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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.)
	Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme
A non-government HE sector based body for promoting fair admissions and good practice in UK HE.


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? 
 

	Method 1.
A method most closely aligned to the current methodology for publicly-funded providers would be more consistent, comparable and transparent. In this respect, the high grade policy and option to opt-out for small, specialist institutions should be included within Method 1 to maximise the comparable treatment and opportunities to expand for both provider groups. 
The proposals within method 2 had been previously discussed and dismissed for publicly-funded providers on grounds including: 
· difficulty in predicting numbers within admissions; 
· increased year-on-year volatility; 
· greater risks of unfair treatment of certain applicant groups. 
In particular concerning this final point, control based on final numbers actually accessing public funding would exempt students willing and able to pay fees privately up-front, potentially gaining them an unfair advantage over those without such financial means and runs counter to BIS policy. Furthermore, it could lead to unfair decision-making practice over the terms of admission, should an institution identify the risk of over-recruitment late in the cycle and seek to reduce control numbers by putting pressure on eligible accepted applicants not to claim public funding. SPA therefore believes it would be inappropriate to implement method 2. 
It is important to note that there is limited availability or clarity of information for applicants on the eligibility of courses/providers in either course publicity materials (on providers’ own sites and on UCAS) or in offers of admission. Any method that improves simplicity for applicants and enhances comparability between courses would be an advantage and reduce negative impact on applicant choice, so SPA supports these efforts.
The timing of implementation, however, is critical. The admissions cycle for entry in 2013/14 academic year is well underway (the deadline for equal consideration through UCAS was 15 January) and the majority of prospective students will already have applied and been made offers of places well before conclusions from this consultation can be drawn and HEFCE implement control numbers for either model. SPA would strongly recommend HEFCE survey the alternative providers listed in table A.2 (Number of full-time students accessing student support at alternative providers in academic year 2011/12)  to ascertain how many offers will have been made for 2013 entry before any final decision is made on an implementation date. Should offers to eligible applicants significantly exceed planned control numbers then this may indicate too high a risk of over-recruitment or unfair treatment of applicants for a 2013 implementation date. 
A 2014 date would allow alternative providers: 
· more time to align their recruitment and admissions activity appropriately, update information materials and embed good practice in managing number controls; 
· to use 2013 entry for collecting entry grades data to inform planned exemption/control numbers for 2014, aiding the smooth introduction of the high grades policy the following year; 
· more time for understanding, training and testing of HESA return requirements before any real impact is felt. 
However, should an assessment of existing offer volumes suggest the risk for 2013 implementation is acceptable, the high grades policy may still be viable if sufficient flexibility and tolerance can be built into calculations for the first year. Although some alternative providers may not be able to accurately predict the number of ABB+ students they would admit for 2013 entry, a thorough review of their entry requirements (which will be influenced by market forces) against student numbers should provide a strong indicator of the extent of the liability HEFCE would be undertaking. 
For example, Greenwich School of Management has the highest number of full-time students accessing student support of any of the providers in table A.2 (2,400 students in 2011/12). However, their standard entry requirements for most courses in 2013 are 280 UCAS Tariff points (equivalent to BBC) or PPP in BTEC, well below the ABB threshold. They are unlikely to have high exposure to SNC-exempt applicants and so any data return in 2013 is likely to be highly accurate. A small percentage could therefore be factored in to predict potential variability.
Alternatively, IFS School of Finance’s courses have entry requirements ranging from 300-340 points (BBB-AAB), so would likely need a high percentage of variability to accommodate fluctuations around the ABB threshold (though with only 40 students in table A.2, actual risk for new students would still be low). It is likely that, even with significant unpredictability over final exempt new students for 2013, total numbers over predictions would still be low. However, more predictive modelling should be undertaken before deciding whether or not to proceed.
SPA would be willing to work with HEFCE on providing good practice advice and support to alternative providers in adjusting to number control changes for either 2013 or 2014. 
      


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)?
	Applicants are not necessarily aware of, nor necessarily differentiate between, the ways in which providers are funded when conducting their initial research on suitable centres of study. 
KIS is intended to improve student choice by providing more information with which to compare options, but will be limited if its coverage is not complete. It is therefore in both the applicants’ interests and in the providers’ interests to have KIS data available for all courses, so that informed choices and good matches between student and provider can be made. 
However, it does constitute a significant data-collection challenge and alternative providers may be capable of meeting such demands at different speeds. It may therefore be more appropriate to facilitate an opt-in over a number of years, so that providers can take advantage of marketing their courses with this information as they are able to.  
Over time, the inclusion of alternative providers within HESA data will aid the collection of more comprehensive student information, not only benefitting HEFCE’s control over student numbers, but also a more complete picture of HE participation.

SPA would also recommend BIS consider what other information beneficial to improving transparency for applicants should become mandatory. There are still instances where fee and financial support information is not clearly available to applicants for some alternative providers, either on the UCAS website or their own websites. In particular, anything that may mislead an applicant on the amount of public funding available for fees should be addressed.




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?  
	Not at this time. SPA supports consistency in student number control methods and any adoption and continuation for alternative providers should mirror ongoing developments for publicly-funded providers.  


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’? 

	For consistency, SPA suggests BIS considers HEFCE’s approach toward publicly-funded providers with small numbers of HE students (e.g. FE colleges with very small HE numbers). Under current SNC allocation guidelines, institutions anticipating to recruit fewer than 25 students are not eligible.

It is difficult to accurately predict from table A.2 how many alternative providers would fall below a 25 new students’ threshold. Care would be needed over any newly-created courses and providers with plans for rapid expansion of UK/EU numbers. 
One potential option would be to invite alternative providers with fewer than 25 new students to count them under their existing partner, validating provider, much like franchise agreements small, publicly-funded providers enter into. Small increases to the validating provider’s existing SNC could be given to accommodate the extra numbers. The validating partner would then help manage the alternative provider’s growth, potentially even giving additional numbers from their own allocation, and helping with data management requirements and KIS provision.

The alternative provider could take advantage of freely-recruiting SNC-exempt category (ABB+ for 2013/14) as another avenue for growth. Crucially, this would all be managed and accounted for within HEFCE’s overall budgetary control. Further discussion with the providers in question would be needed before any such measure could be approved, as the nature of a franchise agreement between partners is far more involved and may not be appropriate. It also wouldn’t address any providers with a validating partner outside England. Such considerations would require considerable time and would definitely rule out implementation in 2013. 



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?
	SPA is concerned about the apparent unfairness and disproportionate impact of SNC changes on some groups and has commented on this within responses to HEFCE consultations on teaching funding and student number controls (available on the SPA website - www.spa.ac.uk/information/consultationresponse). As previously mentioned, we feel method 2, if adopted, would increase the likelihood applicants from low income groups, less likely to be able to pay fees up-front, would have their application considered differently to those funded independently.

However, the potential for a more complete data set of HE student participation, including data on protected characteristics, would be a benefit and allow greater understanding of mobility across different types of provider. 



Question 7 
Do you have any other comments on the proposals within this consultation document? 

	SPA’s good practice guidance is freely available to all UK HE providers and the principles of fair admissions apply to all types of applicant. SPA promotes these values irrespective of the way in which a provider is funded. 
We have already engaged very positively with a number of alternative providers through our events, enquiries and provider visits and believe there is strong commitment to uphold good practice values and support applicants. We will continue this support and hope to proactively guide providers’ good practice in implementing whatever measures are adopted.




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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� 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.





