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Royal College of Nursing briefing on nursing education in England and its implications 
for the future supply of nursing staff  
 
Key summary  
 

 The Government reforms to undergraduate nursing education in England are failing 
to increase the number of nursing students.i  
 

 Overall, applications to nursing courses have fallen by 33% since the same time in 
March 2016.ii  Applications from mature students fallen by 42%.iii 
 

 This is at a time when the nursing workforce is in crisis.iv The NHS in England has 
approximately 40,000 nursing vacanciesv and a National Audit Officevi (NAO) report on the 
social care workforce showed that the vacancy rate for nurses more than doubled between 
2012-13 and 2016-17. More nurses and midwives are leaving the profession before 
retirementvii and one in three nurses are due to retire within the next ten years.viii The impact 
of the EU referendum appears to be driving nurses away from the EUix and the Care Quality 
Commission and NAO has raised safety concerns relating to nursing 

the fastest way (2 years) from education to the workforce.  
 

 The removal of the NHS Bursary for postgraduate pre-registration nursing students 
should be halted until the Government review of post-18 education has reported to 
avoid potential multiple changes to a delicate ecosystem with a direct impact on nursing 
workforce supply.  

 

 Nursing students need bespoke financial support if the UK Government is to meet its 
commitment to grow the nursing workforce and meet future population demand for health 
and care services.  We have proposed a number of policy options for the UK 
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services benefit from workforce entrants with significant life experience and they are more likely 
to remain in the profession and are likely to choose the shortage areas of mental health or 
learning disability nursing. This drop may therefore increase pressures on the already existing 
staff shortages in these fields, where there were cuts of 38% (-2,024) across all learning 
disabilities settings and -11% (-4,547) across all mental health settings since 2010.xxii   
 
While we recognise some efforts have been made in making additional allowances available to 
these students we fear that these measures are unlikely to be enough to attract this particular 
student group as there is a significant risk that the prospect of further student debt will be such a 
considerable deterrent that this group will simply not apply.   
 
The benefit of the postgraduate route into nursing  
 
Just 5%xxiii of first-year students in 2015/16 studied at a postgraduate level. Yet, this route offers 
a significant untapped opportunity to grow the workforce through training existing graduates 
within 18 months to two years. The Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) strategically 
investing in this would bring real and immediate benefits to growing the nursing workforce to 
meet future demand.  
 
Education providers estimate that many postgraduate courses could expand by around 50% if 
more funding were available. They also estimate that funding tuition costs for these 
programmes at the 2018 fee rate for undergraduate studies (£9,250 per year) and providing a 
modest student bursary of £7,500 per student per year towards living costs, would significantly 
support programme expansion. The total cost of this through a two-year postgraduate route 
would be £33,500 per student. This is less than the average annual premium paid by trusts over 
a single year for a full-time equivalent agency nurse.xxiv 
 
The potential impact of removing the NHS Bursary for postgraduates nursing students   
 
Postgraduate students in particular are more vulnerable to the introduction of fee loans: 64% of 
postgraduate health care students are aged over 25, compared to only 18% of students 
generally. Women are largely attracted to the health care postgraduate route and they represent 
80% of the course places. There is a higher percentage of ethnic minority students on 
postgraduate healthcare courses (28%) compared to the general population (14%). The 
Department for Education equality analysis clearly states that these groups are known to be 
more debt-averse.xxv Introducing loans is likely to undermine recruitment of this cohort and 
represents yet another missed opportunity to grow the nursing workforce at a time of severe 
shortage.  
 
We understand that universities need clarity on the future of postgraduate pre-registration 
funding. However, we know that the sector is open to the use of flexible approaches by the 
Government and policymakers alongside the reforms to support student participation and boost 
workforce numbers. 
 
Incentives for the higher education route into nursing 
 
Financial support for living costs to incentivise a wider range of applications could take the form 
of: universal grants for students in recognition of their placements; means-tested grants to 
maintain diversity; and/or targeted support for parents and carers. For a local targeted 
approach, a central fund could be created within the DHSC. Employers could access this pot to 
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