
 
 

 

Guide to Universal Credit for Higher Education students 

The information in this guide reflects our understanding of the current rules and is only intended to 
act as an indication of likely eligibility and entitlement.  
 
Most full-time higher education students are not eligible to claim benefits for the duration of their 
course, including the summer vacations. 
  
However, some full-time students are entitled to claim benefits (though student funding will affect 
the amount awarded). 
 
If you claim benefits and are a student, it is your responsibility to inform the benefits agency about 
your student status, even if you do not apply for student finance (note, if you don’t apply for student 
finance it might still be deducted from your benefits award – see the section on student funding).  
 
The section below outlines the groups of full-time students who can claim Universal Credit.  You may 
fit into more than one of these groups or circumstances.  Such students will still have to meet all the 
standard criteria and any income/capital rules to receive an award of benefit. The eligibility criteria 
include rules relating to residence and immigration status.  This means that international students 
who have a ‘no recourse to public funds’ condition on their visa will not be eligible in most 
circumstances (see www.ukcisa.org.uk for more information). 
 
Part-time higher education students can generally claim benefits in the same way as non-students, 
provided they meet the eligibility rules for the relevant benefit.  However, Universal Credit usually 
has work-related requirements, so if you are subject to all work-related requirements, you must 
show that you meet these despite being on a part-time course.  There are exceptions to this for 
some part-time students with children.  Also, part-time student funding is taken into account when 
calculating your entitlement to Universal Credit – see the section on student funding for more 
details.  
 
We would recommend seeking individual advice before starting your course to ensure that you can 
plan for any decrease in benefits.  
 
Once your Universal Credit has been reassessed due to your student status / student funding, it is 
advisable to check that you are receiving the right amount of benefits, and that the authorities have 
taken the correct proportion of your student funding into account as income.  Benefit authorities are 
not always familiar with the special rules that relate to students and their funding, but an adviser can 
provide you with details to assist you in your claim, so that you hopefully receive the correct 
amount. They can also check the reassessment once it’s been carried out and help you to challenge 
the benefit authority's decision if it seems to be incorrect. 
 
The government's intention is that most previous means-tested benefits and tax credits will 
gradually be replaced with Universal Credit. It has now been rolled out across the country and you 
will need to claim Universal Credit if you are a new claimant.  If you are currently in receipt of a 
different benefit or tax credit and plan to start a full-time course, there will be different rules about 
whether you will continue to be eligible for that benefit / tax credit as a full-time student, and how 
your student funding will be counted.  Please contact the Advice Service for more information if this 
applies to you.   

http://www.ukcisa.org.uk/


 
 

 

 

1. Which full-time higher education students can claim Universal Credit?  

Note, you may fall under one or more of these categories.  You may be able to claim Universal Credit 
whilst you are in full-time higher education if you are:  

• Entitled to Personal Independence Payment (PIP), Disability Living Allowance (DLA) or 
Attendance Allowance (AA) and you have been assessed as having limited capability for 
work before starting your course* 

• Responsible for a child or qualifying young person  
• A single foster parent 
• A member of a couple and the other member is not a student 
• A member of a couple and your partner is a student who falls under one of these categories  
• Waiting to return to your course after taking time out due to illness or caring responsibilities 

(and the illness / caring responsibilities have ended) 
• Of Pension Credit qualifying age and have a partner who has not reached that age. 

*Please see Section 3 - Students with a Disability (below) for more information. 

Universal Credit and students - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

How can you claim? 

You can claim Universal Credit online https://www.gov.uk/apply-universal-credit. 

Joint claims 

If you have a partner (including a same-sex partner) you must usually make a ‘joint claim’ for 
Universal Credit. In a joint claim, you and your partner must meet all the basic qualifying conditions. 
However, you and your partner may still be entitled to Universal Credit as joint claimants if one of 
you is in full-time higher education, if you fall into one of the categories outlined above (full-time 
higher education students who can claim Universal Credit). 

Work-related requirements  
 
Most Universal Credit claimants must fulfil specified work-related requirements in order to receive 
benefit.  However, if you are a full-time higher education student who is able to claim Universal 
Credit (unless you are only eligible under the category for people waiting to return to their course), 
you will not have to fulfil any work-related requirements if you are in receipt of student income (e.g., 
a student loan).  Over the summer vacation, when student income is ignored, you may have work-
related requirements, but again there are exceptions.  If you’re not sure if this applies to you, 
contact us for further advice. 

