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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.)
	Study UK Association Ltd (Study UK) is a membership organisation and the national representative body for quality-assured independent providers of further and higher education. Our around 100 members comprise independent higher education institutions, further education colleges, specialist providers, sixth form colleges, and providers of study abroad and international foundation year programmes. Currently around 30 members offer higher education courses that are either already designated or would be eligible for designation for student support, and this number continues to grow. 


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 discussed this question with our members, who individually would find advantages and disadvantages to each method according to their current position. The key, longer-term priority of Study UK, however, is to see a level playing field established between Alternative Providers (APs) and traditional Higher Education Institutions in such a way as to have the greatest positive impact on student choice, cost control and innovation in the sector. Our preference is therefore for Method 1 which, through its similarities to the system operated in the HEFCE-funded sector, will take us further in this direction and provide a firmer foundation from which to explore deeper integration of APs within the funding pool for Higher Education. 
We are also concerned that the adoption of Method 2, relying as it does upon historical access data, would reflect too great a focus on already-designated Alternative Providers. Some Study UK members have achieved great success in providing valuable educational opportunities to home students, including many from less advantaged backgrounds. There remain, however, other high-quality independent providers which have long attracted self-funding students from the UK and overseas, but which have not yet explored the potential of Government-backed financial support to assist in widening access to their courses. It is from within the independent sector that the universities of the future will spring up, but only the committed support of Government will allow them to flourish as academically vibrant, autonomous institutions accessible to able students from all walks of life. 

One of Study UK’s priorities is to encourage and facilitate these new entrants to the market as they will be key to achieving the three principal aims in diversifying the HE sector, namely: 
· increasing the variety and quality of courses available to students and empowering them to make an informed, personal choice;
· using the greater competition for funded students as leverage to put downward pressure on tuition fees and drive efficiency savings;

· supporting and driving innovation in curriculum, delivery and elsewhere, so as to better respond to the needs of students and industry.
In the event, however, that either method is adopted, it is of paramount importance that the Government provides for a substantial, controlled growth of the AP sector. Being still very much in its infancy, it will require a period of incubation in order that it might fully achieve its potential to assist with the three principal aims set out above. Providing the conditions necessary for this growth will require the ring-fencing for APs of an increasing proportion of the funds available for student support across the higher education sector. We estimate that APs currently account for less than 2% of the funding pool for eligible students. Raising awareness of the designation policy amongst potential new entrants, as well as improving and expanding the information on APs which is available to prospective students, should result in a modest increase in this figure. Further growth, with all the anticipated benefits in student choice and driving efficiency, will then need to be supported with a protected allocation for the AP sector, with stepwise annual increases built in. An indicative rate of protected growth could be as follows:
· Year one: 3% of the student support pool allocated to the AP sector

· Year two: 4% of the student support pool allocated to the AP sector

· Year three: 5% of the student support pool allocated to the AP sector

Naturally any stepwise growth would apply to the AP sector as a whole, but allow for individual providers, new entrants in particular, to grow at a faster rate in order to establish themselves within the sector. Beyond this initial ‘incubation’ period APs might be in a strong enough position to embrace existing and new mechanisms for competing against HEFCE-funded HEIs for student number allocations, such as:

· Participation in the core and margin system with access to the protected pool available to providers charging up to £7,500 per annum
· Introduction of a new, additional protected pool accessible to all providers that charge up to £6,000 per annum

· Access to the unrestricted pool of students who achieve at least ABB at A level or equivalent.

	


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)?
	Our ambition for the expanded role of APs within the UK higher education sector centres on the objective of expanding student choice. In order for students to make an informed choice, the availability of data about APs must be improved, and so Study UK would support the increased engagement of APs with HESA in providing this data, so as to allow for participation in the Key Information Set. 
HESA requirements for data submission from traditional HEIs, however, go far beyond what most APs are used to providing, and so care must be taken to minimise the administrative burden of this engagement as far as possible, and to provide sufficient support to providers as part of the transition to new requirements. Study UK would welcome the opportunity to work with HESA in developing an appropriate method of data submission that takes account of these concerns while still providing sufficient data to allow students to make an informed choice.


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?  
	No. We recommend Method 1, subject to the conditions set out above. We would however welcome further discussions with BIS to explore the details of this method and how a strategy for growth will be accommodated within it.


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. There should be a threshold of 100 students accessing student support, below which providers would be exempt from number controls and associated HEFCE and HESA submission requirements. This threshold would allow new entrants to gauge the appeal of their courses to UK and EU students before committing significant resources towards entering this market. It will also allow very small providers, including a number of very high-quality specialist institutions, to widen access to their courses amongst less financially independent home students without incurring the significant additional costs that might otherwise serve as a disincentive.


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?
	The growth of student support available within the AP sector is essential in allowing the widest possible choice of courses and institutions by people from low income groups, who cannot currently benefit from many of the innovative and highly specialist courses offered.


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

Changes of such significance must be introduced on a realistic timetable that allows providers and students to make informed decisions and adjustments to their plans. Any attempt to implement student number controls for the 2013-14 academic year would be misguided and detrimental to both providers and students. There needs to be careful consideration of a number of issues within these proposals: designing an effective mechanism for number controls; agreeing and adopting a suitable strategy for the growth of the AP sector; an effective communications and education campaign aimed at potential new entrants to the sector; exploring with HEFCE and HESA the detail of schemes for the provision and publication of data, and giving providers time to develop their internal systems accordingly. Clearly it is not possible at this late mid-cycle point in the year to reach satisfactory conclusions on all of these issues in time for implementation in 2013-14.
Self-funding students

It is essential that an application for courses to be designated for student support does not affect an Alternative Provider’s ability to continue to recruit self-funding students, from the UK, EU and overseas. It is important to note, however, that growth amongst Alternative Providers cannot come through self-funding students alone, hence a growth strategy for take-up of AP courses by funded students must be developed along the lines described above in Question 2.
Sanctions

Any financial sanctions levied for over-recruitment etc. must be calculated on a cost-to-taxpayer rather than punitive basis, and sanctions for over-recruitment should not include the removal of designation from courses. This is of particular importance in the initial period following implementation, as there will inevitably be teething problems and a process of adjustment as providers work to calibrate their estimates of the likely demand for different courses. There will be a natural period of experimentation which should be encouraged rather than penalised.
Additional costs

While there will inevitably be cost implications in the additional administrative overheads required by the student number control system, there must be a commitment to keeping any supplementary costs to a minimum. In particular, any additional subscription required to agencies such as HESA should not impose a proportionally greater burden on APs than on traditional HEIs. 
Quality assurance

We are very alert to the danger that, with the expansion of any public funding streams (and with greater prominence and broader awareness of such streams), ‘entrepreneurs’ and indeed criminals might attempt to exploit them. This eventuality poses a significant risk both to the public purse and also to Alternative Providers who would unfairly lose out in any contraction of the policy in response to abuse. Study UK would therefore welcome the opportunity to work closely with BIS to develop appropriate safeguards for preventing such a scenario. We are aware that particular risk has previously been identified in the provision of HNDs, and so would like to work jointly with BIS and Edexcel to further strengthen quality assurance and monitoring procedures in this area. It is important that HNDs remain accessible, since they are both highly valuable qualifications in their own right and an important step in many of the flexible pathways towards a final degree award, for students who either are not able to commit to the time and cost of a full degree programme straight away, or simply prefer to make progress up the academic levels in stages. Teaching towards HNDs can also provide an important route to market for high-quality new providers which are still developing their own courses and/or their relationships with validating partner universities.


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
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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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� 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.





