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Sector Briefing Paper:   

Craft in Further and Higher Education –  
the social justice case for diverse routes into craft   
  

 

By understanding how policy and initiatives impact on the craft sector we can work more 

effectively together to take advantage of opportunity or challenge changes that could be 

detrimental.  

Introduction 

We know that a degree or other post 16 qualification is not the only way you can have a successful 

career in craft however, we must acknowledge that this wealth of knowledge and skill is 

fundamental to the craft eco-system. Alongside educating and training many makers, practitioners, 

facilitators, or project leaders the expertise residing in craft (or art & design departments is critical to 

the development of new thinking and innovation.  

Recent announcements from Government are concerning – taken separately any negative impact 

could be mitigated but viewed as a whole, the potential damage to our sector is much more 

alarming.  

Our view 

The Crafts Council is keen to make a reality of diversifying routes into craft, so that people from all 

backgrounds can gain craft qualifications in further and higher education (FE/HE).  

We welcome the Government’s ambition to create a “system whereby the quality of our technical 

and academic education is on a par, and the two are equally accessible.”1 But there is a strong risk 

that recent Government policy announcements will not deliver this equality of access for craft. 

Why? 

1. The Augar Review into post-18 education aims to create a joined up system for students and 

taxpayers. Published in 2019, it recommends: 

• Reducing university fees from £9,000 to a maximum £7,500 a year 

• Maintenance grants for students from low-income households 

• Targeted funding for disadvantaged students and high value and high-cost subjects 

• Individuals should be able to draw down their HE loan allowance over a lifetime 

• More flexibility in funding and student loans: learners should be able to access student 

finance for tuition fees and maintenance support for specific HE qualification modules at 

Level 4, 5 and 6. A first free full level 2 and 3 qualification for all learners. 

 

Many arts degrees are ‘high-cost’ to deliver (requiring specialist equipment, space and technical 

support) and the Review acknowledges ‘that a significant number of graduates in the Creative 

Arts make a strong contribution to the economy’. But, based on limited evidence of the salaries 

 
1 DfE interim response to Augur in Jan 2021 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-18-review-of-education-and-funding-independent-panel-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-18-education-and-funding-review-interim-conclusion
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earned by creative graduates (among others), it concludes these are not of high value to the 

taxpayer, creative graduates tend to earn less initially than in other industries. 

2. The Government has directed the Office of Students (the independent regulator for higher 

education) to reduce the element of high-cost funding (£243 per full-time student per year) by 

50% for all HE courses in England except those in healthcare and STEM2 subjects. Even though it 

will increase funding for some specialist providers (including some arts) the net result reduces 

funding for many HE courses in performing and creative arts. 

The confirmation of this in July 2021 also saw London Universities having their London 

Weighting removed as part of these changes.  

What’s the impact?  

The impact of both these measures will be a reduction of about 20% in the funding available to fund 

arts and creative higher education courses. 

Response from colleges and universities suggests that we are likely to see a closure of courses and 

therefore a reduction in choice across the country. This in turn makes it more expensive to run these 

courses, impacting who can study craft. 

Will students be able to take FE courses instead? 

The Government wants employers to have a “central role” in shaping post-16 technical and Higher 

Technical Education3 and will “work with further education colleges and other providers to develop 

new Local Skills Improvement Plans”. The Department for Education (DfE) is therefore also 

supporting the development of new T Level qualifications in subjects including craft (2 year courses 

equivalent to 3 A levels) and opening up flexi-job apprenticeships which an employee can transfer 

between employers. 

These routes offer opportunities to strengthen the routes into craft, but –  

• Self-employed makers may have little direct experience as an employer to build on and often 

lack the experience or resources to offer support to an apprentice 

• Many FE colleges do not currently offer the necessary college-based learning element or have 

the relationships with craft businesses to support T-Levels or apprenticeships, some people 

resort to raising funds to complete an apprenticeship with a maker on a private basis.4 “Every FEI 

we spoke to, said they did not have enough local links to industry, and this was an area they 

needed more support in. It is apparent that the infrastructure for craft apprentices is non-

existent and would need to be put in place should the T levels run.”5 

• Craft FE courses have closed in many FE colleges. Some opportunities have been picked up by 

maker spaces and studios, but without certificated courses or concessionary fees. 

 

 

 
2 Science, technology, engineering and maths 
3 DfE interim response to Augur, Jan 2021 and ‘Skills for Jobs White Paper’ Jan 2021 
4 Some 1500 in 2014/15 – see Studying Craft 16, Crafts Council, 2016 
5 Craft in Further Education: current challenges and sector recommendations, Crafts Council 2021  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/introduction-of-t-levels/introduction-of-t-levels
https://consult.education.gov.uk/apprenticeships-covid-19-response-team/flexi-job-apprenticeships/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-18-education-and-funding-review-interim-conclusion
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skills-for-jobs-lifelong-learning-for-opportunity-and-growth
https://www.craftscouncil.org.uk/about/research-and-policy/studying-craft-16
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Why does it matter? 

Although the funding cuts are relatively small when considered as part of total HE budgets, the 

greater damage is in how arts subjects are perceived in schools, by learners and across wider society 

– the message being - arts are not important or worth investing in. If the Government is serious 

about creating equality between academic and technical routes, it needs to ensure routes into craft 

are fully enabled to participate in these new opportunities. 

Yet Crafts Council’s research presents a strong case for craft. Craft sales alone were worth over £3bn 

in 20196. 73% of UK adults had bought craft in 2019 – snapping up almost 25 million handcrafted 

objects. DCMS’ latest figures show that craft exports were worth £4.848 billion to the UK economy in 

20177.  There was an increase of 5.3% from 2016 to 2017 and the value of exports has gone up 31% 

between 2010 and 2017. The UK’s world-leading creative industries are essential for the future 

growth of our economy, contributing £115.9bn a year to the UK GVA.  

As these actions devalue arts courses, STEM and medicine courses benefit from increased funding 

and better support. In doing this the Government is not only failing to recognise the importance of 

the arts and 3D skills to our economy and society, it is pitching the arts against subjects that in 

reality thrive on crossover and connection – our engineers and scientist draw on material knowledge 

and medical innovations made through craft knowledge.  The value of creative education extends 

beyond those working directly in the creative industries. Craft students develop highly transferable 

skills that lead them to creative occupations across the wider economy, and businesses outside of 

the craft and creative industries are increasingly calling out for those with creative skills to help drive 

innovation and growth.8 

This will undoubtedly impact on students from disadvantaged backgrounds with fewer local options 

for study and only those able to contribute to costs being able to attend. 

What can we do? 

The craft courses we stand to lose are an essential part of the creative industries talent eco-system. 

We will continue to oppose the cut in funding to craft HE courses, while working with Government 

proposals to ensure that FE routes offer genuine opportunities to diversify routes into craft careers.  

We support colleagues in the campaign work through #Artisessential 9. 

We will build relationships with craft courses across the country and work with colleagues to identify 

how we can work together to ensure our quality education routes are open to all learners from all 

communities.  

 
6 The Market for Craft, Crafts Council, 2020 
7 DCMS Sectors Economic Estimates 2017: Trade (See table 33) 
8 https://www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/future-skills/  
9 https://www.artisessential.art/  

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/dcms-economic-estimates-2019-gross-value-added/dcms-economic-estimates-2019-provisional-gross-value-added
https://www.craftscouncil.org.uk/about/research-and-policy/market-for-craft
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/dcms-sectors-economic-estimates-2017-trade
https://www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/future-skills/
https://www.artisessential.art/

