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January 2013

Summary
Regent’s College is one of the larger alternative providers of degree programmes in the UK.  In this paper we seek to provide some background information to position our perspective to this consultation. We have also sought to provide answers to the specific questions that have been asked.

The key elements of our response are:

· It is clear that Government must maintain control of the public liability that is incurred through the continuation of the Student Loan Company (SLC).  This means that it must cap the maximum funds available through the SLC and hence some balance of the number of students who can be supported and the level of funding those individual students can receive.
· The clear implication of this is that the alternative provider sector, which currently has unlimited access to student numbers drawing down funds from the SLC must be brought within the overall student number and funding control.
· We accept that the full range of options for managing number control most effectively may not be available at this time since they may require primary legislation for their enactment.  Nonetheless we would wish to make some suggestions for future consideration.
· The most equitable solution would be to establish a national limit to the number of students permitted access to support and then to distribute this number equitably between state funded and suitably qualified alternative providers.  This could be achieved through an algorithm based on a set of criteria including: institutional size, growth factors, portfolio mix, retention, student outcomes, and appropriate graduate employability.
· The total institutional allocation of numbers should be restricted to those holding degree-awarding powers and should include numbers on courses at other institutions.  The numbers on validated courses at such institutions should be ring fenced to prevent the validator arbitrarily altering the balance of numbers to its own institutional benefit.
· A proportion of the numbers should be retained to facilitate new start up and growth.
· While the numbers of those at each institution who can receive student support should be limited, the cap should be removed from numbers per se to permit institutions to accept more paying students if they have demand.  This would enable successful institutions to meet demand by charging fees to off quota students.
· Alternative providers can elect which of their courses would benefit from designation and on which a specified number of their students may receive SLC support.  This option should be extended to the state funded sector.
· The value of per capita support available should be the same for students at state funded or alternative providers.  In addition, alternative providers with degree awarding powers should be treated equally to the state funded sector in terms of unlimited access to ABB students. They should also be allowed to be part of the core-margin allocations in place.
· The value of available loans should be based on credits studied rather than elapsed time.  This would encourage accelerated two-year degree programmes where this is appropriate.
· Consideration should be given to support for postgraduate students at both state funded and alternative providers.
· All non-HEFCE funded institutions receiving numbers for access to the SLC should either be under the oversight of the Charity Commission or be required to provide an OFFA approved ‘access agreement’.
· Although the maximum support per student available from the SLC should be capped, the cap on fee levels should be removed to create genuine diversity in the sector.  Access would be managed by the institutions themselves through their OFFA agreements.
· All institutions receiving allocations of supportable students should submit data to HESA for all designated courses and to participate in KIS, the NSS and the Destination of Leavers in Higher Education survey.
· All institutions delivering HE, whether receiving student numbers or not should meet required benchmark quality standards monitored by the QAA.

We would be happy to provide additional information on any of our suggestions and to enter into further discussion.




Introduction
Regent’s College is the largest, private, not for profit, degree focussed, Higher Education (HE) provider in the United Kingdom.  Regent’s holds its own Taught Degree Awarding Powers (TDAP) and hopes to gain full University title in the near future.  It would thereby become a Higher Education Institution (HEI).

Regent’s offers degree programmes at levels 6, 7 and 8 with approximately 65% at level 6.  Many of the undergraduate programmes are designated programmes under the current regulations.  It has a highly international focus. It maintains partnerships with more than 120 leading institutions around the world for study abroad, student and staff exchange and collaborative research.  Regent’s offers instruction in ten economically important languages and cultures.  More than 30% of students are required to acquire an additional language and to study abroad in that language for two semesters during their undergraduate programmes.

The College has a current student body of approximately 4,000 of whom c.50% come from the UK/EU, 10% from the United States and the remainder from more than 130 countries, with no high numbers from any specific country. 

