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  Alternative higher education provider (with 
designated courses) 

 Alternative higher education provider (no designated 
courses) 

 Awarding organisation 

 Business/Employer 

 Central government 

 Charity or social enterprise 

 Further Education College 

X Higher Education Institution 

 Individual (Please describe any particular relevant 
interest; parent, student, teaching staff etc.) 

 Legal representative 

 Local Government 

 Professional Body 

 Representative Body 

 Research Council 

 Trade union or staff association 

 Other (please describe) 

 

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? 
 
We agree with the conclusion in Annex A that “different groups may experience 
different impacts from the introduction of TEF”.   Annex A, paragraph 19, begins 
to tackle some of the complexity of the interplay of factors influencing student 
choice.  Geographic restrictions are highlighted as potentially limiting the choice 
of older students with caring responsibilities and, hence, reducing the beneficial 
impact of the TEF.  Family income/economic status may also create geographic 
restrictions, particularly where debt aversion leads to a desire to remain based 
in the family home rather than incur additional maintenance costs.  Given the 



  

    

very recent announcement that maintenance grants will be converted to 
maintenance loans and that opportunity funding will be reduced, it may not be 
sufficient to consider the impact of the proposals outlined in the consultation in 
isolation.  

The current proposals do not contain sufficient consideration of the equality 
consequences of the geographical coverage issues relating to the devolved 
administrations.  

We note the acknowledgement that some groups may be more price sensitive 
and, as a result, less likely to pay higher fees even though they might represent 
better value for money, and we believe the theme of price sensitivity should be 
explored further.  Given our location in the World Heritage City of Bath with 
comparatively high accommodation costs, and given recent reports of the 
difficulties experienced by London-based students in finding affordable 
accommodation, we think such price sensitivity is likely to have much wider 
implications for student choice than just those relating to fee levels. This would 
support the view in the Green Paper that the TEF may have less beneficial 
impact on these groups. 

If we accept that family income/economic status may affect the degree to which 
certain groups of disadvantaged students can benefit from TEF, it follows that 
some consideration of this complex interplay should be factored into 
judgements of universities’ success in attracting WP students. 

We agree that the policy proposals to strengthen the sector’s widening 
participation and social mobility activity should have a positive impact on the 
access and success of protected groups and disadvantaged people in higher 
education.  
 
Without a clear understanding of the characteristics of the alternative providers 
that might be attracted to join the sector in future, it is difficult to comment on the 
potential equality impacts. 

b) Are there any equality impacts that we have not considered?  

         ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please provide any further relevant evidence. 

We believe that there is a risk of unintended consequences with the introduction of 
any new system of performance metrics.  It is not possible to point towards specific 
equality impacts at such an early stage in the development of the TEF but we think 
there are lessons to be learnt from the experience of other sectors, such as the 
NHS and primary/secondary education.  In these sectors, experience indicates that 
when attention is focussed on a specific set of metrics performance in other 
aspects of delivery can suffer.   

 



  

    

 

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. 

We welcome the emphasis on providing potential students with clear information 
about the quality of the teaching and student experience they can expect as well as 
illustrative information about graduate prospects, average starting salaries and the 
range of future career options opened up to them on successful completion of their 
studies.  We believe that average starting salaries, proportion of graduates entering 
professional/managerial level jobs, details of professional accreditation and student 
satisfaction data are all valuable elements of the Key Information Set helping 
students to make informed choices. Complementing this data with relevant metrics 
on teaching excellence would be a further positive step if the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) can identify robust and relevant data sources to underpin the 
additional metrics. However, we would reiterate (see our response to Question 1) 
that focussing attention on specific metrics runs the risk of diverting resource away 
from other important aspects of delivery that are more difficult to measure. 

Given the recent HEFCE consultation on changes to the National Student Survey, 
Unistats and information provided by institutions (published 1 October 2015), we 
believe that any metrics derived from the TEF should be published via whatever 
enhanced Unistats vehicle is now developed so that students can weigh the 
significance of the various performance measures for themselves. 

At this early stage of the development of the TEF, it is not entirely clear how an 
assessment of teaching excellence will meet the aim of helping “employers to 
identify and recruit graduates with the skills they require by providing better and 
clearer information about courses and degree outcomes” (Chapter 1, Para 3, fifth 
bullet point).  We agree that institutions should be challenged to make information 
on their websites more accessible to employers but we would seek to guard against 
any conflation of the discussion of teaching excellence and web design 
competence. 
 
We believe the developmental approach to the TEF metrics, articulated in Chapter 
1, Paragraph 22, will prove a challenge when it comes to informing the decisions of 
prospective students and employers.  Not only will the scope of the information 
provided by the TEF continue to evolve over the early years of implementation but 
the basis on which different institutions achieve a particular level of TEF will differ 
depending on the timing of their initial submission and their 3-5 year renewal cycle.  
The current proposition appears to run the risk of creating a ‘mixed economy’ of 
higher TEF levels which would reduce their value as a comparative standard. 
Chapter 2, Paragraph 6, highlights the risk that some assessments may be more 
recent than others for students choosing a course and we think this risk could be 
expanded further to reflect the potential for the judgements on TEF level to have 
been reached on a different evidence-base. 



  

    

In developing any new metrics it is essential that they should be meaningful to 
prospective students and employers and not susceptible to misuse by league table 
compilers. 
 
