
AN EXCLUDING
CONSENSUS?
Grants and Loan Schemes and 
the need for equitable access to  
Higher Education globally 

THE REPORT
The report presents an overview of the effects the 
massification of higher education has had on equity 
of access, focusing on the current policy consensus 
of cost-sharing in higher education. It also briefly 
considers financing of higher education, grants 
and loan schemes for students and the privatization 
of higher education across the world and seeks to 
provide a critical and historical framework for 
understanding the difficulties that have arisen 
concerning access and equity.  It presents case studies 
of China, Colombia and South Africa, with a more 
detailed analysis and an emphasis on student loan 
and grant schemes.       Grant and loan schemes

There is a need for more comprehensive, more equitable 
and more well-designed grant and loan schemes in 
higher education globally. Grant and loans schemes are 
only part of the solution to the issues of access, funding 
and quality in higher education. But with equitable 
grant and loan schemes, many more could access higher 
education, reaching those who are today left behind due 
to socioeconomic background and marginalization. Loan 
and grant schemes should be universal, sustainably funded 
and not dependent on annual budgets, independent of 
the state and higher education institutions and should 
not be run as commercial banks. Properly aiding students 
financially is one important way of countering the 
excluding consensus. 

     An excluding consensus – ‘common sense’

The process of massification of higher education has had effects on the 
equity of access, and has resulted in the current policy consensus of 
cost-sharing in higher education. This consensus is based on ‘common 
sense’ (the hegemony of a certain way of thinking) policies that have 
appeared around student funding since the 1980s. These common 
sense policies form an ‘excluding consensus’, where the existence of 
other perspectives on key issues are discounted without consideration.  
With regard to student funding, ‘private benefit’ characterizations 
of higher education dominates policy discourse while alternative 
or complementary arguments based in ‘public’ or ‘common good’ 
conceptions of the value of higher education are being excluded.  Of 
particular concern here is the way in which ‘private benefit’ theory 
does not address the inequality of access to higher education. 

     Funding higher education

Protests from students, academics and civil 
society all over the world have brought into focus 
considerable discontent around the rising costs 
of tuition fees and the underfunding of higher 
education. The common sense policies of cost 
sharing have resulted in students funding the 
higher education system rather than finding ways 
to sustainably fund the higher education system for 
students. Quality higher education should be free 
and accessible to all. The introduction of tuition 
fees and the strain on higher education financing 
as well as on student financial aid systems is a 
threat to society and the role that higher education 
has. 
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Colombia

In Colombia, a similar scale of massification took place in the twenty –odd years since the adoption of a new Constitution in 1991. This marked a recognition for the need to end the virtual civil war that had been going on since at least the 1950s.  However, the struggles between state, paramilitary and guerrilla resistance movements continued to divide and damage the country and its citizens.  Fuelled by both narco-dollars and US financial support for and training and implementation of brutal counter-insurgency techniques of Plan Colom-bia, widespread killing, mutilation and torture resulted in the largest internal migrancy of any Latin American country, as some seven million people abandoned their homes in fear of their lives.  Teachers and trade unionists were particularly at risk as the government turned a blind eye to the activities of paramilitary groups, and endorsed a hard political rhetoric in which critics of the regime were characterized as enemies of the people (Hylton 2003)After four years of negotiations, In 2016, the largest guerilla grouping, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia (FARC) and the Colombian government entered into a Peace Agreement.  This historic agreement promised an end to the fifty year conflict with the FARC, reparations to millions of victims and comprehensive rural reforms, among other measures to build peace in the country.  It is still too early to say whether this the implementation of the peace agreement will continue and be successful under the new presidency of Ivan Duque.  Additionally, it is important to note that the peace agreement fails to address all structural causes for inequality that contributed to the conflict.  However, in the area of education, one promising sign of democratization important achievement came with the signing of an significant agreement between protesting students and the new government at the end of 2018.  As we shall see below, the new aAgreement promises some significant progress in democratizing the higher education system, and addressing some of the central problems of the student funding regime.  

Despite the considerable civil violence 
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that has scarred the country, Colombia’s economy has prospered under the direction of World Bank policies.  These have resulted – in familiar ways – with increased profits but deepening inequality.   Colombia has a GINI coefficient of 50.8, and is a country in which the top ten per cent of the wealthy take forty per cent of the GDP.     
The 1991 Constitution had declared Colombia ‘a social state under the rule of law… democratic, participatory and pluralistic’ (Constitution Article 1).   It supported both public good functions of education, describing it ‘as an individual right and a public service that has a social function’ (Article 67), but also recognized rights to private education, specifying the individual right to ‘create educational institutions’ (Article 68).  The first decade (1991-2001) after the adoption of the Constitution saw considerable growth in the higher education system, and particularly 

in the number of private providers.  While the wealthiest quintiles of the population upped their share in total enrollment from twenty-three per cent to forty per cent, participation from the lower income groups grew only from two per cent to six per cent (Uribe 2012).  In the following decade, President Uribe, serving for two terms of office (2002-2010), promised and promoted an Education Revolution which, in terms of Gross Enrollment Ratio, proved successful.   By 2014, gross enrollment stood at 51.3%, up from 16.2% in 1994.  

However, as we shall see below, although in technical terms, Colombia, like China, successfully managed massification, there were significant problems around the policies used to enable and promote this growth. -------
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        Higher education as a public good

A persistent claim regarding the need for cost sharing and 
privatization is that it is the natural and inevitable outcome due to the 
shortage of available tax revenues compared to the growth in student 
numbers. There is power in ideas, and the excluding consensus has 
led to a critical situation for higher education globally.  Forging the 
political will to challenge the common sense is an urgent matter for 
all those who value higher education as the public good it should be.   
As this report has shown, the responses to the massification of higher 
education have been influenced by an excluding consensus on higher 
education policy, and the students, the academics and finally society, 
are paying the price. This reports challenges the excluding consensus, 
and invites policy makers to join in creating an inclusive consensus 
and achieving equitable access to higher education globally.



     FOR STUDENTS, ACADEMICS AND CIVIL SOCIETY

• Create fora for discussion and exchange between 
academic staff associations and student associations.

• Hold governments accountable on their commitments 
and legal obligation  to ensure the right to education 
and provide public funding 

• Organize and engage to promote higher education as 
a public good 

• Promote and safeguard the right to free education 

MAIN POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

      FOR NATIONAL POLICY MAKERS

• Engage in meaningful dialogue with students, 
academics and civil society to find funding solutions 
suitable to national context

• Increase public funding to higher education

• Create loan and grant schemes that are universal, 
sustainably funded, independent and that do not 
operate on market rates

• Increase the resources available for education through 
taxation, for example through dealing with illicit 
financial flows and tax avoidance

      FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY

• Share best practices on loan and grant schemes

• Challenge the excluding consensus on education 
funding in international development policy discourse

• Work to stop illicit financial flows globally and to 
create a fairer international taxation system.

• Increase the share of development aid going to 
education to at least 15% 

The full report can be accessed here saih.no/vart-arbeid/rapporter
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Global trends showed that only 1 per 
cent of the poorest students spent more 
than four years in higher education, 
compared to 20 per cent of the richest.

While enrolments and spending 
per student have increased, public 
expenditure per student has not kept 
pace.

72% of higher education institutions in 
Colombia are private, and the richest 
fifth of Colombia's population has 90% 
coverage in HEI, while the poorest 
fifth only has 10%. The student loan 
and grant system also contributes to 
drain funding from public to private 
universities.

In South Africa government financial 
support shrunk at 1.1% per year 
between 2000 and 2010 while tuition 
fees rose at around 2.5% per year


