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January 2013

This response is made by The College of Estate Management (CEM) as an Alternative Provider as defined in the consultation document. CEM is an independent charitable higher education organisation based on the campus at the University of Reading. It presently offers solely distance taught programmes of study for the real estate and construction sectors and gained Taught Degree Awarding Powers (TDAP) with effect from 1st January 2013. The sub-degree, undergraduate and postgraduate courses offered by CEM are all recognised by one or more of the national and international professional bodies. 
CEM courses commence and finish throughout the year with few common start dates. The portfolio includes six BSc courses all validated by the University of Reading and all  designated for student loan purposes. CEM receives no government funding and CEM does not recruit to its degrees through UCAS as the majority of students are already in employment before commencing their studies. As the uptake of study is highly dependent upon the global economic cycles for real estate and construction the total annual recruitment varies with demand and is not predictable. 
The average undergraduate student headcount over the last 3 years was 450 new students. Of the December 2012 intake of 390 students 62 applied for student loans and currently 33 have had their applications accepted. Students are recruited from across the world and of the last undergraduate intake approximately 30% of students were located outside the UK. As a provider of undergraduate studies CEM welcomes the opportunity for its part-time distance learners to be eligible to apply for £4500 student loans. However, as an organisation that was formed over 90 years ago to offer opportunity to all eligible students we have severe reservations in respect of any potential cap on its ability to recruit new students. 
RESPONSES TO THE CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
These are summarised after the following comments.

COMMENTS ON SPECIFIC PARAGRAPHS
Introduction
2

CEM is broadly supportive of the aims for reforming the system of designation so long as it results in a clear, equitable and effective set of arrangements that improve student protection and minimise bureaucracy,
11

CEM notes the exclusion of alternative providers from the requirements of the Director for Fair Access which we are keen to see continued. We highlight that while CEM is not constrained by recruitment limits and can make open offers to students there is no conflict between who is offered and who is not. Each is treated equally but the potential exists for such conflict to arise should number controls be imposed in the future.


12/13

CEM fully supports the introduction of regulatory oversight in respect of quality; dispute resolution; information exchange; fair access; and financial sustainability. We consider these to be principles that are commensurate with good practices that meet student expectations and needs. 
However, we are not supportive of tuition charge caps or other mechanisms designed purely to control public expenditure if these adversely affect our ability to respond in a timely manner to market demands.

CEM considers membership of the Office of the Independent Adjudicator as an important safeguard within higher education. Resulting from TDAP we will be joining the scheme voluntarily from 2013/14 but would not object if it were a requirement for all Alternative Providers.

Similarly CEM supports the provision of information for prospective as well as new and continuing students. However, we do have significant concerns regarding the provision of Key Information Sets as not all of the data required to be provided is relevant to distance learning students and as a result gives only a skewed and partial picture. With the proposed development of KIS in 2013/14 to show institutions by location this will result in a further imbalance in the provision of information for distance learning students who are not affected by the location of the institution. Consequently we do not currently intend to supply KIS data and will make our own data available on our website - but we are keeping this decision under review.
Overview of the new designation system

1.2.2-1.2.3
CEM agrees with the principles underpinning the proposed reforms and the aims for consistency across the sector. We support the intention for the framework and criteria to be applied proportionately but do have concerns that the framework developed may not reflect the nature and characteristics of specialist distance teaching organisations such as CEM.  We are keen to engage in further dialogue as the framework and criteria are developed.


1.3.3

We are unclear how the proposed financial sustainability, management and governance (FSMG) criteria will apply to institutions that have TDAP. The consultation generally appears to be predicated on two grouping – the conventional HEFCE funded HEIs that are fully regulated and the alternative providers that are largely unregulated. We consider CEM sits between these groups as we are an alternative provider but our TDAP means we are subject to increased oversight and regulation to comply with. We urge that greater consideration is given to us and other similar institutions as the policy is developed.


