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We all recognise that graduation is an important part of your time at University – I know I 

valued the opportunity to be acknowledged for the achievements of the last three years of 

my time as a Law student. 

We believe it is an event which all students, no matter their personal situation or 

background should be able to attend as it marks the culmination of your hard work and 

contribution to the University.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s a time when your family and friends can be a part of the celebration of your success and 

make it one of the most memorable and fulfilling experiences of your niversity life. 

 

The University of Sunderland asserts that: 

“This is your special day – so be sure to savour it and celebrate with those who are closest 

to you”  

 

This is all well and good…If you can afford it of course. 

 

I wanted to investigate the costs and implications of graduation here at Sunderland because 

I believe that it should be accessible to all, regardless of background and financial situation.  

I went out and spoke to many of you, and this is a report of the stories that I heard. 
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Basic costs to all graduates 

Here at Sunderland formal attire for graduation is compulsory.  While there are no rules stopping 

candidates from renting the attire from their own provider as long as the dress is correct, in reality 

there is a requirement that students rent from the university endorsed provider.  This comes at a cost 

of approximately £50 to all graduating students and is used for a period of only 2 to 3 hours on the 

day. 

If graduates want their families to attend (which the majority of time they do) then Sunderland does 

not offer complementary tickets to graduates.  Graduates must purchase a ticket for each guest in 

attendance at a cost of £27.50 a ticket. 

To total a regular cost of £105 for local students with two parents attending 

 

 
Extra Costs incurred based on a family of three from London: 

Transport:   

Locally:    £8.40 (3 1 zone day savers, Metro) 

Nationally:  Petrol costs from London - £90 return  

   Or train costs - £200 return 

Accommodation: Family room at Travelodge: £53 

Food:   £15 a head for dinner/drinks £45 

An average family from London attending graduation at Sunderland would spend an extra £190 to 

£300 on top of what is required for local families to attend for a total of more than £420 minimum. 

(Costs sourced for July 4th Graduation as of 26th May 2016) 

International/EU Students: 

Flights internationally from EU (Sofia, Bulgaria)  £59 per person 

Flights from Asia (KL, Malaysia)    £469 per person 

Flights from America (Boston, USA   £671 per person 

Students who are parents: 

Crèche costs for parents at the Stadium are £10 a child 

Students already pay up to £9000 if they’re Home/EU, more than that if they are an international 

student, in order to attend their course here at Sunderland.  While much of the cost is out of the 

control of the University, not all of it is.  We believe cost shouldn’t be a barrier to attendance, but 

unfortunately in many cases it has been. With the cut of maintenance grants, students from low 

income backgrounds are already being targeted and pushed out of what should be their full university 

experience. 



sunderlandsu.co.uk/wearoverpaying 

Costs within the university’s control: £105 

What do universities generally charge for attending graduation? 

If we consider the two main costs which are under the control of the University: 

 Ticket costs 

 Academic dress requirements 

We are presented with the costs as they stand across other universities in the UK: 

University Gown Cost Ticket Cost What’s included Held on 
campus? 

Newcastle £40 2 free, further 
bought 

Glass of prosecco, 
tea and coffee 
and a light buffet. 

No 

Leeds Beckett £40 [pre-order] 
/ £45 

£10 each up to 2 Programme, 
parking and a 
glass of prosecco 
or non-alcoholic 
alternative 

Yes 

Aston £43 2 free, no further 
listed 

Refreshments, 
bus provided 
there and back, 
free champagne. 

No 

Exeter £43 2 free, further 
£15 each 

Prosecco  No 

Hull Not disclosed 2 free, further on 
request 

A programme and 
reduced parking 
in city centre. 
Lunch tickets 
purchased on 
demand. 

No 

Lincoln Not disclosed 2 free, further 
£15 each 

Programme. No 

UEA £50 2 free, ballot for 
further 

Refreshments and 
champagne. 

Yes 

York £50 2 free, further 
apply free 

Drink reception, 
nibbles, 
photography 
(unless you want 
a printed copy) 

Yes 

Northumbria £50 3 free, further 
£10 each 

Programme and 
refreshments 

Yes 

Leicester £50 2 free, further 
FCFS 

Departments 
provide their own 
buffet/ 

No 
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refreshments. 

