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Executive Summary
�
1	 Education should not stop when a person leaves school. The opportunities and 

enjoyment it offers should be available to people throughout their lives in 
different forms: full-time and part-time; academic and vocational, whatever will 
help them achieve their goals at that stage of their life. Our education and skills 
systems must make this possible. We published our reforms to the skills 
system in Skills for Sustainable Growth in November 2010. This White Paper 
now sets out our policies for the reform of higher education. It builds on strong 
foundations. 

2	 Higher education has a fundamental value in itself and our universities are, in 
many ways, world-class: in research; in attracting international students; and in 
contributing to the economy. But the challenge they face is putting the 
undergraduate experience at the heart of the system: that is the key issue 
addressed in this White Paper. We will publish our strategy for research and 
innovation later this year. 

3	 Our reforms tackle three challenges. First, putting higher education on a 
sustainable footing. We inherited the largest budget deficit in post-war history, 
requiring spending cuts across government. By shifting public spending away 
from teaching grants and towards repayable tuition loans, we have ensured that 
higher education receives the funding it needs even as substantial savings are 
made to public expenditure. Second, institutions must deliver a better student 
experience; improving teaching, assessment, feedback and preparation for the 
world of work. Third, they must take more responsibility for increasing social 
mobility. 

Financing students 

4	 It fell to the Coalition to receive the report by the Independent Review of Higher 
Education Funding and Student Finance (the “Browne Review”), which was 
established by the previous Government. We were given the report in an 
environment when public funding had to be reduced and we accepted the main 
thrust – that the beneficiaries of higher education would need to make a larger 
contribution towards its costs. We proposed a new system for higher education 
funding which gives more support to students for their living costs, ensures 
that no first-time undergraduate student will have to pay fees up-front and 
ensures graduates will only be expected to pay a portion of their salary towards 
the cost of their education once they are earning over £21,000. Many part-time 
and distance-learning students will become entitled to tuition loans to cover full 
tuition costs for the first time. In short, we proposed a “pay as you earn” 
system, with many of the best features of a graduate tax but without its 
defects, which ensures that people are only ever asked to contribute towards 
the cost of their education, once they can afford to do so. 
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5	 We inherited an enormous deficit which required difficult decisions. The 
changes to student finance have been controversial. We could have reduced 
student numbers or investment per student or introduced a less progressive 
graduate repayment mechanism. But these would all have been unfair to 
students, higher education institutions and the country. Instead our proposals 
for graduate contributions ensure good universities will be well funded for the 
long term. We estimate there will be a cash increase in funding for higher 
education of around ten per cent by 2014-15 but more of the expenditure will 
eventually be recouped from graduates contributions. 

Improving the student experience 

6	 The changes we are making to higher education funding will in turn drive a 
more responsive system. To be successful, institutions will have to appeal to 
prospective students and be respected by employers. Putting financial power 
into the hands of learners makes student choice meaningful. 

7	 We will move away from the tight number controls that constrain individual 
higher education institutions, so that there is a more dynamic sector in which 
popular institutions can grow and where all universities must offer a good 
student experience to remain competitive. We will manage this transition 
carefully to avoid unnecessary instability and keep within the overall budget. 

8	 We will make around 85,000 student places contestable between institutions in 
2012/13. We will allow unconstrained recruitment of the roughly 65,000 high-
achieving students, scoring the equivalent of AAB or above at A-Level and will 
create a flexible margin of about 20,000 places to reward universities and 
colleges who combine good quality with value for money and whose average 
tuition charge (after waivers) is at or below £7,500 per year. We will also expand 
the flexibility for employers and charities to offer sponsorship for individual 
places outside of student number controls, provided they do not create a cost 
liability for Government. 

9	 We will remove the regulatory barriers that are preventing a level playing field 
for higher education providers of all types, including further education colleges 
and other alternative providers. This will further improve student choice by 
supporting a more diverse sector, with more opportunities for part-time or 
accelerated courses, sandwich courses, distance learning and higher-level 
vocational study. It will also lead to higher education institutions concentrating 
on high-quality teaching, and staff earning promotion for teaching ability rather 
than research alone. 