We have always believed that high quality research and high quality teaching are 
mutually sustaining and our own distinctive academic offering is underpinned by a 
virtuous circle of research and teaching excellence.  We accept that this might not 
be true in all cases but we would highlight our own profile of metrics as an 
illustration of how it is already being delivered in the sector: 

 Ranked 12th in the UK for REF research quality, excluding specialist universities (THE 2015) 

 Ranked top in the UK for Student Experience (THE Student Experience Survey 2015) 

 Ranked 7th in the world for top universities under the age of 50 (QS world rankings 2015) 

 Ranked 5th in the UK in the Guardian Good University Guide (2016) 

 Ranked 8th in the UK in the Whatuni Student Choice Awards (2016) 

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?   

         ☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answers. 

We believe that the TEF should be open to all HE providers, all disciplines, all 
modes of delivery and all levels.  However, given that there is still a degree of 
uncertainty about how the TEF will operate and, hence, how much additional 
administrative burden may be placed on individual institutions through participation, 
we feel that further consideration needs to be given to levelling the ‘playing field’ for 
English universities should the Devolved Administrations opt out.  We do not 
believe that it would equitable if English universities are compelled for reputational 
and/or financial reasons to participate in TEF, with its consequent resource burden, 
whilst Scottish and Welsh universities retain greater autonomy to focus their 
resources and priorities institutionally, including REF preparation.  
 
Furthermore, there is a risk that the English universities will be perceived as 
deficient in teaching excellence by the international community if they are subject to 
the TEF when other UK universities are not.  It is already increasingly difficult to 
project a coherent picture of the funding and quality assessment arrangements in 
the UK to prospective international students, international researchers and strategic 
business partners.  An English-centric TEF will only exacerbate the current 
complexity. 

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? 

We do not see a direct link between teaching excellence and the opportunities 
universities offer to engage with, raise the aspirations of, and stimulate applications 
from, prospective students from under-represented groups. Such widening 
participation opportunities can manifest in applications via UCAS to up to five 



  

    

different universities, which ultimately may or may not include the university which 
is the subject of the TEF. It is widely accepted that local/regional outreach work can 
lead to increasing UCAS applications and wider participation with only a marginal, if 
any, impact on the applications to the university conducting the outreach. However, 
we would acknowledge the link between teaching excellence and the support 
universities provide once they have admitted students from under-represented 
groups.  As the latter is only a subset of the activity associated with Access 
Agreements, we would view the proposal that an approved Access Agreement 
should be a pre-requisite for a TEF award as an artificial association of two largely 
distinct activities, each meriting their own independent consideration. The process 
for allocating WP funding can provide the necessary incentives.  This is particularly 
important where fees are below the fee cap threshold and the prospect of 
increasing the cap represents no incentive. Indeed, if any new system results in 
higher fee levels overall it could be counter-productive in terms of those it is 
seeking to protect. 

In following this logic, we see merit in reporting TEF metrics by disadvantaged 
group but not in making an approved Access Agreement a pre-requisite for 
participation in TEF.  Moreover, as TEF moves to subject level it is likely that the 
statistical significance of the metrics for disadvantaged groups will be lost because 
of the small sample sizes.  
 
It also strikes us that the prospect of being allowed to charge fees above the 
current £9K fee cap is not a real incentive for providers who are currently charging 
less than £6K.  This would further the case for keeping a separate system for 
promoting and monitoring widening participation.  

Question 5: Do you agree with the proposals on: 

a) what would constitute a ‘successful’ QA review 

      ☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

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

      ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

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

 ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer.  

5(a) We believe that the threshold of a successful QA review (as described) has the 
benefit of being ‘light touch’ for institutions that are performing well whilst 
incentivising institutions that have not achieved a successful QA review to enhance 
their offer. 



  

    

5 (b)Whilst there is a wealth of performance data from which to derive assurance of 
the quality and standards of the HE delivered by universities and FE colleges, there 
does not appear to be such a robust evidence-base for alternative providers.  
Consequently, we would not feel sufficiently well-informed to comment on the 
incentives proposed for alternative providers. 

5(c) We believe that there is a risk of introducing a ‘mixed economy’ of TEF award 
levels in the short term if a developmental approach is adopted to the TEF in 
tandem with a rolling programme of TEF assessments. Under these circumstances, 
it is possible that judgements might be made on the same TEF level using different 
evidence-bases depending on the timing of the consideration.  As a result, we 
remain unclear about the implications of moving to differentiated levels of TEF from 
year two. 
 
Whilst we welcome the intention to give institutions some time to ‘adapt and 
prepare for the new system’, this goal will only be achieved if institutions are given 
sufficient time between the publication of the results of the technical consultation in 
2016 and the submission date for the differentiated TEF process.  Given the 
indication that the results of the assessment will be published in spring 2017, the 
timings look quite ambitious for the introduction of a new framework, particularly 
given that there is currently no indication from the devolved administrations about 
their intentions and given the suggestion of a new ‘interim’ REF assessment 
initiative being introduced in parallel. 

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

Timing?  

        ☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Assessment panels? 

        ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

 and process? 

        ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer.  

Timing – we agree that institutions should be allowed to decide for themselves 
when to apply for higher levels of TEF.  We believe that TEF should be a 5 yearly 
award unless a re-assessment is triggered by an application for a higher level 
award or by a concern over teaching quality.  We are assuming that the TEF 
process will obviate the need for the QAA institutional review once it matures, 
particularly as the intention (articulated in Chapter 1, Para 35) is to develop a 
system which uses “the same metrics and indicators where possible”.  This would 
help to reduce rather than increase the complexity of the regulatory system. 