Birmingham £50 2 free, further 
FCFS 

UB crest gown 
pins to keep, 
champagne/ 
prosecco and 
cakes 

Yes 

Liverpool £50 2 free, further 
£10 each 

Ceremony No 

Leeds £50 2 free, further on 
request (2) 

Programme and 
parking 

Yes 

Bath £50 2 free, further on 
request (2) 

Programme and 
parking, Individual 
department’s 
receptions.  

Yes 

Loughborough £50 2 free, further on 
request (1) 

 Yes 

Teesside £50 2 free, further on 
request 

Programme, tea, 
coffee, parking 
and a buffet 

No 

Glasgow £50 2 free, further on 
request 

Glass of Bucks Fizz 
or non-alcoholic 
alternative. 

Yes 

Nottingham 
Trent 

£50 2 free, third £25 Refreshments, 
champagne, wine 
and juice 

No 

Sunderland £50 £27.50 per 
person (up to 4) 

  

     

     

Kingston No requirement  £23 per person   

KCL £50 £25 each   

UCL £43 £35 each   

Imperial £50 £33 each   

     

 

As you can see, £50 is the upper end of the cost of gown hire, with some progressive and 

consequently accessible universities such as Kingston not even making gowns a compulsory 

part of their graduation ceremonies. 

Notably, 2 complimentary tickets are almost always given to attendees, with the exception 

of Leeds Beckett, and universities located within London.  Notably, Northumbria which is a 

comparative 1991 University provides three free tickets for families and further tickets are 

only £10! 
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Sunderland is an anomaly, charging costs similar to London-based Universities in a region 

which is one of the cheapest places to live in the country as a result of low income levels.  

Attendance at graduation for you and your family should be FREE, and Sunderland needs to 

recognise that it should be doing more to improve the ability for students and their families 

to attend graduations. 

What are students paying for on their day? 

Ok so you’ve managed to find some money for your family to actually attend your 

graduation.  You likely don’t know what you’re actually purchasing other than the right for 

your family to be with you on what should be your most special day of your university life.  

Let me show you: 

Sunderland’s BASIC Package 

I have chosen to look at the basic package as this is the minimum which student’s families 

and friends get included in their £27.50 tickets if they want to celebrate with their graduate. 

Sunderland University basic Graduation tickets include the following within the £27.50 price 

point: 

1. Pre-ceremony tea and coffee  
 
The first question that came to my mind was: “How much can a cup of coffee cost?”  
Surely parents are considered guests and I’m pretty sure that the University doesn’t 
charge guests attending university meetings for coffee. 

 
2. Post-ceremony buffet  

 
Next I would like you to consider just how many families instead would rather choose to 
go out to celebrate together?  It would enable them to celebrate within their means and 
spend some personal time with their family.  They shouldn’t be forced into opting in to 
something that many would rather have control over. 

 
3. Copy of the Awards Ceremony programme (one per family)  

 
Wait, what?  Families have to pay for the ‘privilege’ of a programme which basically tells 
what’s going to happen for the next 2-3 hours?  Apparently there is justification in 
charging for a record that your graduate was a part of that graduation period.  This is 
hardly a selling point – they don’t want to have to pay for 500 other names, never mind 
their own – oh and you paid for 2 tickets?  Tough it’s only one per family. 

 
 
 
 
 



sunderlandsu.co.uk/wearoverpaying 

4. Parking.   
 

I take the point that car parking can have costs attached, but with so many of our 
students travelling locally and with the good public transport Sunderland has, to wrap 
up a cost which would only apply to some in a ticket for all is ludicrous.  It should be a 
personal responsibility. 

 
5. Tours of the Stadium (meeting points in Montgomery Suite and Quinn’s Sports Bar)  

 
How many really want a guided tour?  This really should be an opt-in option on the day. 

