our economy, to society, and to industry and 

innovation. They contribute to productivity growth; play a crucial civic role in their 

communities; and have a key role to play in enhancing the UK’s reputation across 

the globe. I also passionately believe in education for education’s sake: a more 

educated society is happier, healthier, more cohesive, and socially and culturally 

richer. 

The government wants to work in partnership with everyone involved in the higher 

education sector to deliver the change that the country needs. This will require a 

change in approach from the government – and real change from the sector as well. 

What I am setting out today is the start of a process of wide-scale reform in the 

higher education sector.  

The Budget last week set out the major challenges facing our public finances and 

public services, and the tough decisions that the government is taking to fix the 

foundations and deliver change – some of which I know will affect your institutions. I 

recognise that the higher education sector is facing real financial challenges. 

Teaching income per UK student that higher education institutions receive has 

declined in real terms since 2015/16 and is now approaching its lowest level since 

1997. The recent international recruitment environment has also been very 

challenging. The Office for Students reports a growing number of higher education 

providers facing significant financial difficulty, with 40% forecasting deficits in 2023-

24.  

I am clear that we need to put our world-leading higher education sector on a secure 

footing: in order to face the challenges of the next decade, and to ensure that all 

students have confidence that they will receive the world-class higher education 

experience they deserve. 

In line with this approach, I am announcing today that from September 2025 we will 

be increasing both the maximum cap for tuition fees, and maintenance loans for 

students, in line with inflation. The new rates are set out below:  

Fees 

 2024/25 2025/26 Uplift 

Full-time £9,250 £9,535 £285 

Part-time £6,935 £7,145 £210 

Accelerated £11,100 £11,440 £340 

  

 Maintenance loans  

 2024/25 2025/26 Uplift 

Home £8,610 £8,877 £267 

London £13,348 £13,762 £414 

Elsewhere £10,227 £10,544 £317 

Overseas £11,713 £12,076 £363 

  

I am also confirming today that the government will proceed with the tuition fee 

reduction for classroom-based foundation years, as announced by my department 

on 17 July 2023. From the start of the 2025/26 academic year, a lower fee limit of 

£5,760 will be introduced for foundation years in classroom-based subjects – such 

as business, social science and humanities.   

This government recognises the importance of foundation years for promoting 

access to higher education, but we believe they can be delivered more efficiently in 

classroom-based subjects, at lower cost to students.   

The decision to increase maximum fees has been tough, and I have not taken it 

lightly. In return for the increased investment that we are asking students to make we 

want to work with the higher education sector on reforms to ensure the very best 

outcomes for all students and the country as a whole, including regional and national 

growth.  

That is why I am setting out today my five priorities for reform of the higher education 

system. We will expect our higher education providers to: 

1. Play a stronger role in expanding access and improving outcomes for 

disadvantaged students. The gap in outcomes from higher education 

between disadvantaged students and others is unacceptably large and is 

widening, with participation from disadvantaged students in decline for the first 

time in two decades. To support not just disadvantaged learners, but all 

learners, we need to do more to create a culture of lifelong learning and 

provide more flexible models to help everyone access higher education. I will 

expect the sector to work closely with the government and with the Office for 

Students to tackle these issues, including making the most of the opportunity 

of the Lifelong Learning Entitlement. 

2. Make a stronger contribution to economic growth. I am clear that our 

higher education institutions already make a major contribution to economic 

growth, as skills providers; research institutions; employers; and educators of 

current and future leaders across the globe. But in some areas our higher 

education provision needs to be much more strongly aligned with the needs of 

– which are great strengths of our world-leading system. But I am clear too that this 

agenda needs a real change of approach, both from the government and from the 

institutions you lead. I want to work in partnership with you, the Department for 

Science, Innovation and Technology, UK Research and Innovation, and the Office 

for Students over the coming months to shape the changes to government policy 

that will be needed to support these changes. The Government will then set out its 

plan for higher education reform by next summer, to ensure the system delivers 

against these priorities. 