  

    

Assessment panels – we believe that it is important to assess teaching quality in 
different disciplines in their own context but this would have both resource 
implications as well as implications for the panel expertise required. The 
institutional autonomy to bring forward a submission for consideration for a higher 
TEF level at any point on the developmental timeline is likely to result in an early 
rush for consideration before the hurdle is raised by the development of the 
additional metrics planned for the TEF.  This could create peaks and troughs in the 
rolling programme of TEF assessment that would be challenging to resource. 
 
Whilst we are active members of Athena SWAN we believe that some further 
thought would need to be given to how to calibrate thresholds between panels 
before this model was considered suitable for the TEF.  
 
Process – we believe that at least one of the proposed common metrics will prove 
counter-productive in the development of skills required by employers.  If 
‘proportion of staff on permanent contracts’ were to be introduced as a common 
metric, we would have to consider discontinuing our employment of professional 
practitioners, such as practising architects and clinical pharmacists, on a casual 
basis.  We would be reluctant to do this as their input clearly enriches the delivery 
of our curriculum. Instead, we would like to see some thought given to creating a 
staff category which recognises the benefits to students of having occasional input 
from real-world practitioners. We would also like to see some recognition of the 
benefits of a research-informed curriculum. These concerns illustrate how difficult it 
is to find appropriate metrics for teaching excellence and employability. 
Consequently, we welcome the opportunity for organisations to present qualitative 
and contextual information to be considered alongside the adopted metrics. 

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. 

We welcome the recognition that placing an additional administrative burden on 
institutions is likely to undermine one of the key goals of the new proposals, namely 
the delivery of teaching excellence.  Over recent years, regulatory burdens, 
including Freedom of Information and UKVI, have resulted in the need for 
universities to make additional administrative staff appointments, sometimes at the 
expense of academic appointments.  Consequently we welcome the proposal to 
focus on data which is presently collected, has credibility and has been subject to 
rigorous quality assurance.  Nevertheless, the consultation document recognises 
that there will be additional burdens on institutions of participation in the TEF and 
clearly indicates that institutions must cover these costs themselves.   

Without any clear indication of the new fee caps, it is difficult to evaluate if there will 
be any financial benefits to institutions once the costs of participating in TEF are 
factored in.  We have already flagged the national and international reputational 
risks associated with the introduction of the TEF solely for English universities in 
our previous answers. The costs of participating in TEF may also disadvantage the 
English universities if the devolved administrations opt out of TEF.   



  

    

Without the detail which will be provided in the technical consultation on the TEF, it 
is difficult to see how the introduction of a new sphere of activity could result in a 
‘lighter touch’, less complex approach.  Consequently, our assumption has to be 
that there will be material additional cost, even if the sector resists the temptation to 
create a new ‘industry’ around TEF submissions as it has done for REF 
submissions (see Chapter 2, para. 3 where the cost to the sector of REF2014 is 
estimated at £232 million).  

If providers are expected to fund additional activities, there should be a 
demonstrable, transparent process that will control costs and deter mission creep.  
Any additional activities will be paid for by student fees and in diverting resources 
away from teaching will need to demonstrate beneficial impact. 

Given the increasing evidence of students’ propensity to move to litigation, the 
possession of a higher TEF level may be beneficial in terms of an institution’s ability 
to demonstrate that it has exercised ‘reasonable care and skill’ in the delivery of its 
teaching provision. 

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

        ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

The proposition, as we currently understand it, is for a rolling cycle of TEF 
assessments against an evolving set of performance metrics with the results being 
published on the regulator’s register of providers and other sites used by students, 
their advisers, and employers.  Given the intent to help inform decisions by 
students and employers in a competitive market, we are concerned that the 
publisher would be open to challenge if the information put in the public domain 
was out of date or if the judgements on TEF level published reflected different 
underlying metrics over time. The extent to which the publisher assumes some 
level of joint responsibility for the quality of teaching in a given university, having 
published data that would be considered ‘material’ to a student’s choice of 
institution, may need clarification.   
 
We are also concerned to protect the international reputation of teaching quality in 
English universities and would like a clearer understanding of the implications of 
the intention to publish the results “in full”.  There is a risk that TEF will undermine 
the reputation of English universities rather than enhance it. 

As units of assessment get smaller issues of statistical significance and the 
robustness of metrics become more important.  Metrics should not be used if 
unreliable or if too much contextual information is required to interpret them.  The 
reputation of English universities is too precious to risk by focussing on small 
differences that are immaterial. 

Question 9: Do you agree with the proposed approach to incentives for the 
different types of provider?   



  

    

        ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

We are not sufficiently familiar with the AP Performance pool proposition to form a 
judgement.  We believe that there is an inflationary risk to average fee levels, with 
the potential for ‘for profit’ providers to move direct to a fee level of £9K in order to 
provide a greater return for shareholders rather than enhancing the student 
experience. 