10	 We will make it easier for new providers to enter the sector. We will simplify 
the regime for obtaining and renewing degree-awarding powers so that it is 
proportionate in all cases. We will review the use of the title ‘university’ so 
there are no artificial barriers against smaller institutions. It used to be possible 
to set up a new teaching institution teaching to an external degree. Similarly, it 
was possible to set exams for a degree without teaching for it as well. We will 
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once more decouple degree-awarding powers from teaching in order to 
facilitate externally-assessed degrees by trusted awarding bodies. 

11	 We will radically improve and expand the information available to prospective 
students, making available much more information about individual courses at 
individual institutions and graduate employment prospects. We are asking 
UCAS and higher education institutions to make available, course by course, 
new data showing the type and subjects of the actual qualifications held by 
previously successful applicants. We will ask the main organisations that hold 
student data to make detailed data available publicly, including on employment 
and earnings outcomes, so it can be analysed and presented by private 
organisations in a variety of formats to meet the needs of students, their 
parents and other advisors. The consumer organisation Which? and 
independent not-for-profit organisation bestcourse4me are among those 
interested in doing this. 

12	 Student charters and student feedback will take on a new importance to 
empower students whilst at university. Universities will be expected to publish 
online summary reports of student surveys of lecture courses, aiding choice 
and stimulating competition between the best academics. We will protect the 
independence of the Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA) so students 
continue to have recourse to a formal independent mechanism for unresolved 
complaints. 

13	 We also want our universities to look again at how they work with business 
across their teaching and research activities, to promote better teaching, 
employer sponsorship, innovation and enterprise. We have asked Professor 
Sir Tim Wilson, former vice-chancellor of the University of Hertfordshire, to 
undertake a review into how we make the UK the best place in the world for 
university-industry collaboration. 

14	 We will put in place a new regulatory system that protects standards and 
quality, gives power to students to trigger quality reviews where there are 
grounds for concern, yet cuts back the burden of review for high performing 
institutions. The new funding environment also provides an opportunity to 
introduce a simple, transparent regime for all types of provider with the Higher 
Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) taking on a new role as 
consumer champion for students and promoter of a competitive system. 
We will strip back excessive regulation on providers wherever it is possible 
including: reducing burdens from information collection; exploring whether it 
is possible to reduce the costs associated with corporation tax returns; and 
adopting a risk-based approach to quality assurance. 

Increasing social mobility 

15	 Despite the overall successes of our higher education sector in recent years, 
applicants with real potential are not making it through to our most selective 
institutions. The most disadvantaged young people are seven times less likely 
than the most advantaged to attend the most selective institutions. This is not 



 

 

 

 

 

1  Robbins (1963), Report of the Committee on Higher Education. 
2  Professor Ian Diamond of the University of Aberdeen is leading a review of efficiency in the 

higher education sector. 
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good enough. Individuals with the highest academic potential should have a 
route into higher education, and the most selective institutions in particular. 

16	 Our student funding reforms recognise the problems faced by people from 
poorer backgrounds with no history of participating in higher education. We are 
increasing maintenance grants and loans for nearly all students. We are 
introducing a National Scholarship Programme. And, through the Office for 
Fair Access (OFFA), we are making sure institutions fulfil their outreach and 
retention obligations: for the foreseeable future, Access Agreements will be 
reviewed annually. 

17	 In order to achieve this, OFFA will remain independent and be strengthened 
with a long overdue increase in resources. That way, it will be better equipped 
to monitor and review the implementation of institutions’ Access Agreements; 
act if institutions are not meeting their commitments; commission research and 
spread best practice. The Director of Fair Access will continue to have a duty to 
protect academic freedom, including an institution’s right to decide who to 
admit and on what basis. We will ask the new Director to advise us on whether 
OFFA’s powers need clarification or extension in order to deliver the Director’s 
statutory objectives. 

18	 This White Paper also considers whether we should move to a new system of 
Post-Qualification Applications (PQA), which could mean the main university 
application round occurs after exam results rather than before. There are 
some potential advantages from PQA in terms of helping students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and those who do better than expected and we 
will await the conclusion of the UCAS review of admissions processes before 
considering further. 

19	 Ultimately, the best way to widen participation is to ensure there are sufficient 
higher education places available for those qualified. Subject to expenditure 
constraints we endorse the principle enunciated in the Robbins report that 
“courses of higher education should be available for all those who are qualified 
by ability and attainment to pursue them and who wish to do so”.1 The number 
of unsuccessful applicants has risen sharply in recent years. However, despite 
the funding changes, each undergraduate place has a substantial cost for 
taxpayers and we need a more cost-effective sector if we are to spread 
opportunity more widely. 