 
6. Photography, gowning and merchandise all in one venue.   

 
The SU is the organisation that sells most of the merchandise, so suggesting that this 
should be part of the ticket’s ‘value for money’ is wrong as we would be there 
regardless.  Equally the gowning service would be present in order to deliver robes & 
what about opportunities for our photography students to gain some well-deserved 
experience offered as a cost-effective alternative? 
 
 

Universities access agreement 2016/17 

The University of Sunderland is one of the highest performing institutions in terms of 

attracting students from under-represented groups. The University’s corporate plan 

exemplifies a long term commitment to providing a high quality and inclusive higher 

education opportunity for learners from all walks of life. With the Universities commitment 

in mind it seems unreasonable for them to then charge such high prices for graduates to 

have their families attend their graduation. This is especially problematic when we also look 

at the demographic distribution of the student population: 97% of young, full time 

undergraduate entrants are from state schools and over 64% (14% increase when compared 

to the previous year) of the University’s students that have registered with the Student Loan 

Company, have a household income of less than £25,000 per annum. 

The access agreement outlines a commitment University’s investment in ensuring that all 

applicants irrespective of their background have the opportunity to realise their potential. It 

highlights how financial support for students will be targeted at promoting access, 

encouraging students to engage fully in campus life, completing their programme of study, 

and making preparations for appropriate routes to employment. Considering that 

Sunderland remains ranked joint 1st of all English institutions for the proportion of young 

full-time first degree entrants from low participation neighbourhoods, why does the effort 

made towards inclusivity and widening participation described in the approved access 

agreement have to stop at graduation?  
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The Real Victims of the Graduation Tax 

All of these details mean very little without the real stories to bring them to life and they are 

exactly what follow.  Sunderland’s students struggle across the board to attend their 

graduation, and while you are reading about the experiences of the following students, I 

want to take this opportunity to remind you that the University claims: 

“This is your special day – so be sure to savour it and celebrate with those who are closest 

to you”.  

 

Mish S Willi, BA Combined Spanish & Journalism 
 
“I can actually get return flights from Spain for less than the cost of hiring the gown and the 
tickets and the cap. And I think it's unfair other unis can get free tickets. I also think it's 
supposed to be about the students but the costs are too high. Students want to enjoy the 
day, not have to worry because the costs are too high. 
 
What good is having a graduation ceremony that people can't afford to go to?”   
 

 
Gladys Ikelle, BSc Nursing  
 
“At this minute I am not even sure of bringing myself to my own graduation let alone bring 
any of my family members! My kids would bless me more if I can spare £1000 on each than 
bring them for my graduation.” 
 

 
Jack Cullen, BA Sociology 
 
“I feel like it’s a graduation tax where I have to pay £150 to celebrate the past 3 years with 
my family. Nearly 30 quid a ticket is too much for a practically outside venue. I think the 
university should be able to hire a venue without aid from students who have already 
committed so much to the university and they can’t even throw us a party.” 
 

 
Lauren Lockhead, BA Public Relations 
 
“Graduation, for some, is a once in a life time opportunity for parents and family to 
celebrate our achievements. I can't believe we seem to be the only university that doesn't 
give out free tickets to our families, and the money that 1 graduation costs... I have known 
friends not able to go to their own graduation because they, or their parents, cannot afford 
it.”  
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Garfield Sib, LLB Law 
 
“I was forced to take out a 300 quid bank loan to pay for everything, unfortunately I am still 
struggling to pay back the money and it's in the hands of debt collectors. It is ridiculous that 
all of this comes on top of the 27plus grand (loan) ...plus all the academic expenses text 
books, printing in the library etc.” LLB Law November 2015 
 

 
Tsvetelina Dobreva, BSc Psychology  
 
“The graduation is really expensive. I will only have 2 guests coming and considering the hire 
of gown and everything, it was cheaper for me to go and visit my parents in Germany before 
graduation and at the ceremony to have only my sister. I think it's an absolute shame that 
we even have to pay for tickets for guests, graduation for me is to show my family that 
seeing them only once a year for such a long time was actually worth it and I have 
accomplished something, but it seems like it's just an additional expense – and they cannot 
afford to come along. Basically the graduation ceremony plus hiring the gown and 
photography could easily cost as much as my rent. Considering that my family needs to fly 
to UK first that's another £500- £600 only for flights for two and that's not even including 
other expenses such as accommodation etc.”  
 

