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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.)
	ifs School of Finance
8th Floor, Peninsular House, 36 Monument Street, London EC3R 8LJ

The ifs School of Finance (ifs) is a not-for-profit professional body and registered charity, incorporated by Royal Charter. 

It was granted Taught Degree-Awarding Powers (TDAP) with effect from 2 January 2010. 

Whilst the ifs is described as an ‘alternative provider’ it is subject to the same regulatory oversight as all publicly-funded HEIs and does not therefore consider itself to be ‘alternative’, a view increasingly understood and recognised by the higher education sector.


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? 
 

	1. The ifs understands the rationale behind introducing Student Number Controls (SNC) and welcomes the opportunity to contribute through this consultation response, attendance at the BIS consultation event of 8/1/13 (the output of which it is understood will form part of this consultation) and other channels. 
The ifs endorses the consultation’s stated objectives (Introduction: paragraph 1) of:

· reducing the ‘barriers which may artificially restrict the growth’ of provision by non‑funded HEIs; and 
· the achievement of a ‘more level playing field’ within higher education provision between ‘similar providers’.
2. Further, the ifs notes that these objectives are also referenced within the HEFCE grant letter issued by BIS on 11 January 2013, which seeks to achieve ‘greater choice and greater dynamism in the way higher education providers operate’, to consider ‘mechanisms to allow new providers to enter the system’ and to focus on provision that ‘supports strategic growth aims’. The ifs welcomes these intentions to support emerging HEIs which meet a growing student demand for relevant higher education, focused on employability and professional skills. 

· ifs programmes are designed specifically to bridge the academic and practitioner divide.  Student feedback has consistently confirmed that skills learnt through study with the ifs have been directly relevant to the workplace and that, in the majority of cases, an individual’s work responsibilities have been increased following the successful completion of studies.

3. However, the ifs is concerned that the overall approach to SNC implementation as proposed by the consultation does not reflect the significant distinctions that exist between the diverse organisations together described as ‘alternative providers’, specifically between providers that issue awards through a validating university and those that hold TDAP in their own right. This is evidenced by the reference (Introduction; paragraph 11) that ‘alternative providers are generally not subject to the same regulatory conditions as publicly-funded institutions’ which is considered too broad a generalisation to be an appropriate premise for developing this framework for SNC.
4. The ifs has repeatedly called for equality of treatment across HEIs where there is no discernible difference in quality of provision, governance structures or regulatory environment and therefore considers its classification as an ‘alternative provider’ alongside the HEIs listed in this consultation to be inappropriate.

5. The ifs also considers that the proposed SNC methods address the management of student numbers in isolation, failing to provide for growth within HEIs. Consequently they do not support the development of student choice and competition or the stated BIS intentions of ‘creating the financial and other incentives that enable successful, autonomous institutions to thrive’ or to bring ‘greater diversity to the higher education sector’.
Reference is also made to the BIS request that HEFCE should ‘consider increasing the flexibility for those institutions that have shown strong recruitment patterns in 2013/14 and taper this away from institutions enjoying less demand. This will allow successful institutions that can attract students to expand, and allow more students to take up a place at their first choice of institution’.
· In contrast to the national UCAS trend, applications for ifs full-time programmes have steadily increased each year since the first intake in 2011 with over 85% of students advising ‘employability focus and the ifs’ links to industry’ as the leading reasons for their choice. 

The ifs considers that the proposals would perpetuate rather than address the currently uneven ‘playing field’ for HE providers of similar profile and regulatory context and therefore does not indicate a preference for either of the proposed SNC methods. In the response to Question 4, an alternative approach is proposed that provides for recognition of TDAP status and addresses the issues of growth and the achievement of a ‘level playing field’. 


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)?
	1. The ifs supports the submission of student records as proposed and is already a subscriber to HESA.

2. Having in mind current initiatives to reduce the administrative burden, the ifs supports the current approach taken with the ‘partial-return’ and considers that all providers of designated courses should participate in the Key Information Set and complete (as student numbers require) the National Student Survey and the Destination of Leavers of Higher Education survey.


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?  