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

        ☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

We are committed to delivering teaching excellence and welcome the focus on 
teaching quality, learning environment and student outcomes. We have an 
excellent track record of graduate retention/success, graduate employability, 
provision of work placements, professional accreditation and academics being 
awarded National Teaching Fellowships.  We also place great emphasis on offering 
students a wide range of extra-curricular activities to support their personal 
development. We believe that these activities help to develop aspects of 
leadership, entrepreneurship, teamwork and citizenship which can all be 
considered as part of a broader conceptualisation of learning gain.  We would 
welcome a focus on these aspects of enrichment that form part of our student 
experience but would strongly reject any simplistic formulaic approach to linking 
input and output qualifications.    

We see value in publishing average input academic attainment as this provides 
important information for prospective students about their potential peer group and 
the likely intellectual challenge associated with group work.   

We do not believe that there is sufficient common understanding of what is meant 
by ‘learning gain’ to offer a supportive view at this point. We understand that 
HEFCE has recently launched a three-year project to pilot and evaluate measures 
of learning gain and we will be monitoring this project with interest. 
 

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?  

        ☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 



  

    

We fully support the use of common metrics derived from national databases and 
supported by evidence from the provider as this approach: 

 minimises the administrative burden on institutions; 

 ensures that the data underpinning judgements is robust; 

 offers the opportunity for institutions to provide key contextual information (thereby 
recognising institutional autonomy and sector differentiation. 

In connection with use of national databases, we would flag that HESA, the Higher 
Education Statistics Agency, is consulting on the development of its data collection 
methodology.  Most universities are now reliant on their software houses to 
undertake the software development necessary to implement changes to HESA data 
returns.  In recent years, there have been examples of HESA being asked to 
respond to its statutory customers to very tight timescales which have been passed 
on to the institutions and their software houses.  We believe that there needs to be a 
better common understanding between statutory customers, HESA and institutions 
about realistic timescales for the implementation of changes if the sector is to 
maintain the rigorous data assurance referenced in the document.   

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?  

      ☐ Yes    ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

We would support the introduction of name blind applications for those making 
selection decisions, although, as noted in the Green Paper, there would need to be 
access at some level to candidates’ names within an HEI to enable operational 
functions of the admissions process to take place, e.g. inviting candidates to 
interview or following up on missing information. It is important to note that name-
blind admissions alone would not preclude assumptions about an applicant’s 
background being made from the information on an application form, e.g. from the 
language qualifications taken by an applicant or from cultural activities mentioned in 
a personal statement. For this reason, we would suggest that it should be a 
requirement for all staff involved in selecting students to receive training in 
conscious and unconscious bias. 

We would value the greater use of UCAS data to understand the barriers to 
participation of students from disadvantaged backgrounds and BME backgrounds. 
A better understanding of the factors influencing/constraining choice and success 
will be helpful to the sector and will provide richer contextual data against which to 
judge the access performance of individual institutions. Opening up UCAS datasets 
to greater interrogation would also allow greater awareness and understanding 
over the size of cohorts demonstrating protected characteristics whose academic 



  

    

attainment is at the level necessary to make competitive applications to selective 
courses and universities. This would assist universities in targeting their outreach 
interventions, and also inform the school and college sector and policy-makers over 
appropriate support to raise attainment. 

Our impression is that one of the greatest challenges and barriers to entry to 
institutions like the University of Bath, with its STEM-rich portfolio of programmes, 
is the sometimes inadequate guidance offered to students when they are selecting 
post-16 subjects at school or college.  Once they start thinking about applying to 
specific institutions, it is usually too late for them to amend their subject choices so 
they are inevitably left with restricted subject/institution options. Research on the 
age that candidates identify their direction for higher education indicates that 
specific awareness of STEM options tends to take place post-16.  If our 
impressions are correct, then the introduction of name blind applications is unlikely 
to have a significant impact on the outcome. 

In this domain, we aim to help inform prospective students by being clear in our 
prospectus (web-based and hard copy) about the ‘A’ level combination pre-
requisites required to succeed on our programmes and by undertaking outreach 
and aspiration-raising activities. 

We welcome the commitment in the Green Paper for BIS to continue to work 
closely with the Department for Education to ensure that young people and their 
parents have access to the right information and guidance when selecting their 
GCSE and ‘A’ level subjects.  We believe that intervention at this stage is likely to 
have greater impact than name blind applications. 

It is also worth highlighting the increasing propensity for students who fail to gain 
access to the institution of their choice to approach the media.  With the 
reputational risk associated with negative media coverage, institutions already need 
to be able to justify all of their selection decisions against consistently applied 
criteria.  Whilst name blind applications will not help defend the institutional 
judgements that need to be made at Confirmation,  positive engagement by the 
sector should go some way to reassuring the media that institutions are not making 
arbitrary, or discriminatory, judgements. Opening up awareness of the statistics that 
underpin applicant attainment will also help address media perceptions about the 
size and scale of the relevant cohorts who are able to apply successfully to 
selective courses. 

 

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

 ☐ Yes  ☒ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

An individual institution’s ability to attract applications from under-represented 
groups can be influenced by a variety of factors, many of which are beyond an 



  

    

institution’s capability to change.  The Green Paper itself highlights the fact that 
students from disadvantaged groups may be more price sensitive than other 
groups and, hence, benefit to a lesser degree than other groups from the 
introduction of TEF.  Earlier in our response, we have highlighted how this price 
sensitivity is likely to extend beyond the level of tuition fees to include other 
expenses such as cost of living and cost of transport.  Price sensitivity is obviously 
a factor for institutions located in cities where housing is in short supply and the 
cost of private rented accommodation is high.   In 12(a) above, we have highlighted 
how post-16 subject selection can limit subject/institution choice. For selective 
institutions with comparatively narrow discipline ranges focussed around STEM and 
language subjects this can have a disproportionate impact on the ability to attract 
students from disadvantaged groups. 