 
Victoria Lapping, BA Digital Film Production 
 
“I'm not even going to graduation as I can't afford it. I didn't want to let my parents know 
that's reason or they'd spend a small fortune on it. We are going to go go-carting and have a 
meal instead. Me and my partner are going to go camping for a weekend too as this is all 
cheaper than graduation.” 
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
Charlotte Connor, BA Performing Arts  
 
“By the time you pay for tickets, gown, photos it's costing me less to go to Gran Canaria for 
a week in July.” 
 

 
Emma Lumley, BA Magazine Journalism 
 
"I think it's outrageous that the cost of graduation amounts to hundreds of pounds. They say 
that the graduates themselves get a free ticket, but we still have to pay more than the price 
of a ticket for our robes. My family is travelling nearly 200 miles to come so that is petrol 
costs, let alone the costs of hotels and food! My friends that are at other unis have free 
graduation ceremonies so it's annoying that ours costs so much! The amount of money I've 
put into the Uni in three years and still have to pay so much towards graduation is very 
frustrating.” 
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Justin Chew, BA Mass Communications 
 
 “Considering it cost less to buy groceries for an entire month than to buy 1 place for my 
mom and I can empathize with that…and we still have to pay for robe rentals.” 
 

 

Clarissa Murphy, Journalism  

“I was shocked by how much graduation has cost all together from the gown to tickets to 
getting photographs organised.  

For me the true hit was when I had to pay £55 for photographs and that is only a picture of 
me as a graduate so a family one was additional cost to that. Some say just take it yourself 
but it's something you want doing professionally with only graduating once. 

So far on the graduation process it has cost me £221 which although my dad will help out is 
shocking for a family to pay, I have paid £8,500 per year and now there is further cost just to 
enjoy my accomplishment with my family.  

My family are travelling from down south in Peterborough. The cost of fuel and a hotel 
room for the night is cheaper for them than the graduation cost has been to me with their 
expense being £120.” 

 

What are we asking the University to do? 

We simply wish for them to be true to their assertion that graduation is a special day for all 

students, one which they should be able to spend with their friends and family in 

celebration, regardless of their financial situation.  Students already pay so much to attend 

the university that a hidden graduation tax is a betrayal of the agreement to providing an 

exceptional student experience. 

We are not alone in our situation; this issue is clearly an issue which unions across the 

country care deeply about.  So much so that at NUS Conference 2016 Middlesex Students’ 

Union submitted a motion to demand that NUS support the position that graduation should 

be financially accessible to all prospective graduates.   

Sunderland Students’ Union supported this motion and it was subsequently passed to 

become NUS policy.   

What can the University do to improve the situation? 

1. Provide complementary graduation tickets to the family and friends of all graduates, 

similar to the offers made across the sector at a majority of universities 

a. In doing so we would expect attendance of graduates to also remain free of 

charge. 
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2. Provide greater flexibility of opt-in graduation services such as photography options 

based on personal circumstances. 

a. Such as having your photo taken for free by student photographers instead of 

being forced on to photographic companies. 

b. The opportunity to opt in to tours of the premises 

c. The ability to opt in to paying for a buffet 

d. Keeping the additional premium services which have not been raised in this 

paper but exist on an opt-in only basis. 

 

3. Make academic dress optional & affordable 

a. The majority of students will still likely wear it, but there are those who 

would not if it still meant they could attend their own graduation. 

b. Use the cheapest provider of gowns similar to other local institution and/or 

subsidise the cost of hire. 

 

4. Provide a graduation bursary for individuals based on personal circumstances to help 

their families attend their graduation. 

 

What can you do to help? 

Visit www.sunderlandsu.co.uk/wearoverpaying and sign our petition, tell us your 

experiences and support our Thunderclap which aims to showcase the campaign on social 

media to really draw attention to it from the University.  

Without your support, the Students’ Union can’t change issues like this so please do Sign, 

Say, Support our #WEARoverpaying campaign. 

http://www.sunderlandsu.co.uk/wearoverpaying