2. How much is Universal Credit? 

The amount of Universal Credit you are paid depends on your circumstances. It is worked out on 
a monthly basis by comparing your financial needs with your income. Set amounts for different 

http://www.gov.uk/apply-universal-credit


 
 

 

elements are added together to arrive at a figure called your ‘maximum amount’. This is the basic 
amount the law says you need to live on each month. Amounts are deducted for any earnings and 
other income you receive (see below). The resulting amount will be your Universal Credit for that 
month.   

Note that, in some cases, your claim may be subject to a ‘benefits cap’ which limits the amount you 
can receive; see 
https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/benefits/dealing_with_the_benefit_cap for more 
information.  Seek advice if this is affecting you and you are struggling to manage financially.   

You may be able to apply for a Discretionary Housing Payment: 
https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/benefits/discretionary_housing_payments_dhp and 
you should also check your entitlement to Council Tax Exemption / Reduction, as well as hardship 
funds and scholarships / bursaries available at the University or through your funding body.  Our 
service can carry out a funding and benefit check for you.   

The maximum amount 

The maximum amount is made up of a ‘standard allowance’ and ‘elements’, paid to cover different 
needs.  The figures given are correct as at the date of this leaflet.  The amounts are subject to 
change.   

The standard allowance 

This is the basic allowance (per month), which is always included in your maximum amount. The 
amount you are entitled to will depend on your age and whether you are claiming as a single person 
or jointly: 

• Single claimant aged under 25 - £265.31 
• Single claimant aged 25 or over - £334.91 
• Joint claimants both aged under 25 - £416.45 
• Joint claimants where either is aged 25 or over - £525.72 

The elements 

• Child element 
• Housing costs element 
• Work capability element 
• Carer element* 
• Childcare costs element** 

*full-time students are not generally able to claim carers allowance so would not receive the carer 
element 

**full-time students would usually apply for childcare grant payments from Student Finance England 
- you are not entitled to receive both. 

https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/benefits/dealing_with_the_benefit_cap
https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/benefits/discretionary_housing_payments_dhp


 
 

 

The child element 

This monthly amount is included in your maximum amount if you are responsible for a child or 
qualifying young person who normally lives with you: 

• £290 for your first child (born before 6 April 2017)  
 

• £244.58 (second child or child born on or after 6 April 2017) 

If you have 1 or 2 children, you’ll get an extra amount for each child. 

If you have 3 or more children, you’ll get an amount for at least 2 children. You can only get an extra 
amount for more children if any of the following are true: 

• your children were born before 6 April 2017 

• you were already claiming for 3 or more children before 6 April 2017 

• you have a disabled child 

• other exceptions apply, including for children from multiple births, and fostered and adopted 
children – please ask us for further information regarding this. 

A ‘qualifying young person’ is someone aged 16 to 18 (or 19 in some cases) who has enrolled on (or 
been accepted for) a course of full-time non-advanced education or approved training, who is not 
getting an existing means-tested benefit (such as income-related Employment and Support 
Allowance) or Universal Credit themselves. 
 
An additional amount is included for each child or qualifying young person who is disabled. It is set 
at two different levels: 

• Higher rate - £414.88 for a child/qualifying young person who is entitled to the highest rate 
of the care component of disability living allowance (DLA), the enhanced rate of the daily 
living component of personal independence payment (PIP) or who is certified as severely 
sight impaired or blind 
 

• Lower rate - £132.89 for a child who is entitled to any other rate of DLA or PIP. 

The housing costs element 

A housing costs element may be included in your maximum amount if you pay rent (if you have a 
mortgage, contact us for further advice). 

If you are a private tenant, your housing costs element will depend on where your home is situated 
and the number of rooms you are deemed to need. The maximum you can claim will be based on 
the Local Housing Allowance. 

Deductions will be made if you have non-dependants living with you (these do not include your 
spouse or partner but are other adults that are not full-time students, including grown-up children).  

https://lha-direct.voa.gov.uk/


 
 

 

If you are renting social housing (from your local authority or from a housing association), your 
housing costs element may be reduced if the property you rent is considered to be under-occupied. 
Deductions will be made if you have non-dependants living with you (including grown up children). 

See https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/benefits for more information on factors that 
affect the housing costs element. 

The work capability element 

For more information about this element that may be included in your maximum amount, see 
Section 3 below relating to Students with a Disability. 

 

3. Students with a Disability  
 
If you are a full-time higher education student with a disability, you can claim Universal Credit if you:  
 
Receive a qualifying benefit (Personal Independence Payment, Disability Living Allowance or 
Attendance Allowance)  
 
and 
 
You have been assessed as having a limited capability for work under the Work Capability 
Assessment (WCA) or can be treated as having limited capability for work (e.g., due to terminal 
illness or receiving specified treatment) before starting your course.  
 