The initial guidance to institutions in developing their Access Agreements for 
2012/13 was to set stretching targets. This created aggregate sector targets that 
are impossible to achieve because the recruitment pools are insufficient to deliver 
the target population.  Whilst we support aspirational goals for widening 
participation, we would need considerable reassurance about the contextual 
information that OfS would draw upon to: (1) determine that institutions were failing 
to make progress; and, (2) establish realistic targets for individual institutions. 
Allowing the targets to be established by individual universities, with scrutiny and 
challenge by the Office for Students, much as the current relationship with OFFA, 
would enable the very specific nuances dictated by geographical location, regional 
economic circumstances, and degree subject mix and specialism to be factored 
into the outcomes   

If progress is not considered in an appropriate context, there is a danger that 
institutions will be driven to recruit students who are poorly-equipped to 
successfully complete programmes in order to meet unrealistic targets.  
Alternatively, institutions may target their outreach activities more specifically at 
individuals deemed to be most likely to apply to them.  There is a risk in this 
scenario that the overall impact of the outreach effort is reduced whilst the specific 
‘feeder pipelines’ for individual institutions are increased.  

We do not believe that it will serve the interests of students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to give power to the Office for Students to set targets from a position 
so far removed from the local point of delivery.  In our view, this would carry the risk 
of exchanging differentiated retention and attainment rates for differentiated 
participation rates.  Admitting students who are poorly equipped to successfully 
complete programmes of study would inevitably have negative impacts on their 
confidence and career aspirations. 

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

There have been substantial benefits in recent years from having some stability 
around OFFA targets. There are no quick fixes to resolve access issues, and 
therefore any future arrangements need to operate over a timescale that allows the 
impact of activity and interventions in schools (particularly the sustained contact 
programmes that run over several years with specific cohorts of students) to have 
impact, typically 5-10 years.  



  

    

Some of the most successful activity has been where higher education has 
collaborated with third sector educational charities, e.g. Teach First, Into University, 
and Generating Genius. There is a value in looking at how these programmes and 
interventions could be supported, and scaled up, as at present there has been a 
focus on London and other metropolitan areas. Recognition that rural and coastal 
communities are facing challenges around social mobility and access to HE means 
that initiatives of these kinds would be of great value. 

The creation of the National Outreach Networks by HEFCE are beginning to have 
an impact, building upon the activity of Aim Higher. The limited timescale of HEFCE 
funding (16 months) is impacting upon the nature and scope of activity that they are 
able to initiate. Any signal that there may be an extension to the funding available 
to support the Networks would be welcome. 

A focus on Access and admission to higher education alone limits the value of 
social mobility initiatives. We are aware at Bath of the value of providing 
placements to our students as a means to support onward progression and social 
mobility, but in certain disciplines (particularly non-STEM) opportunities for paid 
placements are very challenging to secure. Opportunity to support alumni and 
donor funding tied to providing either paid placements or the support funding to 
fund internships opportunities would have a significant value. At present students 
from under-represented groups are often reluctant to commit to placement years as 
they know their family would be in no position to financially support an unpaid or 
low-paid internship.  Our own Department of Development and Alumni Relations 
has raised circa £2m in each of the last three years for scholarships, many of which 
support the WP agenda.  We see philanthropy as a key partner to our Access/WP 
agenda, enhancing opportunities for as many students as possible. 

Question 13:  

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

As mentioned in our response to 12(a), we see significant benefit to the sector in 
achieving a better understanding of the barriers to participation and success.  The 
Government and the sector are committing considerable resource to access 
activities and additional data would be useful in determining what sort of 
interventions result in the best return on investment.  If the greatest impact is 
achieved by strengthening the advice available to young people when they select 
GCSEs and ‘A’ levels then a national framework would be more effective in 
ensuring that pupils in all schools and colleges benefit than the ‘patchwork’ 
approach of engagements that universities have with their schools/colleges 
networks.  With increasing pressure on funding, it would be prudent to target 
resources where they have greatest impact. 

The inability of UCAS to provide information on applicant progression to the HEAT 
(Higher Education Application Tracker) system funded by HEFCE significantly limits 
the value of this system to support access and contextual admissions decisions. 
Addressing this weakness in the current arrangements would improve access by 
better informing decisions. 



  

    

 

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

It is common practice in the sector to allow institutions to check data being passed 
to third parties and provide commentary as appropriate.  Depending on the nature 
and extent of the additional data being used to inform decision and policy making 
there could be additional administrative burden associated with data checking. 

The introduction of a new name blind applications system, supported by UCAS, is 
likely to require some commitment of resource by institutions in training support and 
in amending their current processes. 

 

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?   

  ☐ 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. 

We do not believe that we have sufficient engagement with the current 
arrangements and their perceived weaknesses to comment on the proposed single 
route.  Our concern would be to ensure that the reputation of Higher Education in 
England is not damaged by reducing the entry requirements for alternative 
providers and that the nature of the student population recruited by the alternative 
providers does not disproportionately increase the RAB charge, thereby potentially 
reducing the resource available in the longer term to the students applying to 
established providers.  We have also been unable to ascertain what controls are 
proposed to cover risks associated with the change of ‘ownership’ of ‘for profit’ 
providers. 

