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Public sector equality duty 

Question 1: 

a.)  What are your views on the potential equality impacts of the proposals and other plans in this consultation?  

The plans place appropriate emphasis upon inclusivity and the various protected equality groups therefore are given reasonable consideration. However, arguably a number of protected equality groups are found disproportionately amongst part-time students – e.g. mature students, female students, and a higher proportion of disabled students. Part-time students are barely mentioned in the proposals.                                      
  
b)  Are there any equality impacts that we have not considered? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure

Please provide any further relevant evidence. 

Please see response to question 1a. In the operation of the proposed TEF there will be a need to consider its impact upon institutions that currently accept a disproportionately high number of disadvantaged students. Sensitive benchmarking will need to be implemented in order to address this factor.


Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) (Part A: Chapters 1-3) 

Question 2: How can information from the TEF be used to better inform student and employer decision making? Please quantify these benefits as far as you can. 

The needs of employers and students are likely to be different. It is possible that this question is conflating students with applicants. It is likely that applicants will be particularly interested in the ways in which an institution (and programme of study) facilitate and enrich their learning. In contrast, some employers might be more interested in the outputs arising from the students’ learning; other employers might be less interested in the graduates’ knowledge per se, but more in the acquisition of key transferable skills through their studies. In both the cases of applicants and employers it is likely to be the consequence of learning not teaching that is most likely to inform decision making.

It would be useful to see some more detailed statistical analysis of how much KIS is used at the moment and whether it is likely that KIS data will continue as a means by which applicants are able to gain information about programmes of study. The recent Hefce ‘Report on the Review of KIS and Unistats’ (October 2015)  emphasised the importance attached by applicants to first-hand accounts from current students and detailed information regarding programmes of study. 
 
Question 3: Do you agree that the ambition for TEF should be that it is open to all HE providers, all disciplines, all modes of delivery and all levels? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answers. 

If TEF is to be adopted it should be as inclusive as possible. It will be important to ensure that access to any higher level of TEF is not constrained by the size of the institution or the resources available. Sensitivity to institutional size in the implementation of TEF is vitally important from the outset.




Question 4: Where relevant, should an approved Access Agreement be a pre-requisite for a TEF award? What other mechanism might be used for different types of providers? 

Yes: given the priority attached in principle to equality of opportunity this seems appropriate.

Question 5: Do you agree with the proposals on: 
a) what would constitute a ‘successful’ QA review 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

However, some consideration needs to be given to what will happen to those institutions that are subject to whatever QA review will be in place in 2016/17 and which is currently being described as a pilot scheme. 


b) the incentives that should be open to alternative providers for the first year of the TEF 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

c) the proposal to move to differentiated levels of TEF from year two? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 
Please give reasons for your answer. 

Identifying different levels of ‘excellence’ seems slightly counter-intuitive. How ‘excellent’ would achievement of level 1 (of 4) be perceived? It is likely that very soon only achievement of level 4 would be deemed excellent. As with the REF, it is likely that ultimately financial rewards would only be associated with the highest levels of achievement. The impact of differentiated levels of excellence on UK HE reputation abroad also needs to be taken into account. 

Question 6: Do you agree with the proposed approach to TEF assessments on 
Timing? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Rather than implementing TEF speedily it would seem more appropriate to undertake some extended modelling of the proposed processes and then launch a fully-formed TEF rather than seeking to roll it out as detailed in procedures for Year One and Year Two. This transitional period could be confusing both for applicants and employers. 

With regard to timing and frequency once TEF is fully implemented, a three-year cycle in the first instance would seem reasonable: five years seems too long in the initial operation of the scheme. It seems reasonable that within the period of study of a full-time undergraduate the teaching is assessed at least once – perhaps, once the process has completed a full cycle, with a ‘light-touch’ approach after three years and a full TEF review after six years?.
 .
Assessment panels? 
X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Some detailed discussion of how subject areas will be determined will be necessary. Alignment with other procedures (e.g. REF) might be appropriate.

and process? 
☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

It’s not clear how the Minister’s initial assertion that TEF was to be more light touch than REF is to be met. The process as outlined – particularly at subject level – seems likely to be resource hungry.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
Question 7: How can we minimise any administrative burdens on Institutions? Please provide any evidence relating to the potential administrative costs and benefits to institutions of the proposals set out in this document. 