1.3.4-1.3.6
CEM would be content to provide all the information scheduled, however, we would highlight that any specific information required must be appropriately worded for distance learning providers and students, as well as for mainstream institutions.

1.3.7

CEM is concerned by the proposal in respect of agents. We fully support the need for accountability and at all times CEM acts transparently. Any arrangement we make with overseas individuals or organisations is for them to promote us as an institution and to facilitate introductions. Each student then applies direct to us and, once accepted, their fees are also paid direct to us at the same rate and in the same way as any UK student. We pay an agreed sum of money for the administration, marketing and promotion undertaken on our behalf. We do not consider that this commercial arrangement impacts on the integrity of the process and consequently we do not see any necessity to disclose this to our students.

1.3.9-1.3.10
CEM is fully supportive of ensuring that provision meets minimum standards. We would be content to provide all the information scheduled except in respect of course delivery times. We consider that the items illustrated refer to face to face provision and do not fully reflect distance learning. 

1.2.12

Having only recently completed a QAA audit and assessment for TDAP we do not anticipate a further review. We are concerned, however, that as an alternative provider with TDAP we are not subject to two or more separate review processes in the future. We urge that the arrangements for Alternative Providers with TDAP are considered separately to those for standard HEIs and other Alternative Providers.


1.3.13-15
CEM fully supports the proposal to ensure that only bona-fide courses are eligible for designation. 

1.4.1-1.4.4
CEM has concerns about the apparent complexity in how the new system will operate. We are content that HEFCE should provide the lead but there seems to be inordinate fragmentation between all the parties involved – BIS, QAA, HEFCE, and SLC. Our concern is that this may lead to unnecessary expense which the Alternative Providers will have to bear. Consequently we urge that a more integrated and streamlined system is devised that keeps its operations simple and low cost.
Consultation on the application of student number controls

2.1.1-2.1.4
CEM recognises the need for good budgetary management of the loans system and we very much welcome the extension of student loans to part-time distance learning students. We also appreciate that without the receipt of teaching grants there is no mechanism to control the numbers of students recruited by Alternative Providers who become eligible for student loans. 
Despite our general support for the reforms we must express serious doubts over the proposals in respect of number controls. The argument presented is that capping the total number of students is necessary to limit the demands on the exchequer, however, as described, the reforms do not appear to take two important aspects into account that are critical to many Alternative Providers:
1. Income: Alternative Providers, including not-for-profits such as CEM, are mostly run as if they were commercial organisations for whom recruitment signifies income and survival. They do not have the luxury of state funded grants to prop up their operations. In the case of CEM, recruitment and income is cyclical and dependent on activity in the real estate and construction sectors which will vary from year to year. Consequently sound budgetary and reserves management is required to ensure that the ‘fat’ years balance and offset the ‘lean’ ones. Imposing a cap on student number that is only adjusted on an annual basis will cause institutions such as CEM potential harm and may put some smaller providers out of business. This does not appear to be the purpose of the reform which is directed at managing the loan system but is potentially an unintended consequence.
2. Demand: This is critical to Alternative Providers as without it they have no students and no income. As a result they set their fees at a level that the market will tolerate. This is in marked contrast to HEIs in the grant supported sectors. Although the new graduate contribution system introduces an element of market thinking into the system, the reforms proposed still seem to be predicated on a fixed level of fee and thus loan support. It is ironic that the intention seems to be to bring the Alternative Providers into line with the established sector at the same time as the established HEIs are being urged to adopt a more market oriented and competitive position.
We will comment on the specific alternatives presented in the consultation but we strongly recommend that these aspects are fully considered before final decisions are made.

2.2.1

CEM is gratified to see from the assumptions set out that we will be excluded from the number controls in the first instance as we have only part-time distance learning students at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels
. We consider this is important as capping is contrary to our Charter which is to provide access to all eligible students.
We consider that if a cap on numbers is imposed that the single limit per provider is more sensible than applying this per course. However, as a principle and for the income and demand reasons set out above, we are fervently not in favour of capping numbers at all.