Students with a disability who have an award of a qualifying benefit but who have not been assessed 
and/or cannot be treated as having limited capability for work are not entitled to Universal Credit. 
This is different to the rules for Employment and Support Allowance - where students receiving a 
qualifying disability benefit are automatically treated as having limited capability for work – and the 
rules for Housing Benefit - where students receiving certain disability benefits qualified without 
needing to be classed as having limited capability for work.  
 
The tests for ‘limited capability for work’ and ‘limited capability for work-related activity’ are the 
same as those for the Work Capability Assessment for Employment and Support Allowance.  Unless 
you have already been assessed as having Limited Capability for Work, you will not be entitled to 
claim Universal Credit - please contact the Students' Union Advice Service for more information 
about Work Capability Assessments and your options.  If you have previously applied for 
Employment and Support Allowance (even if your claim was not successful) please mention this.  

In some cases, but not all, you may get an additional amount in your maximum amount of Universal 
Credit; see below.   

https://england.shelter.org.uk/housing_advice/benefits


 
 

 

How much extra you may be entitled to - Extra monthly 
amount 

If you have been assessed limited capability for work and work-related activity £354.28 

If you have limited capability for work and you started your health-related Universal 
Credit or Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) claim before 3 April 2017 

£132.89 

There is additional information here Universal Credit Limited Capability for Work - Entitledto 

 

4. Income  
 

Student funding that may affect the amount of your Universal Credit  
 
If you (or your partner) receive a student maintenance loan for full-time or part-time undergraduate 
study or a loan for postgraduate study, it will be counted as income for your Universal Credit claim 
and will reduce the amount of benefit that you receive.  Your maximum entitlement to a student 
loan for maintenance will be counted as income (minus any amount that is disregarded), regardless 
of whether you actually apply for it.  This is called ‘notional income’.  If you think you are not 
entitled to funding and therefore that this should not be the case, seek advice.   
 
Please see the table below: 
 

Funding  Taken into account  Not taken into account  

Undergraduate full and part 
time maintenance loan/grant 

Yes  

Special Support Element of 
loan / Special Support grant  

 No 

Parents Learning Allowance  No 

Adult Dependants' Allowance Yes  

Childcare Grant  No 

NHS training grants  No  

Postgraduate Master's loan Yes 30% is taken into account 
as income.  

 

 
 
Full-time undergraduate students 
 
If you are a full-time student who is classed by Student Finance England (SFE) as being entitled to 
benefits, the loan for living costs is considered to have a 'maintenance' element and a 'special 
support' element, and the special support element amount should be disregarded as student income 
in the calculation of Universal Credit. 
 
Our understanding is that you are entitled to the ‘special support’ element in your loan if you fall 
under one of the categories of full-time student who is eligible within the relevant benefits 

https://www.gov.uk/health-conditions-disability-universal-credit
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/help/universal_credit_work_capability_assessment


 
 

 

regulations to receive Income Support, Housing Benefit or Universal Credit (in addition, for Universal 
Credit, you must also have a housing costs element included in your maximum amount).  If you are 
not sure whether you should get the ‘special support’ element, please seek advice from our service.     
 
Your SFE notification of entitlement letter will show how much of the loan is the ‘special support’ 
element (SSE).  In 2022/23, if you are entitled to the maximum loan amount then the ‘special 
support’ element will be £4,106.  If you believe that you meet the eligibility requirements for a 
Special Support Element, and this has not been included on your entitlement letter, you need to 
contact Student Finance England (Tel: 0300 100 0607). 
 
If you are eligible to receive a student maintenance loan, if you also get an Adult Dependants Grant 
for your partner (who is part of your Universal Credit claim) this will also be taken into account as 
student income over the same period as the loan.   
 
For students on healthcare courses who receive the extra Long Courses Loan, this additional amount 
will be taken into account as income too (minus any special support element).   
 
If you are not sure how much student funding should be taken into account, please seek advice. 
 
Students aged 60 or over   
 
Students aged 60 or over on the first day of the first academic year* of your course can apply for a 
fully income assessed 'special support maintenance loan' that is lower in amount that the main loan 
(maximum £4,106 in 2022/23), and which is disregarded for benefits purposes. 
 
* Academic years start as follows: 1 September for a course starting in August or the autumn term, 1 
January for a course starting in the winter term, 1 April for a course starting in the spring term, and 1 
July for a course starting in the summer term.  Seek advice if you are not sure which date applies to 
your course. 
 
You can apply for Universal Credit if you or your partner is below State Pension age.  
 
