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The number of students who are pregnant at the time of applying for their course or during their course is unknown in the UK.  At present and with the exception of students on vocational courses, there is no legislation protecting students who are pregnant or have recently given birth from discrimination in higher education.  Subsequently, few UK higher education institutions (HEIs) are inclusive of students who are pregnant or have recently given birth and as result they can experience significant barriers and discrimination
 – among other things they may not be admitted to a course; allowed to sit their exams when they wish, for fear that they will harm the health of their baby or give birth; or they may be forced to intermit from their course for longer than they desire.  
The UK’s Equality Act 2010 contains provisions to prevent discrimination on the grounds of pregnancy and maternity in higher education.  This paper will explore the implications of the Act for the UK higher education sector.  It will also be of interest to other European countries as at present according to the Eurostudent report, only Finland seems to be particularly successful at integrating parents with young children into studies (HIS, 2008).   

Background

Currently, with the exception of Scotland, exact data is not available on the number of UK students who are parents
 and data is also unavailable on the number of students who are pregnant.  However, data from other European countries is available.  Analysis of this data shows that while less than one in ten students have a child, there is a positive correlation between the age of students and the likelihood of their having a child (HIS, 2008).  As the UK is particularly successful at reengaging students well after they have left secondary school it currently has a larger share of older female students than other European countries with the exception of Norway.  Over one fifth of female first year students undertaking a qualification at ISCED level 5A (e.g. BA and MA levels) in the UK are 26 years old or above at the beginning of their studies (ibid).  This number is likely to grow as the UK and other European countries experience the predicted pattern of demographic change from 18-20 year olds to older age groups (Universities UK, 2008). Subsequently, as well as closing a significant loophole in UK equality law, the provisions within the Equality Act 2010 are likely to ensure higher education is more inclusive for a significant proportion of students.   
The provision within the Equality Act 2010 to protect female students from discrimination on the grounds of pregnancy and maternity and prevent a student receiving less favourably treatment because she is breastfeeding which is likely to come into force in October 2010.  The Act also introduces a Public Sector Equality Duty which is likely to come into force in April 2011 and will require higher education institutions to take proactive steps to prevent discrimination on the grounds of pregnancy and maternity and advance equality of opportunity and good relations between people who are pregnant or have recently given birth and those that are not pregnant and have not recently given birth.   

Implications for higher education institutions

· Policy development: Equality Challenge Unit is already experiencing an increase in queries from HEIs looking to develop specific policies and procedures on how students should be supported during pregnancy and maternity to ensure consistency in experience across the institution.  Some HEIs already have such policies covering areas from accommodation to examinations and ECU will be developing a sample policy based on existing good practice in the UK HE sector and guidance developed for employers.  
· Policy review: HEIs will need to assess their existing policies to ensure that students are not discriminated against on the grounds of pregnancy and maternity, for example, admissions and assessment policies and procedures. 

· Policy action: HEIs will need to identify obstacles to equality for students who are pregnant or are new mothers and the actions that are required to remove them.  
· Student advice and support: HEIs may need to develop the capacity of their student advice and support services to ensure that the needs of pregnant students and new mothers are met.  For example, are they able to advise students on the financial implications of intermitting from their course for reasons relating to pregnancy and maternity?
· Provision of services: HEIs will need to review the facilities and services available to pregnant students and new mothers.  For example, do they have facilities available for students to breastfeed or express milk and at what age will university child care services accept children? 

· Student expectations: 
· Student experience is now a key tool for assessing quality of UK higher education.  As more students are combining part-time work with study they are familiar with paternity leave provision in employment for new fathers and partners of new mothers.  As students, new fathers and partners of new mothers are not entitled to paternity leave.  HEIs will need to decide how they manage the expectations of new fathers and partners of new mothers. 
· Students who receive support during pregnancy and maternity will also expect support as parents.  At present student parents in the UK are an at risk group in terms of student retention and in an NUS survey 60% of students said they thought about leaving their course (National Union of Students, 2009).
· Data collection and analysis: HEIs may need to ensure that they are collecting data on students who are pregnant and student parents to ensure that their needs are being met.
· Staff training and development: HEIs may need to train staff to ensure that they are aware of their responsibilities under the Act and of the HEIs provisions for supporting students during pregnancy and maternity.
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� No research has been conducted into the experiences of students during pregnancy and maternity in the UK HE sector and this statement is based on evidence collected through Equality Challenge Unit’s advice service and student reports to the National Union of Students.  


� According to the National Union of Students, approximately 33% of part-time students and 7% of full-time students are parents (National Union of Students, 2009).  The number of postgraduate students who are parents is unknown. 