Regent’s has c.1,300 UK/EU students on designated undergraduate programmes who are eligible for fee loan contributions from the SLC of £6,000 per annum.  Approximately 400 UK students would also be eligible for maintenance awards.  Annex A shows that only 90 students (7% of those eligible) apply for fee funding.  This is around 2% of the total student population.

The College values its institutional independence and the right to control its own fees and student numbers in order to create a truly exceptional learning experience for its students.  Current undergraduate tuition fees are c. £14,000 per annum.  While Regent’s has an obligation to maintain a satisfactory reserve position for future sustainability and development, the vast majority of revenue is dedicated to improve teaching, learning and educational resources.  As a charity, the College also recognises and is fully committed to its obligations for access and public benefit.  Among a variety of outreach operations, the institution offers bursaries to qualified students who may otherwise be unable to participate in its programmes due to financial disadvantage.  Regent’s was shortlisted for the THE ‘Widening Participation Award’ in 2012.

The College is able to maintain a first class, genuine, student staff ratio of less than 15:1.  It provides an average of 20 contact hours per week with small groups which are culturally and socially diverse.  It secures work placements and mentoring for its students.  For those seeking employment, this results in employability, in genuinely related graduate roles, of greater than 96%, within six months at initial starting salaries which, on average, comfortably exceed the median. 

It is this that makes Regent’s a positive anomaly in the sector.  While applications are in decline on average, those at Regent’s have increased by more than 20% during the last twelve months.

Regent’s teaches ten economically important languages and cultures blended within the subjects studied.  Through its international activities, with a network of more than one hundred and twenty global partner institutions, the demographic of its students and the low percentage of eligible students calling on SLC funding, the College makes a strong, positive, contribution to the UK economy, which is calculated at greater than £150 million per year and strengthens the reputation of UKHE in a global context.


Government Objectives:
The executive and trustee board of Regent’s fully support the central objectives of the development of the HE system as stated by the government.  

These include:

· Reducing the barriers, which may artificially restrict the growth of alternative provision and over time creating a more level playing field of regulation between providers (para 1). 
· Encourage an increasing diverse group of alternative providers (para 1)
· Maintaining control of financial exposure as the balance of public investment in HE shifts from grants to loans (para 2.1.1)
· Ensuring widening access and social mobility by motivating all eligible students to gain university experience
· Maintain quality standards and the global perception of UKHE

While we recognise the benefits of ‘minimising bureaucracy’ (para 1) we have concerns that oversimplification of processes may result in unintended consequences which are antithetical to desired outcomes.

We also believe that, although they may be implicit or currently excluded from the consultation, a number of issues need to be considered, most importantly, specifically, for alternative providers.  This will enable the UK to avoid the problems that have been experienced in other countries with high levels of alternative provision with access to state funding, including the United States (United States Senate, Health, Education, Education, Labor and pensions committee, ‘For Profit Higher Education: The Failure to Safeguard the Federal Investment and Ensure Student Success’ July 30th 2012).

We note that some issues are not to be addressed at this time (para 11).  However, we would suggest that a more elegant, effective and long lasting result might be gained by a more comprehensive review.

The most important of these are:

· Value for money
· Widening access
· Strengthening quality oversight
· Fee and student number caps
· Expediting the introduction of equity of treatment for all qualified HE providers.

Value for Money:
The chief executive of the Higher Education Funding Council for England has questioned whether money flowing through the SLC "is public or private money".  The National Audit Office (NAO) will review this issue during 2013 and this will then be considered by the Public Accounts Committee (PAC).  

However, no matter which accounting treatment is agreed, the public purse will continue to underwrite the short fall in loan repayments into the future and therefore real value for money should be considered when granting access to the SLC.   

This should include a consideration of outcomes such as: retention, qualifications and employability. While this falls under the oversight of the HEFCE for state funded institutions, it does not appear to be a major driver in determining student numbers and hence SLC access.  

As the sector becomes increasingly diverse, a set of metrics should be established which would apply to all institutions, state funded or alternative, which would be part of the determination of numbers of students at each institution who can have access to SLC funds.