20	 We will be looking for real efficiencies on campus on the back of the Diamond 
review.2 We expect new courses to offer increased value for money, as they 
will be delivered by a range of providers with different business models. 
And we expect traditional higher education providers to respond to this with 
changes of their own. To support them, we will consult on whether it is 
possible to remove some of the VAT barriers which currently deter institutions 
from sharing costs. The more efficiently that higher education can be provided, 
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the less it will cost the graduates of the future, the more people will be able 
to benefit and the greater the national economic gain.

Research and innovation

21	 This reform focuses on higher education teaching but our universities have a 
much wider role. The quality of research in UK universities is a national asset. 
Despite growing international competition, the UK research base is second in 
the world for excellence and the UK is the most productive country for research 
in the G8, producing more publications and citations per pound of public funding 
than any other major country. This reflects the contribution of the higher 
education sector to developing a research infrastructure, and a culture of 
excellence, that have made the UK a place where many of the most talented 
researchers in the world want to work. 

22	 We are rolling out a programme of Technology Innovation Centres and, later this 
year, we will publish an innovation and research strategy which will explore the 
roles of knowledge creation, business investment, skills and training, and the 
public sector in innovation and growth performance.

Conclusion

23	 Our reforms are designed to deliver a more responsive higher education sector 
in which funding follows the decisions of learners and successful institutions 
are freed to thrive; in which there is a new focus on the student experience and 
the quality of teaching and in which further education colleges and other 
alternative providers are encouraged to offer a diverse range of higher 
education provision.

24	 The overall goal is higher education that is more responsive to student choice, 
that provides a better student experience and that helps improve social mobility.

Summary of policies

25	 The table below summarises our main policies for higher education: 

Financing	students

Over the period of the Spending Review, the proportion of funding for Chapter 1
teaching provided by direct grant from HEFCE will decline and the 
proportion from graduate contributions, supported by subsidised loans 
from Government, will increase.

HEFCE will remain responsible for allocating the remaining teaching Chapter 1
grant to support priorities such as covering the additional costs of 
subjects, such as Medicine, Science and Engineering, which cannot be 
covered through income from graduate contributions alone. We will 
invite HEFCE to consult on the method for allocating teaching grant 
from 2012/13, informed by the priorities we have set out for this 
funding.
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From autumn 2012, all higher education institutions will be able to 
charge a basic threshold of £6,000 a year for undergraduate courses. 
The maximum charge will be £9,000 a year. 

Chapter 1 

No first-time undergraduate student will be asked to pay for tuition 
up-front. Loans will be available to cover both course and living costs for 
all first-time undergraduate full-time students. Many part-time and 
distance-learning students will also be able to access loans to cover the 
full tuition costs for the first time. 

Chapter 1 

These loans will only be repaid at a rate of nine per cent of earnings 
over £21,000. Repayment will be based on a variable rate of interest 
related to income. However, with this “pay as you earn” scheme, all 
graduates will pay less per month than under the old system, making 
higher education more affordable for everyone. 

Chapter 1 

We will consult on early repayment mechanisms. Chapter 1 

We will consult on whether it is possible to remove the VAT barriers 
which currently deter institutions from sharing costs. 

Chapter 1 

We will investigate options for the management of loans owed by 
graduates to seek early financial benefit for the taxpayer. 

Chapter 1 

Improving the student experience 

We will expect higher education institutions to provide a standard set of 
information about their courses, and we will make it easier for 
prospective students to find and compare this information. 

Chapter 2 

We encourage higher education institutions to publish anonymised 
information for prospective and existing students about the teaching 
qualifications, fellowships and expertise of their teaching staff at all 
levels. 

Chapter 2 

We invite the Higher Education Public Information Steering Group 
(HEPISG) to consider whether a National Student Survey of taught 
postgraduates should be introduced, and whether to encourage 
institutions to provide a standard set of information for each of their 
taught postgraduate courses. 

Chapter 2 

We are asking HEFCE to improve Unistats, so prospective students can 
make more useful comparisons between subjects at different 
institutions. From summer 2012, graduate salary information will be 
added onto Unistats. 

Chapter 2 

We will ask the main organisations that hold student data to make 
detailed data available publicly, including on employment and earnings 
outcomes, so it can be analysed and presented in a variety of formats 
to meet the needs of students, parents and advisors. 