The use of metrics already being generated for other purposes is one way in which costs could be kept down. The implementation of routine visits is likely to escalate the costs of TEF considerably. If possible, linkage to existing quality assurance mechanisms would be beneficial.  


Question 8: Do you agree with the proposed approach to differentiation and award as TEF develops over time? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

However, please see caveats in response to question 7 above. 

Question 9: Do you agree with the proposed approach to incentives for the different types of provider?
 
X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

It seems reasonable to provide equivalent incentives to providers operating in different sectors. All providers accessing financial incentives should be subject both to the same regulatory framework and a common set of metrics.

Question 10: Do you agree with the focus on teaching quality, learning environment, student outcomes and learning gain? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

The learning environment and student outcomes are the most straightforward to measure; the availability of more nuanced data is required in order to measure learning gain accurately; ‘teaching quality’ is the most nebulous of the four criteria here, and the use of a variety of metrics is going to be necessary in order to try to capture this.

Question 11: Do you agree with the proposed approach to the evidence used to make TEF assessments - common metrics derived from the national databases supported by evidence from the provider? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer

This seems a reasonable approach although there needs to be a recognition that datasets from small specialist institutions at subject level are reliant on small numbers of students and therefore are subject to variance dependent on a few students. Further testing of the validity and appropriateness of some of the metrics already in place, such as the DelHE would be welcome.

The use of common metrics derived from national databases needs to be set in the context of the institution as a whole as well as being provided by additional evidence from the provider. 

. 
Social mobility and widening participation (Part A: Chapter 4) 

Question 12:
 
a) Do you agree with the proposals to further improve access and success for students from disadvantaged backgrounds and black and minority ethnic (BME) backgrounds? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure
 
Please give reasons for your answer. 

This seems a positive step – though within the document outlining the proposals there is relatively little reference to a heterogeneous student body.

b) Do you agree that the Office for Students should have the power to set targets where providers are failing to make progress? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

Whilst it seems appropriate for the OfS to have the ability to implement some form of penalty in such instances this proposal seriously undermines the important notion of institutional autonomy.

c) What other groups or measures should the Government consider? 

Flagging up and rewarding good practice in this area rather than applying the metaphorical stick would seem the best way to proceed. Some engagement with students themselves in considering this area would be welcomed.

Question 13: 

a) What potential benefits for decision and policy making in relation to improving access might arise from additional data being available? 

Opening up availability of UCAS application data would enable institutions to undertake more nuanced analysis of their own students’ learning journeys and allow more sophisticated data analysis that could facilitate more effective learning and teaching strategies being implemented. This could enhance some students’ learning considerably.

b) What additional administrative burdens might this place on organisations? If additional costs are expected to be associated with this, please quantify them. 

More staffing resources could conceivably be required – especially in Registry departments.

Opening up the sector to new providers (Part B: Chapter 1) 

Question 14: Do you agree with the proposed single route into the higher education sector? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer, including information quantifying how the potential cost of entry would change as a result of these proposals. 

This should provide clarity and transparency to a process that is currently somewhat byzantine and, to an extent, opaque, particularly with respect to applying and gaining Degree Awarding Powers.

The proposed ‘single route’, however, needs to be a sufficiently rigorous one. Whilst there’s much reference in the Green Paper to the need for ‘faster’ ways to proceed along such a single route, this should not be the driving force underlying the change. Inappropriately speedy (and possibly unrigorous) processing and approving of providers would have a deleterious impact upon the sector at large – which could have serious implications for the reputation (and financial success) of the whole UK HE sector. It will also not operate in the best interests of students.  
 