	The ifs considers that neither of the proposed SNC methods effectively addresses the recognised need to manage demand for Student Loan Company (SLC) funding while also supporting student choice, enabling the development of competitive, quality provision and achievement of a more ‘level playing field’. It therefore proposes an alternative approach to the SNC framework that would enable the equitable treatment of HEIs that operate within a similar regulatory and governance context while enabling appropriate growth. The proposal addresses two specific aspects:

A: Institutional allocation of the SNC

B: Determination of the SNC number

A: Institutional allocation of the SNC 

1. The following alternative approach for providers not currently subject to SNC is proposed; 

· The SNC allocation for all qualifications studied at ‘alternative providers’ without TDAP should be held by the validating HEI making the award, rather than allocated to the ‘alternative provider’, thereby consolidating all SNCs for a given awarding body within the HEI itself.
· HEIs such as the ifs School of Finance that hold TDAP should not be designated as ‘alternative providers’, but be subject in due course to the same SNC framework (and approach to course designation) as all other HEIs.
2. The benefits of implementing this approach would include:

· operational efficiencies and stronger control of student numbers through 50 fewer organisations receiving a direct SNC allocation (i.e. 30 validating universities rather than 80 ‘alternative providers’);
· no requirement for the proposal to exclude smaller providers from SNC allocation as these student numbers would be controlled by the validating HEI;
· therefore no need to define ‘small provider’ (Question 5);

· increased SNC accountability within the validating HEI to support quality management;
· reduced administrative / reporting requirements on ‘alternative providers’ and more effective student record reporting through a consolidated approach;
· appropriate recognition of the quality management and regulatory environment that applies specifically to those providers that have gained TDAP.
3. Implementation considerations would include:

· a need to ‘ring-fence’ SNC allocations to validated providers to prevent consolidation by the validating university within existing student numbers;

· an associated ‘alternative provider’ SLC fee cap (currently £6k) on the ‘ring-fenced’ SNC allocation to retain the appropriate funding limit for that allocation;

· provision for competitive and quality providers to grow within the context of the validating universities’ wider development plans.
IMPORTANT
1. This proposed approach would apply to the SNC allocation for c.10,000 students (85% of the total currently studying with ‘alternative providers’). Of the remaining student numbers affected by this consultation, 1,650 are currently studying with the 5 providers listed as holding TDAP.
2. The introduction of 5,000 additional margin places with no associated reduction to the core SNC allocation plus the provision of a 3% allowance for recruitment ‘flexibility’ represents a potential increase of c.14,200* students falling within HEFCE SNC arrangements for 2013/14 entry. 
· This potential increase in SLC eligibility exceeds the total number of students (c.12,000**) represented by all providers subject to this consultation.

· The total number of students represented by TDAP holders subject to this consultation is less than 12% of this potential increase in SLC eligibility.

*   Source: ‘UCAS 2012 End of Cycle Assessment of Acceptances’; 18 January 2013.
**  Source: BIS Consultation; Applying SNCs to Alternative Providers with Designated Courses; November 2012.
B: Determination of the SNC number

1. The ifs considers that determination of the SNC number should be consistent for all providers that hold TDAP. Whilst provision for student number growth is necessary for providers that have not yet reached a point of student recruitment equilibrium, in all other respects there should be no distinction of treatment between HEIs that operate within the same regulatory context. 
The ifs therefore proposes the following approach for all HEIs with TDAP:

· allocation of a core SNC based on current recruitment and medium-term growth plans [where medium-term should be defined as being 5 academic years from the implementation of this policy or from achieving TDAP for any entity applying after this policy implementation];
· immediate unrestricted recruitment of students achieving ABB grades at A-level or equivalent;
· once having achieved the core (and therefore then contributing to the margin) the ability to bid on an equal basis for the margin places available to HEIs charging £7,500 or less.
2. Further considerations:

· Determination of an appropriate provision for growth within a specific provider’s SNC number should be subject to individual negotiation. Rather than impose an arbitrary ‘base-line’ SNC of the current student number, this discussion should recognise the stage of development of the provider and provide for appropriate growth, reflecting the quality of provision. The proposed consolidation of SNC allocations to fewer HEIs will aid implementation of this approach.
· The requirement for membership of and engagement with sector bodies such as the OIA, HESA, OFFA, etc that applies to HEFCE funded HEIs should extend to all providers that receive a SNC allocation. The ifs already subscribes to a number of these bodies on a voluntary basis.

· The extent to which a specific HEI’s provision supports the Government’s agenda of increasing student choice and building employability, capability and professional skills should be considered in the context of the provider’s SNC allocation for growth.
· Similar sanctions for over-recruitment or under-recruitment of students should apply, incorporating provision of a review period prior to formal implementation to ensure they are not excessively penal. Imposition of these sanctions on the validating HEI holding the SNC, rather than the validated provider, would facilitate implementation and provide the potential for student safeguards in the event of significant action.

· The recruitment profile of some providers (such as the ifs) may require a SNC allocation that accommodates multiple registration dates within a single academic year.

