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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.)
	Andrew Cave, Operations Director, on behalf of Regents Theological College, West Malvern Road, West Malvern, Worcestershire WR14 4AY
Type of Organisation – Alternative provider – approx 100 students registered for student loans


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? 
 

	Our preference very definitely is for Option 2 – (control based on student numbers accessing funding)
Reasons: (1) It is more accurate, and fairer to base the cap on those students actually using public money. Under option 1, the proportion of eligible students actually accessing funds would vary year by year. (2) Crucially, option 2 requires much less additional data to be provided. Smaller colleges such as ourselves have limited resources to produce complex data and submission of data to HESA would provide no tangible benefits for us. (3) We always ask students accepting a place how they will pay for their course so can always accurately tell how many will be taking up student loans. Therefore the perceived limitation of option 2 is a red herring. (4) Option 2 would appear to be significantly less onerous and more cost effective to administer for a smaller college.



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)?
	Absolutely not. I understand that this is a complex survey to complete requiring considerable time investment and possibly additional staffing resources. For a smaller college such as ourselves, this simply adds an additional layer of cost and administration. Our student numbers are not sufficiently statistically significant to make the exercise of benefit to us and we would never use HESA figures to market our College as their relevance would be extremely limited to us.


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?  
	Yes – it is highly noticeable that there are a very small number of large providers (around 5 or 6) which account for 50% of the funding pot and it is clear from the figures supplied that the significant growth in the cost of provision in a short space of time is not due to the growth of the sector as a whole, but in the recent introduction and growth of a small number of large providers.
It would therefore seem logical to implement a student numbers control system be it option 1 or 2 or something else for the largest providers, and effectively treat them as “mini universities”. It could be argued that colleges with over 1000 students are effectively a university anyway, but the cost to the taxpayer of these largest colleges is more than the others  combined. It would make sense to either exclude other colleges altogether or introduce a much simpler system for all but the largest providers who consume the largest slice of the funding.


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 – very much so – please see comments above. However I would argue that all but the largest colleges should be considered “small” not just those who register 10 or 15 qualifying students. In the context of higher education and the numbers involved, it could be argued that any college registering less than 500 students should be considered as small. Colleges up to this size would only be accountable for 3% of the current overall spend. Our own College shows as having 100 students registered and as such is in the upper quartile – 22nd largest of the providers. However I would want to strongly argue that we are a very small college operating in a niche field. Our income and resources are extremely tight, and the imposition of increasingly tight controls and requirements adds additional barriers rather than removing barriers to the growth of our business. I would argue that the rate of growth of a college of our size would have a very limited impact on the public purse as opposed to colleges with 500 to 1000 students or more, and whose business model and resources is a world away from ours.


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?
	In our case, it is fair to say that a relatively high proportion of our students would be from lower income groups, due to the nature of the markets we target. Therefore by definition, placing a cap on student numbers may restrict us serving those markets. Applying option 2 will take out of the cap students from wealthier backgrounds who may pay for higher education themselves anyway and ensure that the full cap can be used for students who really need and want to access the funding




Question 7 
Do you have any other comments on the proposals within this consultation document? 
	Yes. – There are a number of concerns with these proposals where, so far there is a lack of clarity as to the process or there appears to be a desire to restrict us, this despite paragraph 1 of the introduction line 4 which states the aim to “reduce the barriers which may artificially restrict the growth of alternative provision”. The document then proceeds to set out a set of principles and processes which appear designed to do the opposite!
(1) We already undergo intensive and robust quality inspection and supervision from our validating university. Many of the quality assessments and checks would appear to duplicate the process already undertaken with the university to get validation in the first place.

(2) The timing of the imposition of student caps seems unreasonable. At the recent consultation event it was stated that caps may come in from this next 13/14 academic year. This is unreasonable given that we are already part way through our recruiting cycle this year – indeed we may have already recruited more students than the cap limit might be! Investment decisions have been made and plans committed to. And by the time the cap limit is identified and communicated it could well be effectively retrospective which would be an unacceptable solution from a business perspective. I would implore you to introduce whatever system is to come in for the 14/15 academic year which would be much more reasonable.
(3) At the recent meeting, QAA indicated they would not be inspecting colleges who are yet to be accredited until the Autumn. One would hope that colleges with existing designated courses would not be prejudiced going forward by the fact that they might be in a lengthy queue awaiting a QAA inspection.

(4) Do the FSMG check which BIS will undertake not duplicate the QAA checking process (and indeed the university validation process)?

(5) The consultation does not indicate whether students from devolved regions will be affected and whether we would have to comply with a similar or alternative set of procedures so that such students can gain funding to attend an English college.

(6) The documents indicate there is no wish to restrict the growth of quality institutions who make a compelling student offering which leads to growth. However the student number cap does exactly that and there is no indication how growth will be permitted. In the student market you need to move quickly to respond to student demand and we would be keen to understand the process by which we can make such a response. We relocated and made a major investment in premises three years ago, and need to keep growing our numbers to make a return on that investment. We have a compelling proposition which is attractive to students, but under these proposals our investment could prove to be wasted.
(7) There appears to be no strategy for structural changes to providers businesses. For example, we are currently investigating taking over another HEI provider who would not qualify currently for a cap. We will look to create a second campus teaching our existing approved and designated courses, but to make it work we would look for students on the second campus to have access to student funding in the same way as the first. The only difference between them would be geography. However there appears to be nothing in the proposals for the growth in a student cap under such circumstances.

(8) There is currently no clarity on how the student cap will be decided upon. Will it be based on this years numbers, an average over several years, an estimate as to future numbers? Will it include any headroom to allow for limited growth?

(9) Under section 2.3 – treatment of small providers, we would implore you to introduce and detail a far simpler and more cost effective solution for small institutions with university validation to access student loan funding without the significantly increased costs some of these proposals will inevitably lead to.

(10) There is as yet no detail of what sanctions and penalties would be applied if a college exceeds its cap, what is counted as a breach, when it might be introduced and how the system would work.

(11) It would be helpful to understand in addition to QAA inspection costs (circa £25k) what additional costs there will be. Could a list or table be published detailing all the different costs? Will there be costs for carrying out the FSMG tests, will there be HESA costs? Etc. Can smaller colleges avoid such costs or face reduced costs through a streamlined system?

(12) Finally and in summary, there is a huge amount of detail still to be worked out and communicated in connection with these proposals, and I don’t belive it can reasonably be delivered, absorbed by colleges and acted upon in time for the 13/14 academic year given that we are already well into the recruitment cycle.




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 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? 

X 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.