Question 15: 

a) Do you agree with the proposed risk-based approach to eligibility for 
degree awarding powers (DAPs) and university title?  

    ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

We do not believe that we have the necessary understanding of the skills and 
expertise within the proposed OfS to assess how rigorous the proposed risk-based 
approach would be in practice. Given how recently the current scheme for 



  

    

alternative providers was introduced, it is hard to imagine that there is a large 
recruitment pool from which to recruit the officers that could make informed risk-
based judgements.  Our concern would be to ensure that the reputation of Higher 
Education in England is not damaged by the fast-track route to the award of 
university title. 

We believe that the differential risks of organisations that are not regulated by the 
Charity Commission and Privy Council need to be considered. The mission and 
ownership of ‘for profit’ organisations can change rapidly.  The regulatory response 
to this risk needs to be developed and deployed appropriately. 

 

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

We would like to see some more detailed exposition of how these options might 
work.  There are clearly challenges of timescale associated with any option that 
requires legislation.  It is of paramount importance that the value of an English 
degree is not undermined. 

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

      ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

We believe that the Green Paper has set out an ambitious programme of change 
for the sector.  In transitioning to any new framework the key sector organisations 
and HE providers need to have sufficient project management capacity to deliver 
change without impacting the excellence of the student experience in the short term 
or compromising the rigour of existing quality assurance arrangements.  The 
immediate actions proposed to speed up the entry of alternative providers could 
doubtless be delivered without risk if all other aspects of sector regulation remained 
stable.  However, we would be concerned that the relevant bodies might have 
insufficient capacity over such short timeframes to oversee these steps in a 
rigorous manner whilst engaging with the broader transformation programme they 
will be asked to implement.  

The Green Paper outlines concerns about the willingness of partners with DAPs to 
validate the provision of alternative providers.  The proposal that validating partners 
will take a more ”hands on” role in ensuring quality of alternative providers is likely 
to make them more reluctant. 

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  ☐ 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.  

The intended scope of the contingency arrangements being proposed is unclear so 
we are unable to evaluate the implications. A requirement for providers to have 
“contingency arrangements in place” would create a financial and administrative 
burden far in excess of a high level statement of an institution’s “approach and 
commitments” in the event of course or campus closure.  It is difficult to see how 
institutions could enter into meaningful collaborative or bilateral agreements until 
there was clarity about the numbers of affected students, their current knowledge 
and skills levels, and their aspirations. It seems unlikely that any single institution 
would have the capacity to absorb an entire cohort of continuing students, both in 
terms of the burden on its physical infrastructure and on its existing academic staff 
establishment, so the work of finding new providers is likely to be quite intensive 
and onerous.   

When the University of Exeter closed its Chemistry provision some years ago, it 
liaised with HEFCE and the Universities of Bath and Bristol so that students had 
the choice of finishing their studies at Bath or Bristol.  The University of Bath 
increased its staff establishment to support these additional students and HEFCE 
provided assurance that the University would be able to continue to recruit to this 
larger cohort size.  This shows that the traditional sector does recognise its 
obligations to continuing students and is earnest in its intent to ensure continuity of 
their studies.  However, it has also given us direct experience of the resource 
involved in planning and implementing such transitions effectively. 

Clearly the costs associated with arranging an insurance policy, bond, reserve fund 
or Escrow account to provide reassurance that financial recompense would be 
affordable in the event of course or campus closure would be dependent on the 
terms and conditions imposed by the new Government requirement.  
Consequently, it is difficult to assess whether the overall ‘cost’ associated with 
package of proposals in the Green Paper will exceed the additional income 
associated with attainment of higher level TEF or will just divert existing resources 
away from the delivery of quality teaching.  

A truly risk-based system may be capable of addressing these concerns. 

Simplifying the higher education architecture (Part C) 

Question 18: 

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

☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer.   



  

    

We welcome the proposal to establish an HE regulator whose remit is focussed on 
promoting the student interest.  We also welcome the aim of creating an ‘open, 
market-based and affordable system, with more competition and innovation’. 
Universities have public accountability duties (statutory data returns, FOI 
responses, KIS and HEFCE returns), duties associated with their charitable status 
(publication of a Public Benefit Statement), and duties under consumer legislation 
(cancellation rights, publication of accurate and accessible information and effective 
handling of complaints).  Some rationalisation of the HE system architecture might 
help to address some of the tensions arising from the increasingly inconsistent 
nature of these various duties. However, there is a conceptual challenge in 
developing an architecture for the HE sector that both protects the interests of the 
students and promotes competition between providers.  There is also a risk of 
divorcing the national oversight of the sector’s teaching and research functions to 
the extent that the resourcing of, and burdens placed upon, institutions undermine 
the quality of both.  With the proposed title of ‘Office for Students’, it would be easy 
for the new body to neglect aspects of the wider range of public benefit, social and 
economic, currently offered by universities.  

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

 ☐ Fully  ☒ Partially   ☐ Not at all 

c) If you agree, which functions should the OfS be able to contract out? 
 
We agree that OfS should have the power to contract out its functions so long as 
coherence of communication with institutions and streamlining of processes can 
be assured.  OfS should retain overall responsibility for its remit and should 
ensure that the interests of students are protected. The success of this approach 
would be largely dependent on the transparency and accountability of the OfS’ 
own governance structure. 
 