· Whilst the importance of capping student recruitment is fully accepted, it is noted that the proportion of total student recruitment in England represented by all providers subject to this consultation is currently c.3%. Within this group, those holding TDAP account for less than 0.5% of total student recruitment in England.
*   Source: ‘UCAS 2012 End of Cycle Assessment of Acceptances’; 18 January 2013.


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’? 

	1. Within either of the proposed SNC methods, an exemption for providers with fewer than a given number of students could be employed to support the objective of growth, student choice and competition. This level would need to be determined by the specific circumstances of each provider according to the specialist nature of the provider, regulatory control, current size, growth potential, etc.

2. If an alternative SNC approach was implemented in line with the ifs’ proposal in the response to Question 4 (above), there would be no need for such an exemption as the SNC for these providers would be managed and reported via the relevant awarding body.


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?

	1. The ifs is aware of concerns within the higher education sector that the introduction of SNCs and student loans might have an adverse effect on the number of students wishing to access higher education, in particular amongst those with protected characteristics and / or people from low income groups.  
Until reviews of the current system have been carried out it will be difficult to evidence what the impact has been and consequently what the implications might be for the proposals within this consultation document. However, the ability to manage such considerations effectively would be enhanced through a more consolidated approach, as proposed above.


Question 7 

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

	The ifs makes the following additional comments / observations.

1. The potential introduction of SNC for the 2013/14 academic year is considered unrealistic and unachievable in practical terms given, interalia, this consultation’s closing date of 23 January 2013 being later than the UCAS application deadline of 15 January 2013.  Introduction for 2013/14 entry would introduce potential difficulties in respect of offers made (and / or accepted)  as well as imposing an inadequate period for implementation.

2. The absence of any indication as to how an institution’s SNC would be calculated makes it difficult to provide more detailed comment or support for the current proposals. 

3. The continuing uncertainty around introduction of the SNC framework for those HEIs not currently subject to controls (and the potential for these to be introduced at short notice) severely undermines the ability to plan for growth and development. This is particularly apposite given the long-term nature of HE development.

4. The ifs considers that a review of the effectiveness of current approaches to SNC management and a better understanding of the implications for student registrations (in the context of falling applications) is required before the introduction of further process and policy, particularly given the volume of students that these proposals would affect relative to overall HE student numbers. The approach proposed by the ifs would enable this.

5. Neither proposed method adequately reflects the diversity of the sector, specifically in terms of awarding body status, and the distinction in accountability for quality management between awarding bodies and validated providers. It is also considered that the SNC framework should reflect the significant investment made by TDAP holders in student support systems and quality management processes.
6. There is no provision within the proposals for growth by emerging providers (in the context of quality and academic standards) with the consequent absence of support for the development of student choice. This is particularly pertinent in respect of the ifs’ development programme given its professional qualifications strongly support the Government’s agenda of promoting education that leads to employability, capability and skills development.
7. No progress is evident towards the stated aim of achieving a ‘level playing field’. The ifs encourages the removal of restrictions and inequitable treatment currently imposed on ‘alternative providers’ providers that hold TDAP.  Within the context of the current regulatory and reporting environment there is no rationale for ‘HEIs’ such as the ifs to be considered ‘alternative’. The ifs seeks to be subject to the same conditions and treated no differently than other degree-awarding HEIs.
8. The provision of SLC funding for accelerated / two-year degree programmes (which research has indicated can be delivered without compromising quality) should be reviewed. The current funding structure (linking SLC provision to the traditional model of three academic years rather than the actual intensity of study) prevents students from fully funding tuition fees over a shorter period, thus effectively blocking their provision. As well as enabling an earlier entry / return to employment, swifter development of professional skills and potentially widening access to higher education, accelerated / two-year degree programmes reduce maintenance costs and the associated SLC funding requirement by one third. The ifs therefore considers that provision of SLC funding should be aligned to the number of credits studied per annum (subject to a maximum of 180 credits) rather than remain linked to the traditional academic year.

9. Changes to the course designation process are not presented for consultation. However, whilst the ifs clearly supports measures to ensure both courses and providers meet quality standards and financial sustainability requirements, the ifs considers that appropriate mechanisms for this already exist through the regulatory environment in which TDAP holders operate. Consequently, the approach to course designation should be identical for all degree-awarding HEIs. The ifs would propose a two-level process for SLC course designation. 
· First, at the institutional level via QAA Educational Oversight. This would mean that institutions would not be required to submit institutional level information with every course submission unless a significant (specified) structural change or financial issue had taken place within the HEI.

· The second level would be approval of course designation where the ifs considers the existing approach to be appropriate. Provided the first level has been achieved, for those ‘alternative providers’ holding TDAP it is considered that this process should remain in place. 


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 
 No
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URN 12/1292RF
� 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.
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