We note that it will be possible to offer courses as non-designated, however, we consider that, were this to apply to CEM, this would not be feasible as our degrees are offered within a programme. To make distinctions would be seen by students as disadvantaging those for whom loan support could not be sought.  
Despite CEM’s exclusion from the reformed system as outlined, we are very concerned by the statement that ‘part-time undergraduate students could come under student number controls in future years, subject to Ministerial decisions’. CEM is a charity but has to be commercially oriented and its business planning extends well into the future. The possibility that a cap on recruitment may be imposed at some unanticipated date is not acceptable. We strongly recommend that a firm commitment to exclude part-time students from capping is given and that alternative means for limiting the financial burden are found.
2.2.2-2.2.4
CEM does not support a scheme based on a count of eligible students. The flaw in Method 1 is its assumption that prediction of student numbers is possible with any degree of accuracy. Not all Alternative Providers recruit undergraduates through UCAS, and as stressed above recruitment numbers can be affected by changes in the economic cycle. 
In our view, a system based around HESES will not work for Alternative Providers as this asks for predictions at least 10 months in advance which will be highly inaccurate. In the case of CEM our students are older and start study with us after gaining employment
. Consequently it would be impossible for us to predict in advance what our enrolment might be in contrast to HEIs that take school leavers and have the advantage of UCAS data. For providers such as CEM that recruit students from employment rather than prepare them for employment there is little relevance in linking government funding to employability.
We are also concerned that this method sets student limits by making greater reference to enrolments in previous years than to the prevailing economic conditions. Particularly for vocationally oriented providers, such as CEM, this would be highly damaging for the income and demand reasons described earlier. In periods of growth in demand any cap would severely constrain provision whereas in periods of decline the cap would not be fulfilled.
In respect of the timing of data, CEM has courses starting and finishing all year round. Consequently the data that we would be able to provide would be subject to change depending on the month chosen for its collection.

2.2.5-2.2.6
CEM finds a scheme based on access to student support funds more acceptable but believes that Method 2 has deficiencies that could be improved upon. Clarity is required as the proposal appears to advocate a retrospective calculation of student numbers based on the previous year’s recruitment. As with Method 1 our view is that using historical data to set limits within our sector would disadvantage us in respect of satisfying income and demand needs. We are also concerned that adjustments may be made throughout the year which has the potential for moving the goal posts.
Extending the eligibility of loans to CEM students is welcome and we would support a process whereby this was extended to postgraduate students. Indeed we are supportive of enabling students from all sectors to access loans if this encourages further study and investment in human capital. However, we believe that the equation around which the scheme has been engineered should be reframed. 
The total burden on the exchequer results from a simple calculation of the total number of students in the system and the amount that each can borrow. As proposed it is the number of students that must be controlled to stay within budget. In our view, again for reasons of income and demand, we believe that it should be the amount that can be borrowed that should be controlled. The amount available to borrow ought to be the total budget available divided by the anticipated annual recruitment of all new students.
In expressing this view we take account of the relatively small number of full-time undergraduate students at Alternative Providers compared with the number at HEIs. We are concerned that a complex system is being introduced to solve a relatively small problem. 
In this regard we also have concerns over the  dichotomy that exists between the amount full-time students from Alternative Providers can borrow compared with those at HEIs (£6000 v £9000); and the further dichotomy between full-time and part-time students at Alternative Providers (£6000 v £4500). We do not believe that it is fair and reasonable for these differences to exist. We urge that a system based on annual study credit points is adopted that makes no distinction between the type of provider. This would be a more equitable system that is simpler and cheaper to operate.

2.2.7-2.2.11
CEM does not agree that Alternative Providers should be required to make returns to HESA and urges that this should remain optional. We are not of the view that the data collected by HESA sufficiently reflects the interests of the older part-time distance learning student. Consequently we are not convinced that the benefits set out in the proposal would justify the costs of collection or the cost of subscription for either ourselves or other Alternative Providers. We have concerns that different institutions making different returns are inequitable and may be counterproductive. Our recommendation, therefore, is that this section of the proposal be redrafted to reflect the entire student population entering the system from all providers. 