I am determined that our universities are a success because I know how vital 

securing a sustainable future for our higher education sector is for the success of our 

students. I am also determined that this success must be not just for this year and 

the next, but for the decades ahead. I look forward to working with you all. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

The Rt Hon Bridget Phillipson MP 
Secretary of State for Education 

 

students and the economy. I will expect you to collaborate with Skills England, 

with other parts of government, and with partners in the further education 

sector, to ensure our higher and further education institutions are meeting 

skills needs; we will set out more detail in our post-16 skills strategy in the 

coming months. We must also work in partnership to ensure that research 

delivers benefits to the economy and society, including supporting our five 

national missions and our industrial strategy. And I want to develop a 

refreshed International Education Strategy with you to enhance the UK’s 

influence and soft power around the world.  

3. Play a greater civic role in their communities. Our higher education 

providers already play a vital and varied role in their communities and regions: 

as employers, skills providers, research institutions, and more. I want to build 

on this and ensure that you play a full part in both civic engagement, ensuring 

local communities and businesses benefit fully from your work; and in regional 

development, working in partnership with local government and employers to 

shape and deliver the economic and social change that is needed across 

skills, research and innovation. This civic contribution must be locally led, and 

you will each have distinctive and different roles to play, but I am clear that the 

government will want it to form a core part of a renewed vision for the sector. 

4. Raise the bar further on teaching standards, to maintain and improve 

our world-leading reputation and drive out poor practice. We should be 

proud to have one of the best higher education systems in the world. But we 

need to be clear that there are also pockets of provision where standards are 

unacceptably low, which means that some students are being held back by 

poor outcomes. To maintain and enhance our national and international 

reputation we need a culture which accepts nothing less than high standards, 

and which requires continuous improvement for all. This will need a more 

rigorous approach to improving quality and supporting improvement. I ask you 

to work in partnership with the re-focused Office for Students as they develop 

and implement a new approach, following the conclusions of Sir David 

Behan’s review.  

5. Underpinning all of this needs to sit a sustained efficiency and reform 

programme. I know many higher education institutions are already making 

difficult decisions to ensure they are financially sustainable – and I welcome 

the efforts that the sector is already making, through Universities UK, to 

identify opportunities for system-level change. However, adapting to the 

changed context of the higher education sector over the next decade will 

require a more fundamental re-examination of business models and much 

less wasteful spending. We will need to see far greater collaboration across 

the sector to drive efficiency. I will also expect the sector to be significantly 

more transparent on how it is managing its resources and to be held to 

account for delivering great value for money for students and the taxpayer. 

I hope you will recognise these as shared objectives, and I know that there is much 

good practice already underway, including the work outlined in Universities UK’s 

recent report. I am committed to respecting the autonomy and diversity of the sector 



1. Play a stronger role in expanding access and improving outcomes for 

disadvantaged students. … we need to do more to create a culture of lifelong 

learning … making the most of the opportunity of the Lifelong Learning Entitlement.

The Secretary of State’s letter 1: broadening access



2. Make a stronger contribution to economic growth. ... our higher education 

provision needs to be much more strongly aligned with the needs of students and the 

economy. I will expect you to collaborate with Skills England … We must also work in 

partnership to ensure that research delivers benefits to the economy and society, 

including supporting our five national missions and our industrial strategy.

The Secretary of State’s letter 2: economic growth



3. Play a greater civic role in their communities. Our higher education providers 

already play a vital and varied role in their communities and regions … I want to build 

on this and ensure that you play a full part in both civic engagement, ensuring local 

communities and businesses benefit fully from your work; and in regional 

development, working in partnership with local government and employers

The Secretary of State’s letter 3: civic



4. Raise the bar further on teaching standards, to maintain and improve our 

world-leading reputation and drive out poor practice. … there are also pockets of 

provision where standards are unacceptably low, which means that some students 

are being held back by poor outcomes. … This will need a more rigorous approach to 

improving quality and supporting improvement.

The Secretary of State’s letter 4: standards



5. a sustained efficiency and reform programme. … I welcome the efforts that the 

sector is already making, through Universities UK, to identify opportunities for 

system-level change. However, adapting to the changed context of the higher 

education sector over the next decade will require a more fundamental re-

examination of business models and much less wasteful spending.

The Secretary of State’s letter 5: efficiencies



Future reports

1. Monday, 31 March 2025
Skills England and higher ed

2. Wednesday, 2 April 2025
Did students and graduates 
make the wrong decisions?

3. Thursday, 24 April 2025
How to deliver employer-
sponsored HE

4. Thursday, 8 May  2025
Collection on HE leadership
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