Widening access
State funded institutions are required to submit and then receive approval for an access agreement from the ‘Office For Fair Access’ (OFFA).   Alternative providers who are charities have obligations to public benefit under the charities act 2006 that is overseen by the Charity Commission.  A large proportion of this is normally expected to be in the provision of scholarships and bursaries to provide access to financially disadvantaged students who might not otherwise be able to participate in the institution’s programmes. 

It is argued here that the ‘for profit’ HE sector providers whose students on designated programmes receive access to the SLC should also be contributing to widening access in proportion to the numbers of designated places that they receive.


Strengthening quality oversight
Regent’s applauds the strengthened educational oversight requirements for gaining Highly Trusted Status (HTS) from the UK Borders Agency (UKBA) in order to sponsor visas for students under Tier 4.  If properly applied this should provide greater assurance that visas are only offered to genuine students who intend to complete specific studies in the UK.

However, quality assurance should not be focussed solely on those institutions that wish to recruit international students.  We note and support that it is the intention for there to be a further review with the QAA to develop the detail of a proportionate quality assurance review process, which will be a requirement of designation for student support for courses at all alternative providers, in addition to the requirement that their provision must be validated by a UK awarding body if they do not have degree-awarding powers themselves (para 1.3.9).

However, we would further propose that all providers of UK HE programmes, whether offering designated programmes or not, should be required to gain a rating of quality confidence through an appropriate review by the QAA.


Expediting the introduction of equity of treatment for all qualified HE providers.
Regent’s welcomes the intention to create a more level playing field of regulation between similar providers (para 1).   Further, we recognize that there must be accommodation to provide real equality of opportunity between state funded and alternative providers.

Firstly, we recognise that there must be a limit to public purse liability from the SLC.  If this is expressed as a maximum number of new students with opportunity to benefit from support each year, this figure should be equitably distributed between all providers, state funded and alternative, based on a series of metrics related to:

· Institutional size
· Portfolio mix
· Retention
· Student outcomes
· Appropriate graduate employability

It is suggested that the total institutional allocation of numbers should be restricted to those holding degree-awarding powers and should include numbers on courses at other institutions that offer programmes that they validate.  However, to avoid some of the difficulties some alternative providers have experienced, the numbers on validated courses at non-TDAP holding providers should be ring fenced to prevent the validator arbitrarily altering the balance of numbers to its own institutional benefit.


Secondly, there is no clear justification why there should be a different level of fee accessibility between students at state funded and alternative institutions.  The same figure capped at £9,000, relevant to the specific programme fee level, or whatever lower maximum figure may be deemed to be appropriate, should be used for all HE providers who have been awarded numbers on designated programmes.

Thirdly, a current benefit for alternative providers is that they can set both the fee level and the student numbers recruited.  This allows alternative providers to offer a wider range of HE experiences, often with different outcomes and long-term graduate premiums, and to be responsive fully to the market place.

State funded institutions are not limited on fees or numbers for international students.  In order to take advantage of the opportunities that exist for expanding student numbers and revenue in the UK/EU market, state funded institutions are being forced to adopt alternative strategies by establishing wholly owned private subsidiaries.  This is an unwarranted and unnecessary administrative and governance burden which neither improves the brand of UKHE nor assists control of the public purse.

Provided that SLC exposure can be limited by other means, it is inequitable that UK/HE students should be denied the opportunity to pay the relevant fees and if suitable qualified, attend the institution of their choice, as they can in the schools sector, which relieves an element of the funding burden.  This would provide a genuine market place in HE and provide additional income to the sector.

We suggest that the cap should be taken off both student numbers and the fees that individuals can charge.  Control would established by:

· Limiting the number of funded places to be awarded to each institution
· Capping the fee level available at an equitable level for all institutions
· Strengthening the requirements of access plans to improve further access and social mobility.
Formal Response

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.)