2.2.14

CEM fully supports the statement that Alternative Providers must be ‘capable of responding dynamically to changes in student demand’. Further we would promote the need for this to be extended to include the need to respond to the demands of employers, professions and the economy. This is the position that CEM advocates in our responses to this consultation and we are of the firm belief that it should be the market that decides student numbers and not some arbitrary system based on best guesswork. 

2.2.15

CEM is pleased to note that decisions on future mechanisms for number controls have yet to be made and we trust that our views will be incorporated into future statements. We will be pleased to participate in any further dialogue that may take place.
2.3.1-2.3.2
CEM appreciates that complying with designation may be onerous on smaller institutions; however, defining small or very small is a challenge. In our view this could be defined by reference to student number or the monetary value of SLC take up. We consider that appropriate thresholds might be set for institutions with less than 100 eligible students or requiring a commitment for less than £1million in student support loans.

We do, however, have a genuine concern that the overall system outlined in the consultation document appears to be fragmented whereas we believe one simple-to-operate system that is common to all should be implemented. This would obviate the need to make any distinction between organisations of any size and we urge that the structure of the system is critically reviewed. 

2.4.2

CEM strongly disagrees that over-recruitment must be disincentivised. The argument has been made earlier that many Alternative Providers are driven by income and demand. Penalising them for being too successful is contrary to the market philosophy that underpins the Government’s overall HE reforms. Imposing fines is likely to have a counter-intuitive effect that forces providers out of a system designed to benefit the student. We stress the very important role that Alternative Providers play in the widening of participation in higher education and strongly urge that this aspect of the policy is completely rethought. 
RESPONSE TO THE CONSULTATION QUESTIONS

 Question 1 - Name of organisation 

	The College of Estate Management

Alternative Provider: Independent, Charitable, Not-for-Profit Higher Education Provider with Taught Degree Awarding Powers (gained 1 January 2013).


Question 2 - Preference for Method 1 or Method 2 for controlling student numbers
	CEM does not support a scheme based on a count of eligible students. CEM finds a scheme based on access to student support funds more acceptable but believes that Method 2 has deficiencies that could be improved upon.


Question 3 – HESA submission and KIS/ NSS / DLHE participation
	CEM does not agree that Alternative Providers should be required to make returns to HESA and urges that this should remain optional. We further do not agree that Alternative Providers should be required to participate in KIS, NSS or DLHE until a more equitable and relevant set of information to be provided is devised.


Question 4 – Recommendation of alternative methods for controlling student numbers 

	For reasons of income and demand, CEM recommends that it should be the amount that can be borrowed that should be controlled calculated as the total budget available divided by the anticipated annual recruitment of all new students from all providers. A weighting geared to annual credit points should be included in the final calculation.


Question 5 - Student number controls for alternative providers with small numbers 

	There should be no distinction between organisations of any size and one simple-to-operate system that is common to all should be implemented. 


Question 6 - Equality considerations for people with protected characteristics or from low income groups?
  

	No individual should be treated differently for purposes of tuition loan support. Specific characteristics that may disadvantage should be considered separate to the standard arrangements. Similarly individuals on low incomes should be considered through the income support system.


Question 7 - Any other comments on the proposals 

	1. We believe the proposal has some serious deficiencies and does not fully reflect the circumstances of Alternative Providers in respect of their commercial imperatives. 
2. We believe the proposal fails to reflect the nature of distance education from either the provider or student perspective.
3. We believe that the circumstances of those Alternative Providers with TDAP have been overlooked in drawing up the proposal.


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

 FORMCHECKBOX 

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? 

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 Yes    

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 No
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�Capping is also contrary to our reason for being ie to provide access to all eligible students


�Is it worth mentioning that given our students are effectively already in employment the concern about linking government funding to employability is not so relevant to CEM





1