We would support arrangements such as exist with QAA currently but would not 
want to see a plethora of additional organisations established, all of which would 
require some interfacing resource to be deployed institutionally. 

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  ☒ Disagree   ☐ Not sure 

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

☒ Agree  ☐ Disagree   ☐ Not sure 



  

    

Please give reasons for your answer, 

The maintenance of physical and intellectual capacity in universities requires long 
term investment, particularly to maintain the specialist teaching laboratories 
required by STEM provision. Some of our undergraduates register for 5-year 
undergraduate Masters programmes and deserve to feel confident that the funding 
levels available to support their studies will be maintained for the duration. Long 
term investment implies a degree of certainty around funding streams. We believe 
that a permanent staff establishment in OfS would be better placed to understand 
how to translate BIS priorities into teaching grant algorithms without undermining 
the capacity that has been built up in universities and on which the sector’s current 
international reputation is based.   

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

      ☒ 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. 

Universities are already required to participate in QAA institutional reviews, make 
statutory returns, and, if wishing to charge fees above £6,000 per annum, produce 
Access Agreements.  The extent to which the new framework truly represents a 
light touch approach will depend on the nature of the TEF and the additional 
administrative burdens associated with any new metrics that are introduced, as well 
as the scope of the new contingency arrangements requirement.   

We are assuming that the TEF process will obviate the need for the QAA 
institutional review once it matures, particularly as the intention (articulated in 
Chapter 1, Para 35) appears to be to develop a system which uses “the same 
metrics and indicators where possible”. 

We look forward to seeing the more detailed information on the TEF due to be 
published in the technical consultation and to learning more about the new 
contingency arrangements.  If these activities are light touch and replace existing 
activities to which institutions currently devote resource, then we will be reassured 
that the single regulatory framework will deliver a reduced burden for high quality, 
well-established, low risk universities. 

Whilst supporting a single, transparent and light touch regulatory framework, we do 
envisage that there will be some challenges in developing a framework that both 
protects the interests of the students and facilitates competition between providers.   

The duty to protect institutional autonomy and academic freedom needs to be 
supported by specific requirements.  These are currently specified in the Further 
and Higher Education Act (1992). 



  

    

Question 20: What steps could be taken to increase the transparency of 
student unions and strengthen unions’ accountability to their student 
members? 
 
In responding to this question, we would like to highlight the clear distinction that 
should be drawn between the NUS and the numerous University-related students’ 
unions.  We acknowledge that there may be a case for increasing the transparency 
of the NUS and possibly some institutional students’ unions but we would like to 
highlight the University of Bath’s Students’ Union as an exemplar of good practice 
in terms of transparency, accountability and effectiveness. 

Our Students’ Union sabbaticals are all elected by the student body. The Students’ 
Union plays a key role in training student representatives so they can effectively 
represent the views of their peers in key meetings and committees.  Each year the 
Students’ Union publishes a list of its top ten priorities, informed by surveys of 
student opinion and other student feedback. The sabbatical officers make an 
annual presentation to Council, our governing body, and our senior management 
team on the top ten priorities, and makes a report on progress against these 
priorities to the student body. Furthermore, the membership of Students’ Union 
Trustee Board provides a balance of experience and external perspective, and 
receives reports from the sabbatical officers and SU management team at each 
meeting. 

We are very confident that our Students’ Union takes very seriously its 
accountability to the whole student body.  We believe that the success of its 
approach is evidenced in the positive feedback from the wider student body in the 
National Student Survey. It is also one of only four Students’ Unions to achieve a 
Gold SUEI Award (Students' Union Evaluation Initiative). The 2014/15 SU officers 
won 'Officer Team of the Year' and the SU also won 'Internationalised Students 
Union of the Year'. Our Students’ Union is committed to continuous improvement, 
through enhanced communications, governance and organisational structure.  It is 
currently participating in the NUS’s Quality Students’ Union framework, an 
externally validated framework which will help to evidence the transparency and 
accountability of the leadership of the Students’ Union. 

Question 23 of the National Student Survey provides a further vehicle by which 
Students’ Unions are held accountability to their membership as the national data 
on student satisfaction with their SU is in the public domain. A wider range of 
questions on SUs, as proposed by HEFCE, would enhance this further. 

 

Question 21: 

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

      ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/news/article/suei/3207/#Bath
http://www.nusawards.org.uk/officer-team-award/university-of-bath-students-union/


  

    

As indicated in our previous answers, we are very supportive of the proposals to 
promote the interests of students and teaching excellence and to provide better 
information for students.  However, we are still unclear about the implications of 
some of the proposals and how the transformation project will be resourced in 
parallel with implementing some of the immediate actions that are flagged. 

As previously stated, there is a conceptual challenge in developing a regulatory 
organisation that both protects the interests of the students and promotes 
competition between providers.  There is also a risk of divorcing the national 
oversight of the sector’s teaching and research functions to the extent that the 
resourcing of, and burdens placed upon, institutions undermine the quality of both. 
Given the breadth of beneficial social and economic impacts provided by 
universities, we would wish to ensure balanced representation on the OfS 
governing body so that all of these aspects are given due consideration. 

We believe that the exercise of all powers must have due regard to the costs and 
benefits involved, both financial and reputational. We also believe that the OfS 
should, as HEFCE currently has, have the power to advise ministers and 
Parliament of any issues that it considers material. 
 