	Regent’s College is an alternative provider that has been awarded Taught Degree Awarding Powers.  It has applied for University title and will be considered by the HEFCE board for recommendations to BIS on the award of title on 31st January 2013.  The College has a current student body of approximately 4,000 of whom c.50% come from the UK/EU.  Approximately 1,300 UK/EU students are studying on designated undergraduate programmes.  Of these only 7% apply for support from the SLC.  This institutional response is being co-ordinated by Prof. Aldwyn Cooper, Principal and CEO, Regent’s College.



[bookmark: _Toc222902185][bookmark: _Toc287009290]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? 
 
	The College does not believe that any methodology that may limit total maximum student numbers of UK/HE students on programmes offered by alternative providers is advisable. This would be counterproductive, would restrain trade and would potentially be damaging to the economy.  We also believe that state funded institutions should be permitted to take additional ‘off quota’ numbers. 

However, it is understood that controls must be introduced because other options would require primary legislative change.

If number control is to be introduced, Regent’s preference is for Option One based on numbers of eligible students enrolled on designated programmes.  Economic changes in the marketplace and the needs of students to apply for fee or maintenance support may increase. 
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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 (if student numbers are large enough to permit this)?

	[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]There should be a requirement for all providers to submit data to HESA for all designated courses and to participate in KIS, the NSS and the Destination of Leavers in Higher Education survey.


[bookmark: _Toc222902187][bookmark: _Toc287009292]
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?  
	We would propose that student numbers per se should not be regulated but that a maximum number of students who can claim support from the SLC limit should be placed on each institution.  The total maximum number, whatever that may be, should be set to reduce the burden on the public purse.  The number should be divided equitable between institutions based on:

· Institutional size
· Portfolio mix
· Retention
· Student outcomes
· Appropriate graduate employability

We would also wish to propose that alternative providers should have the same unlimited access to the SLC for students meeting the ABB or whatever standard may be agreed in the future.  Alternative providers should also be able to participate in core and margin allocations.

A process needs to be set down clearly which allocates a proportion of the total national student numbers to enable the development of new providers and which would permit existing alternative providers to grow their core numbers across time as appropriate to metrics to be specified.
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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’? 

	It would be simpler to have a universal system.  As noted above, we do not believe that there should be limitations on student numbers but on numbers entitled to access SLC support.  However, it is probably necessary to minimise the administration of controls for very small providers.  It is suggested that very small providers should be defined as those where there are fewer than 50 eligible students or fewer than 10% of the student population whichever is the higher.  



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?

	[bookmark: _Toc222902189][bookmark: _Toc287009294]The OFFA and the required ‘access agreements’ currently required of state funded institutions should ensure full compliance with all equalities obligations.  For this reason, among others, we believe that all institutions offering designated courses which provide some level of access to student support should be required to either be under the oversight of OFFA or the Charity commission.

The need for alternative providers to decide, for commercial reasons, that some programmes should not be designated may make the provision of access support more problematic for those programmes.




Question 7 
Do you have any other comments on the proposals within this consultation document? 
	While the consultation is welcome, the probable expansion of alternative provision requires a comprehensive review that would consider a wider variety of issues than those specifically addressed.

We also believe that the introduction of controls for September 2013 is impractical.  The consultation is taking place too late in the annual recruitment cycle.  Institutions have already made offers for students for autumn entry in 2013 on the basis of the existing system.   Introduction for September 2014 would be more appropriate with early attention given to a review of designated programmes.

Regent’s does not offer and does not intend to offer, accelerated two-year degree programmes.  However, if the government wishes to encourage such programmes, the value of loans which can be provided should be based on credits studied up to a maximum of 360 in a two-year period for a normal undergraduate programme rather than elapsed time.  Alternative regulation should be determined for programmes that require additional study, in particular professional awards.

Further, whether achieved by annexing a portion of the existing loan company funding or through other means, consideration should be given to the support of postgraduate students to strengthen access and enhance innovation and entrepreneurism.





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

X|_| Yes

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? 
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