If you’re in a couple where one of you is above State Pension age and the other is below it (this is 
known as a mixed age couple), you will make a Universal Credit claim as a couple. When both of you 
reach State Pension age your Universal Credit claim will stop and you may wish to apply for Pension 
Credit and/or Housing Benefit.  
 
If you’re in a mixed age couple and are already receiving Pension Credit or Housing Benefit, you will 
stay on those benefits as long as your circumstances remain the same and there is no break in your 
claim. If you have a break in your claim or your circumstances change, you may need to make a claim 
for Universal Credit instead. 
 
Part-time undergraduate students 
 
The maximum part-time maintenance loan you could be entitled to is taken into account as income.  
Part-time students who are eligible for benefits may have part of their maintenance loan paid as a 
'special support' element, which is disregarded by the Department for Work and Pensions when 
calculating entitlement to benefits.  Part-time maintenance loans are partially income assessed and 



 
 

 

also depend on the intensity of study (see our guide to undergraduate funding, or 
https://www.gov.uk/student-finance/parttime-students for more information).  The 'special 
support' element at the 100% full-time equivalent (FTE) intensity of study rate in 2022/23 is  

£4,106.  The amount of the 'special support' element will depend on your intensity of study.  Your 
SFE notification of entitlement letter should show how much of the loan is the ‘special support’ 
element.  If it doesn't, contact Student Finance England (Tel: 0300 100 0607). 
 
Postgraduate students 
 
30 per cent of the maximum amount for a postgraduate master's degree loan, or a doctoral degree 
loan, is taken into account as income. 
 
If you get a grant but no loan, this may be counted as income instead.  If this applies to you, 
contact the Advice Service for further advice on how this might affect your benefits. 
 
How is student income calculated?  
 
Universal Credit is assessed and paid monthly.  Your first assessment period will start on the date of 
your claim and will last a month (your actual payment dates will be a different date to your claim 
date / assessment period dates).   
 
Student funding counts as income in the 'assessment periods' that fall during the period of the 
course, as well as in the assessment period during which the course begins.  Student income can be 
ignored during the longest holiday if the holiday lasts for at least a month and the period of study is 
at least two years long.  In this case, the income will be ignored in the assessment period in which 
the last week of the course or the start of the long vacation falls, and in any assessment periods that 
fall completely within the long vacation. 
 
Note: your student income will not be counted in the final assessment period of your course, or - if 
you abandon or leave your course completely - in the assessment period in which you leave.  
 
A detailed outline and example of how student income is calculated for Universal Credit is in the 
Appendix to this leaflet, along with a list of information our service will require from you if you 
wish us to carry out a benefit check. 
 

Earnings 

The calculation of your earnings is based on a net figure after tax, national insurance contributions 
and any contribution you make to an occupational or personal pension scheme have been deducted. 
Employer-paid benefits (such as statutory sick pay or statutory maternity pay) are treated as 
earnings.  

In some circumstances, you may be allowed to keep some of your earnings up to a certain limit 
before your Universal Credit is affected; this is known as the ‘work allowance’.  See the link below 
for the current amounts. 

Universal Credit work allowances - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 

https://www.gov.uk/student-finance/parttime-students


 
 

 

Income other than earnings 

If you're self-employed 

There are different rules for earnings if you're self-employed. Find out more about getting Universal 
Credit if you're self-employed. 

If you have income other than earnings, such as other benefits, these will usually be taken into 
account in full, so that your Universal Credit is reduced pound for pound. Some benefits are 
disregarded in full, for example Personal Independence Payment (PIP), Disability Living Allowance 
(DLA), and Attendance Allowance (AA).  

Capital and savings 

Universal Credit has a ‘lower capital limit’ and an ‘upper capital limit’. If you have savings or capital 
over the upper limit of £16,000, you cannot get Universal Credit. This figure applies if you are 
claiming as a single claimant or as a couple. If you have savings or capital at or below the lower limit 
of £6,000, your Universal Credit is unaffected. 

See Capital rules « Entitlement to Universal credit « Guidance « Universal Credit 
(revenuebenefits.org.uk) 
 
If your capital is between these limits, it is treated as generating a monthly income of £4.35 for each 
£250 (or part of £250) above the lower limit of £6,000. For instance, if you have capital of £6,300, it 
is treated as generating a monthly income of £8.70. 

 

5. Additional information 
 
You may find it helpful to also check the following links for information about applying for Universal 
Credit: 
 
Benefits Calculator - entitledto - independent | accurate | reliable 
 

Turn2us Benefits Calculator 
 

Explanation of how student income is treated for healthcare students 
 

The information in these guides and on our web pages is given in good faith and has been 

carefully checked.  However, the Student Advice Centre cannot accept responsibility for 

any action that you take on the basis of the information provided. 