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

    ☐ Yes  ☐ No   ☒ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer. 

We note the proposal that the OfS will have the power to charge a subscription fee 
in return for registering providers.  It is not currently clear to us how much of this fee 
would be offset by not having to pay fees to other organisations that might be 
subsumed within the OfS, e.g. QAA.  The determination of whether, on balance, 
any additional fee income associated with attainment of a higher TEF level will be 
available to enhance teaching quality will have to factor in the level of this new 
subscription charge. We would be very concerned if we were left in a position of 
having to explain to students that they were paying higher fees to cover the 
additional costs of the OfS, TEF and contingency arrangements. 
 
We are unclear as to which bodies would have independent call upon the new OfS 
under the proposed subscription model. 

Question 22:  

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

         ☒ Yes  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer.  



  

    

Given our earlier concerns about the approach proposed to accelerating entry of 
alternative providers, it would seem prudent to introduce new powers to manage 
risk in the event that errors are made. 

b) What safeguards for providers should be considered to limit the use of 
such powers? 
 
We believe that there should be clear, sector-endorsed criteria against which 
decisions can be made. The OfS should have governance oversight of 
interventions.  The annual report should provide assurances on the use of this 
power alongside a statistical analysis. 

Question 23: Do you agree with the proposed deregulatory measures?   

        ☐ 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. 

We believe that the proposed measures could enable universities to be more 
flexible and agile in responding to the changing global market in which they now 
operate.  We would also welcome the cost saving associated with removing HEIs 
from the scope of the Freedom of Information Act. However, we do not believe that 
it is prudent to transfer responsibility from the Privy Council to OfS when we are, as 
yet, unclear about the independent governance of the OfS and about the breadth of 
its remit.  Transferring responsibility to the OfS for the broad range of activities 
encompassed in autonomous university missions would not be appropriate were 
the OfS to have too narrow a teaching focus and too low a risk threshold. 
 
Transferring oversight from the Privy Council to the OfS, if agreed, should be 
matched by similar OfS oversight of other HE providers, including alternative 
providers and FECs, to ensure a level playing field. 

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? 

We welcome the commitment in the Green Paper to maintaining the dual support 
system for research that has served the UK so well and the announcement in the 
Comprehensive Spending Review that the Science budget will be protected. We 
firmly believe that excellent teaching needs the stimulation of an excellent research 
environment.  This is the best way to ensure that our graduates have the skills 
necessary to become the leaders and innovators of the future.   

Our concern is that we are finding it difficult to get a comprehensive view of the 
intended research landscape with the number of parallel initiatives/announcements, 
including the Green Paper, Nurse Review, Science and Innovation audit and the 
major projects announced in the Comprehensive Spending Review.  Moreover, we 



  

    

are concerned that the proposed changes to the institutional framework for higher 
education will disadvantage English universities if the Devolved Administrations opt 
out of TEF enabling Welsh and Scottish universities to pursue their own institutional 
priorities.   

Question 25: 

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

We would support the proposal that each funding stream should be kept separate, 
with QR funding continuing to be allocated on a widely understood formula basis.  
Decisions relating to the relative merits of specific research grant proposals should 
be overseen by panels of academics eminent in their respective fields. 
 
The single organisation should be overseen by an appropriate governance 
arrangement that reports annually to Parliament. 

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  ☐ No   ☐ Not sure 

Please give reasons for your answer 

We believe that the dual funding system as it currently operates has been a major 
factor in the UK’s strong research profile and we would not wish to jeopardise its 
future success. 

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? 

We see the benefits of the REF as reputational and financial at both the institutional 
and sector levels. The REF has had a significant impact on the UK’s reputation for 
research excellence and we are aware that it has been explored as a model by 
other countries seeking to introduce research assessment systems of their own.  
Our own international visitors frequently ask about the operation of the REF.  
Consequently, strong REF performances can enhance our ability to secure 
strategic international partnerships with world leading universities. 
 
Financially, the REF provides a robust basis on which to distribute QR funding 
across the sector.  QR funding provides us with the resourcing to support early 
career researchers, pursue new lines of research, and invest in intellectual 
capacity. QR funding is vital in maintaining institutional independence over the 
pursuit of new knowledge and fostering the sort of exciting, agile research 
environment within which discovery and innovation can flourish.  
 
Institutionally, the REF provides comparative performance information which can 
be used to inform the development of research priorities and strategies. 



  

    

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

HEFCE has been diligent in seeking approaches that would reduce the REF 
burden on institutions.  We have contributed to the discussions on REF metrics and 
have no new suggestions to propose at this time as we share the view that the 
metrics currently available are not sufficiently robust to substitute for the existing 
peer review approach. 

It is unclear to us how one could regulate against the use of consultants whilst 
maintaining institutional autonomy.  We have not employed consultants in the 
preparation of our REF returns and have not felt that we have disadvantaged 
ourselves by retaining the drafting of submissions in-house.    

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

Whilst some disciplines recognise metrics, particularly citations and research 
income, as a reasonable proxy for research excellence, it is clear that the data 
currently available is inadequate in many fields of research.  We would welcome 
initiatives that improve the data infrastructure underpinning research information 
but do not feel that we are currently sufficiently close as a sector to placing the sort 
of credibility on metrics that would be required to rely more heavily on them in 
research assessments.  

 

Do you have any other comments that might aid the consultation process as 
a whole? 

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?  

☒Yes      ☐ No 
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