
 
Dear Dianne Dodds,  
 
First of all, let me thank you for your prompt response to our open letter. However, there are 
still a number of issues, which we are sure may resonate with you, and we hope you can 
clarify these. 
 

1. You said; “The consultation only considered postgraduate loan options due to no 
resource budget availability to consider the introduction of a postgraduate grant 
product, which would help with living costs, or other costs beyond tuition fees, 
associated with undertaking postgraduate study.” 
 

a. Why was a means-tested living support loan not considered? In our open 
letter, we are asking for a loan system (not a grant)  that puts students from 
Northern Ireland on a par with the rest of the UK. This system would include 
a means-tested loan to help with living costs, similar to the undergraduate 
system and the postgraduate support available in Scotland. Alternatively, it 
could be similar to the English system, with a block loan payment which the 
recipient decides how to split between tuition costs and living expenses.  
 

 
2. You said; “officials commencing a review of the wider postgraduate landscape in NI. As 

part of this review, my Department will consider the current levels of postgraduate 
funding available to Northern Ireland students and also what is currently available to 
students in other areas of the UK and RoI.” 
 

a. We are glad that a review is underway. Please can you advise us what the 
timeline for this review is, and when you anticipate having a plan in place to 
support postgraduate students from NI that will be in line with the rest of the 
UK. 
 

b. Please also advise what has been done to date in the review. We would also be 
grateful for an update at each step of the review as it proceeds. 

  
3. You said; “This loan was introduced by the then Minister following a review of 

postgraduate support and a supporting public consultation.” 
 

a. We are glad to learn of the supporting public consultation. Please can you let 
us know where we can find details of this, including the demographics of who 
was contacted as part of the consultation, and the timeframe given for this to 
happen. 
 

4. We said; “The Northern Irish Assembly have already acknowledged that the current 
COVID-19 pandemic has severely impacted upon student’s access to money, and 
have announced an emergency package of support for students facing hardship (see 



here: Hardship Fund NI). While we are grateful for this support, the current 
pandemic means it is especially unlikely that students who are unable to access 
independent financial support from family will be able to afford postgraduate tuition.” 
 

a. We would like clarity on the support being either considered or put into place 
for students who may have lost their revenue streams due to COVID. Many 
students have not been able to find  work over the summer, meaning they are 
now not able to afford their studies. This leaves them in limbo, having neither 
the funds  to return to study nor able to find a job to support themselves. 
Those from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to experience long-
term economic detriment. 
 

b. Recent graduates also are more likely to be disadvantaged in job searches at 
the moment as they are competing in an environment with fewer opportunities 
and increased competition. Reduced places for graduate training schemes due 
to the disruption to the workplace caused by the pandemic; together with  
both new graduates and those who previously in work who have been recently 
made redundant going after the same jobs will result in greater unemployment 
amongst the student population. 
 

c. As you are aware, the longer you are out of either work or education, the 
further your skills to participate in either diminish. There is a genuine danger 
that the  impact of students being excluded from access to postgraduate 
education or the workforce could have a stagnation effect making it even 
harder to curtail unemployment numbers in the next few years. But we believe  
Graduates will have a central role to play in the social and economic recovery 
of the country and that potential must be given to opportunity to succeed. 

 
Finally, we would like to speak on a more personal level Northern Irish students feel distinctly 
disadvantaged and undervalued in comparison to their counterparts across the rest of the 
United Kingdom, because of this lack of parity for undergraduate and postgraduate funding, 
As citizens of the UK, we believe we deserve the same level of support as those domiciled in 
other legislative jurisdictions of the Union. There is no reason to believe that loyalty to 
postgraduate students would not be repaid in future years, with students returning and our 
economy benefiting from a higher skilled workforce. Thus, this should be seen not just as an 
investment in the future of individuals, but of Northern Ireland. 
 
We look forward to your response to the point we have raised above. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 