Question 15: 
a) Do you agree with the proposed risk-based approach to eligibility for degree awarding powers (DAPs) and university title? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

Whilst a risk-based approach in the consideration of eligibility for DAPs seems appropriate the diagram on page 44 seems to suggest that an application for DAPs could be based on the provider’s track record and key individuals.  Basing DAPs’ decision making on the presence of ‘key individuals’ within an institution seems unwise.

b) What are your views on the options identified for validation of courses delivered by providers who do not hold DAPS? 

In principle, this seems a welcome development – though the central validating body will need to be independent of other HE agencies, at arm’s length from the OfS. Far more consultation with the sector will be needed on this proposal as it could affect the current validation arrangements in place across the sector.  

Question 16: Do you agree with the proposed immediate actions intended to speed up entry? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure
 
Please give reasons for your answer. 

In order to implement a central validating body it would seem appropriate for more consideration in the sector and for this to be enshrined in legislation. It would be important for such a body to have widespread credibility within the sector. A speedy development in this area may not be wise.

Conversely, the removal of the criterion regarding student numbers relating to university title would be welcomed. 
  
Provider exit and student protection (Part B: Chapter 2) 

Question 17: Do you agree with the proposal to introduce a requirement for all providers to have contingency arrangements to support students in the event that their course cannot be completed? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer, including evidence on the costs and benefits associated with having a contingency plan in place? Please quantify these costs where possible. 

To insist on such contingency arrangements being in place could provide applicants with the perception that institutional failure was commonplace in the UK HE landscape. This could be damaging to the international reputation of the country’s higher education providers generally. 

Instead, it might be more appropriate to encourage as many UK HE providers as possible to be signatories to the Credit Accumulation and Transfer Scheme – thereby allowing students to transfer between institutions should the need arise. (In order for this mobility to be maximised, it might be appropriate to encourage institutions to review their regulations relating to recognised prior learning and the maximum number of credits permissible from other institutions, or for some form of central accrediting agency to be employed in these specific cases.)

It is important that consideration is given to aftercare and legacy arrangements for those institutions which cease to exist for those students seeking to verify their qualifications. There is also a reputational issue for those students who may need to prove the credentials of the institution concerned. 

Within this context there is a need to protect the interests of all part-time and full-time Home/EU and international students.

Simplifying the higher education architecture (Part C) 

Question 18: 
a) Do you agree with the proposed changes to the higher education architecture? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

A more student-centred HE architecture seems in alignment with the wider context within which UK HE is operating. However, there is a need to guard against the possible fragmentation of higher education across the UK.

The concept of peer review within UK higher education –including the sector maintaining responsibility for much of its own management and regulation - is much prized and has helped secure a highly-regarded status for UK HE internationally. It is important that the revised higher education architecture does not dilute this significant aspect of the sector’s structure.

b) To what extent should the Office for Students (OfS) have the power to contract out its functions to separate bodies? 

☐ Fully X Partially ☐ Not at all 

c)  If you agree, which functions should the OfS be able to contract out? 

Quality assurance and a central validation service would seem appropriate to contract out. 

d) What are your views on the proposed options for allocating Teaching Grant? 

Option 1: BIS Ministers set strategic priorities and BIS officials determine formula. 

☐ Agree X Disagree ☐ Not sure 

Option 2: BIS Minister sets strategic priorities and allocation responsibilities divested to OfS 

X Agree ☐ Disagree ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer, 

It would seem appropriate for the Minister and BIS to retain some distance between themselves and individual HEIs. This would be possible under this arrangement. Such an arrangement would also enable HE providers via the OfS to be represented collectively to the Minister and BIS.

Question 19: Do you agree with the proposal for a single, transparent and light touch regulatory framework for every higher education provider? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer, including how the proposed framework would change the burden on providers. Please quantify the benefits and/or costs where possible. 

This seems a somewhat loaded question!

Where possible, joined-up thinking within the HE architecture should ensure that there is not a multiplicity of different reporting demands placed upon institutions, all with their own specific data requests. This will then help ensure that the burden on providers in this regard is kept to a minimum.