If you require the information in a different format, please contact us at: 

advicecentre@shu.ac.uk 

July 2022 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/universal-credit/on-universal-credit/how-universal-credit-payments-work-if-youre-self-employed/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/benefits/universal-credit/on-universal-credit/how-universal-credit-payments-work-if-youre-self-employed/
https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/universal-credit/guidance/entitlement-to-uc/capital-rules/#:~:text=Savings%20%28or%20%E2%80%98capital%E2%80%99%29%20over%20a%20certain%20amount%20will,is%20no%20entitlement%20to%20UC.%20Tariff%20income%20rules
https://revenuebenefits.org.uk/universal-credit/guidance/entitlement-to-uc/capital-rules/#:~:text=Savings%20%28or%20%E2%80%98capital%E2%80%99%29%20over%20a%20certain%20amount%20will,is%20no%20entitlement%20to%20UC.%20Tariff%20income%20rules
https://www.entitledto.co.uk/
https://benefits-calculator-2.turn2us.org.uk/
https://www.rcn.org.uk/Get-Help/Member-support-services/Welfare-Service/Benefits/Students-and-benefits/Universal-Credit


 
 

 

Appendix 
 
Please see below for a detailed outline and example of how student income is calculated for 
Universal Credit, along with a list of information our service will require from you if you wish us to 
carry out a benefit check. 
 
Information we need from you 

To accurately calculate your estimated Universal Credit entitlement, we need to know your course 
dates and have a full break down of your Student Finance entitlement.  You can contact Hallam help 
at the University for information about your course: hallamhelp@shu.ac.uk, Phone: 0114 225 2222.  
 
The information you will need to ask for is: 

• Your course start date 

• The start of the summer vacation (if your course has one) 

• The start date for the next academic year 

• Your course end date  
 
Additional information we will require from you is:  

• Details of your Student Finance - a copy of your SFE award letter would be best if possible  

• Details of any earnings from employment  

• Details of any benefits you are currently in receipt of  

• Details of your housing costs – i.e., whether it is rented or mortgaged, and if rented how 
much your rent is and whether it is private rented or social housing (i.e. housing association 
or council property) 

• How many bedrooms there are in your house  

• Details (including age, gender and their relationship to you) of who lives in the house  

• If you have an existing Universal Credit claim, we will need to know your assessment dates 
for this. You should be able to see when your assessment periods/dates are on your 
Universal Credit online account.    

 
Calculating your student income figure 
 
These are the steps we will follow to work out how much student funding should be taken into 
account as income each month for your Universal Credit.   
 

• Step 1: Work out the total amount of student funding income, considering disregards for 
certain types of funding (e.g., the 'special support' element of the maintenance loan)  

• Step 2: Work out how many assessment periods will fall during the year of study  

• Step 3: Divide the amount from step 1 by the number from step 2  

• Step 4: Deduct £110 from the answer in step 3 (in each assessment period, £110 of student 
income is disregarded).  

 
This calculation is the same for all students, but the student funding that is taken into account will 
vary according to the type of course (as outlined in the main leaflet, above). 
 

mailto:hallamhelp@shu.ac.uk


 
 

 

Note, the Postgraduate Loan is calculated over the academic years of the course, there is no 
allowance for a summer vacation. 
 
An example: If your course starts on 19 September 2022 and your summer vacation starts on 3 July 
2023.  
 
If you made a new Universal Credit claim on 1 September 2022, your first assessment period runs for 
one month to 30 September, with a new assessment period beginning on 1 October. You start your 
course on 19 September and your summer vacation begins on the 3 July, this means you are in 
receipt of student income at the end of your first assessment period 30 September and then each 
month until June. 
 
Because your summer vacation begins on 5 July you would not be in receipt of student income on 30 
July (the end of July's assessment period) so that period does not count. 
 
This means that, in this case, you would have 10 full assessment periods from September until June, 
so your student income would be divided by 10 months for that academic year.  
 
Over the summer vacation period your Universal Credit may increase, unless you have an increased 
income from wages.  Depending on your circumstances, you may be required to work over the 
summer vacation. You would discuss this with your Job Coach at the Job Centre.  
 
If you make a claim part way through an academic year the monthly amount of your student funding 
income would still be calculated in the same way as outlined above.  
 
This is only intended as a rough guide to help you to understand how Universal Credit is calculated. 
We can only accurately calculate your entitlement if we have all the correct information from you 
about your circumstances, your funding, your claim / assessment dates and your course dates. 
 
 
 
 


