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Applying Student Number Controls to Alternative Providers with Designated Courses. Response form 

There is no obligation to use this form when responding, but doing so will make your responses easier to analyse. There is no obligation to answer all questions. We look further to receiving your feedback.

The Department may, in accordance with the Code of Practice on Access to Government Information, make available, on public request, individual responses.
The closing date for this consultation is 23 January 2013
Please return completed forms to:

Simon Batchelor,
Higher Education Directorate

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills

2 St Pauls Place,

125 Norfolk Street,

Sheffield S1 2FJ

Telephone:
0114 207 5015
Email:
HE.consultation@bis.gsi.gov.uk 
Question 1

Name of organisation (or name of person if the response is a personal response and is not submitted on behalf of an organisation)?
What type of organisation is it? (e.g. Alternative Provider, HEI, FEC, Regulatory Body etc.)
	Northern College of Acupuncture
Alternative provider


Question 2 

Do you have a preference for Method 1 (control based on eligible students) or Method 2 (control based on students accessing funding)? If so, why is this? 
 

	We have a slight preference for Method 1 which appears to be easier for us to control and clearer for applicants – once we have offered places to eligible students up to the numbers limit we can be clear with further applicants that they will not be able to apply for student support. 
Our experience is that, at least in the current economic climate, nearly all eligible students do access funding so it does not seem that there would be a great difference for us between the two methods.

Either method is potentially problematic for a small provider because of its inflexibility. With small student numbers there are inevitably substantial statistical fluctuations in numbers from year to year. To set an absolute limit for a small provider based on one year’s numbers is almost certainly a statistical nonsense.
It needs to be made clear that the numbers limit would be a limit to numbers of students able to apply for student support. Providers should be able to offer places to students beyond this limit but on the understanding that student support would not be available to them. This is made clear in the consultation document in 2.1.1 which refers to limits on numbers of publicly-supported students. However, this is not clearly stated in other sections such as 2.2.1. 

Clearly, as the consultation document recognises, there is a need to allow for some expansion of numbers for successful providers as time goes on. Without this these proposals will inhibit rather than encourage the growth of provision by alternative providers.

Clearly with either method there is a problem for new providers applying for the first time for designation of courses. In the current economic climate courses which are not designated will substantially under-recruit compared with those that are designated, so it would be unreasonable to base a numbers limit on numbers recruited when not designated. It is important to design a system which does not inhibit small scale new start-ups, with the innovation and dynamism they often bring. If data from earlier than 2012/13 were to be used to determine the numbers limit, this issue about newly designated courses would affect us directly.


Question 3 
What is your view on submission of data to HESA? Do you think designated courses at alternative providers should participate in the Key Information Set and therefore complete the National Student Survey and Destination of Leavers in Higher Education survey (if student numbers are large enough to permit this)?
	The human resource, technological resource and cost implications of this for us as a small provider are extremely worrying. 
We can see the value of the NSS and the DLHE but we would find the bureaucracy and extra cost very difficult to sustain.

We would also point out that courses such as ours, which are vocational as well as academic, lead most of our students into self-employment. Most are mature students undertaking a career change. This is a process of gradual transition for many so the DLHE may not be very helpful – information on employment and income two years after graduating would be more informative than information immediately after graduating.


Question 4 
Are there any other methods for controlling student numbers on designated courses at alternative providers that you would recommend instead of Method 1 or Method 2?  
	For small providers it would be very helpful to be able to transfer under-recruited numbers from one year to raise the numbers limit for the next year, or perhaps to be able to average numbers over a rolling four or five year period. This would help to iron out the inevitable statistical fluctuations which go with small numbers.


Question 5 
Do you agree that there should be an exemption from student number controls for alternative providers with small numbers of students accessing student support? If so, do you have suggestions as to how the Department should define ‘very small’? 

	Yes, we strongly agree. The administrative and cost burdens for small providers are substantial and militate against the government’s desire to encourage innovation in HE provision. We are particularly concerned about the impact on small providers of the requirement to undertake a further quality assurance process, in addition to the quality assurance processes we already undertake for our validating University and our accrediting professional bodies, and by the requirements to submit annual quality assurance information and possibly annual HESA data. 
The statistically inevitable fluctuations in numbers at small providers from year to year are a further reason to exempt these providers from these controls. 
Our suggestion is that an institution with fewer than 200 students accessing or eligible for student support be defined as “very small”.


Question 6 
Equality considerations: Do you think that the proposals for applying student number controls will have any equality implications (e.g. positive, negative, or neutral) for people with protected characteristics (as set out in the Equality Act 2010), or people from low income groups?
  What impacts might there be and do you have any evidence of possible impacts?
	Our experience clearly shows that availability of student support is important in enabling access by people with protected characteristics and/or low incomes. However, we do not have any evidence that applying student number controls would impact on these people either way.


Question 7 
Do you have any other comments on the proposals within this consultation document? 
	We are concerned by the proposals for external quality assurance. In our case each of our courses is validated by our partner University (which is itself quality assured by the QAA, of course) and each of our courses is also quality assured via accreditation by one of three different professional bodies. The bureaucratic and financial burden of these processes on a small provider is already substantial.
Our undergraduate course is accredited by the British Acupuncture Accreditation Board on behalf of the British Acupuncture Council. Both bodies are well known and highly regarded for their high standards, not least by the Department of Health. The government recently decided that statutory regulation of acupuncture was not necessary, largely because of the high standards already maintained by these existing bodies. 

A simple way of avoiding the bureaucratic burden of yet another quality assurance process would be to recognise the integrity and value of the systems already in place. One possibility is to adopt a policy that any course which is both validated by a University and accredited by a professional body is already sufficiently quality assured. However, this begs the question of what constitutes “a professional body”. A good solution to this would be to recognise the accreditation process of any professional body registered with the new Professional Standards Authority (previously the Council for Healthcare Regulatory Excellence) as constituting adequate quality assurance for the purpose of student support. A similar rule could apply to accreditation by any professional body which is statutorily regulated by the Health and Care Professions Council, General Osteopathic Council, General Chiropractic Council, or any other statutory body.
Allowing QA by a range of different bodies would also help to keep costs down. If the power to give QA approval is given to only one or two bodies you are effectively creating a monopoly and the bodies concerned can choose to charge almost whatever they like, given that QA approval will be critical to the survival of providers. This phenomenon is already evident in the ridiculous charges made for QAA Educational Oversight for the purpose of registration with the UKBA for overseas students visas.
Please note that we were not contacted by yourselves about this consultation (despite being listed in Table A.2), despite the fact that we were contacted some time ago by Student Finance England who asked us for (and received from us) contact details so that we could be informed of consultations such as this. We only learned of this consultation through a brief mention in Times HE. It is possible that other alternative providers have also not been contacted directly – a low response rate could be indicative of this.



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    

 FORMCHECKBOX 
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� Section 149(1) of the Equality Act 2010 imposes a duty on Ministers to have due regard to three specified equality matters when exercising their functions. These are: a) eliminating discrimination, harassment, victimisation and any other conduct that is prohibited by the Act; b) advancing equality of opportunity  between people who share a relevant protected characteristic and people who do not share it; and c) fostering good relations between people who share a relevant protected characteristic and people who do not share it. The Equality Duty covers the following protected characteristics: age, disability, gender, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief and sexual orientation. The duty to have due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination also covers marriage and civil partnerships.