Question 20: What steps could be taken to increase the transparency of student unions and strengthen unions’ accountability to their student members? 

Students’ unions are already accountable to their members through the ballot box. There seems little need for further governmental intervention in this area of student activity. In addition, most institutions operate a system of student representatives at subject and institutional level who are also accountable to the student body. 

Question 21: 

a) Do you agree with the proposed duties and powers of the Office for Students? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

However, the OfS should be able to contract out quality assurance and validation services. Indeed, it should be encouraged to do so. There is a need to ensure that the powers of OfS are kept appropriately in check.

b) Do you agree with the proposed subscription funding model? 

X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

The subscription funding model should be mindful of institutional size (in terms of student numbers).

Question 22: 

a) Do you agree with the proposed powers for OfS and the Secretary of State to manage risk? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

It does not seem appropriate for the Secretary of State to be able to intervene directly in the operation of a HE provider. It would appear more appropriate for the OfS to have such authorities vested within it in extremis. Institutional autonomy would be compromised by the Secretary of State’s ability to intervene directly.

b) What safeguards for providers should be considered to limit the use of such powers? 

A finite period should elapse between the announcement of an intervention and its application.



Question 23: Do you agree with the proposed deregulatory measures? 
X Yes ☐ No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer, including how the proposals would change the burden on providers. Please quantify the benefits and/or costs where possible. 

These are to be broadly welcomed as they will reduce the level of prescription associated with the operation of HE providers.

Reducing complexity and bureaucracy in research funding (Part D) 

Question 24: In light of the proposed changes to the institutional framework for higher education, and the forthcoming Nurse Review, what are your views on the future design of the institutional research landscape? 

The emergence of a body such as Research UK as outlined in the Nurse Review would appear to be a positive step – though there is a need to ensure that there is parity of esteem between the constituent research councils within the operation of Research UK.

Question 25: 
a) What safeguards would you want to see in place in the event that dual funding was operated within a single organisation? 

Separating each stream of funding as outlined in paragraph 12 on page 71 would seem an appropriate safeguard. The continued implementation of the Haldane Principle should inform all decisions with regard to research funding. The reassertion of this longstanding principle is welcomed. 

It is hoped that the independence of arms’ length bodies is to be protected in legislation.
 
b) Would you favour a degree of hypothecation to ensure that dual funding streams, along with their distinctive characteristics, could not be changed by that organisation? 

☐ Yes X No ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer 

This would be an unwelcome interventionist development at institutional level and would appear to sit at odds with some other parts of the Green Paper (e.g. Chapter 3 on further deregulation). 

Question 26: What are the benefits of the REF to a) your institution and b) to the wider sector? How can we ensure they are preserved? 

a. The REF enables appropriate attention to be paid to research activity within the College in a way that might not be possible if this funding mechanism were not in existence.

b. Within the wider sector, REF seeks to encourage research excellence – though it is not entirely clear that this has been achieved as, despite Hefce’s best efforts there is a significant amount of institutional game playing that arguably helps skew the results. The institution of ‘impact’ is broadly welcomed and has highlighted the need for the UK’s HE sector to draw attention to a wide public audience to its research outputs. This has mutual benefit and should continue, though means of making it less bureaucratically onerous should be explored.  

Question 27: How would you suggest the burden of REF exercises is reduced?


Perhaps focussing only upon outputs and impact.

Question 28: How could the data infrastructure underpinning research information management be improved? 

It would certainly be worthwhile exploring the recommendations within The Metric Tide’ report.

Please use this space for any general comments that you may have, comments on the layout of this consultation would also be welcomed. 

Thank you for your views on this consultation. 

Thank you for taking the time to let us have your views. We do not intend to acknowledge receipt of individual responses unless you tick the box below. 

Please acknowledge this reply ☐ 

At BIS we carry out our research on many different topics and consultations. As your views are valuable to us, would it be okay if we were to contact you again from time to time either for research or to send through consultation documents? 

X Yes ☐ No