Chapter 2 
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We are asking UCAS and higher education institutions to make 
available, course by course, new data showing the type and subjects of 
actual qualifications held by previously successful applicants. This 
should help young people choose which subjects and qualifications to 
study at school. 

Chapter 2 

We have asked the Student Loans Company and UCAS to develop a 
single application portal for both higher education and student finance 
applications. 

Chapter 2 

We consider the publication of a student charter to be best practice and 
we will review the extent to which they are adopted and in light of this 
consider whether they should be made mandatory in the future. 

Chapter 3 

We expect all universities to publish summary reports of their student 
evaluation surveys on their websites by 2013/14. Before this, we will 
work with HEFCE, National Union of Students (NUS) and others, to 
agree the information and format that will be most helpful to students. 

Chapter 3 

We will introduce a risk-based quality regime that focuses regulatory 
effort where it will have most impact and gives power to students 
to hold universities to account. All institutions will continue to be 
monitored through a single framework but the need for, and frequency 
of, scheduled institutional reviews will depend on an objective set of 
criteria and triggers, including student satisfaction, and the recent track 
record of each institution. 

Chapter 3 

We want the Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA) to help higher 
education institutions resolve student complaints at the earliest 
possible stage. We are therefore asking the OIA to consult the sector 
on ways to promote and deliver early resolution. 

Chapter 3 

We have asked Professor Sir Tim Wilson to undertake a review into 
how we make the UK the best place in the world for university-industry 
collaboration. 

Chapter 3 

We will continue to support the Graduate Talent Pool in 2011 for 
another year, helping graduates to identify internship opportunities. 

Chapter 3 

We will work with the National Consortium of University Entrepreneurs, 
the National Council for Graduate Entrepreneurship and the Quality 
Assurance Agency to encourage higher education institutions to 
support students to develop enterprise skills. 

Chapter 3 

We are committed to opening up the higher education market, including 
to further education colleges and alternative providers, to meet the 
changing needs of employers, individuals and their communities. 

Chapter 4 

We will free around 85,000 student numbers from current controls in 
2012/13 by allowing unrestrained recruitment of the roughly 65,000 
high-achieving students, scoring the equivalent of AAB or above at 
A-Level and creating a flexible margin of 20,000 places to reward 
universities and colleges who combine good quality with value for money 
and whose average charge (including waivers) is at or below £7,500. 

Chapter 4 
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We will expand the flexibility for employers and charities to offer 
sponsorship for individual places outside of student number controls, 
provided they do not create a cost liability for Government. 

Chapter 4 

We will consult on removing barriers to entry to the higher education 
sector. This includes changes to the criteria and the process for the 
award and renewal of taught degree awarding powers, including 
allowing non-teaching institutions to award degrees, and changes to 
criteria and process for determining which organisations are allowed to 
call themselves a “university”. 

Chapter 4 

Increasing social mobility 

The Government will establish a new careers service in England by April 
2012, built on the principles of independence and professionalism. 

Chapter 5 

We will establish a strong quality assurance framework for careers 
guidance, including a national quality standard for the new careers 
service and measures to ensure consistency in the ‘quality awards’ that 
schools and colleges can work towards. 

Chapter 5 

All institutions which charge more than £6,000 must agree Access 
Agreements with the Director of Fair Access setting out what they will 
do to attract students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Chapter 5 

We will strengthen the Office for Fair Access, increasing capacity to up 
to around four times its original level, so that it can provide more active 
and energetic challenge and support to universities and colleges, and 
we will ask the new Director to advise on whether OFFA’s current 
powers are the right ones to achieve its statutory goals. The Director 
will continue to have a duty to protect academic freedom, including an 
institution’s right to decide who to admit and on what basis. 

Chapter 5 

We have asked the Director of Fair Access to provide advice in the 
autumn following the first round of approval of Access Agreements, on 
what further steps might be needed to ensure the delivery of 
commitments made in Access Agreements. 

Chapter 5 

We will provide more generous support for low income full-time 
students. Students from families earning £25,000 or less will be entitled 
to a full grant for living costs of £3,250 a year and many students 
starting part-time courses in 2012/13, many of whom are from 
backgrounds that are under-represented at universities, will be entitled 
to an up-front loan to meet their tuition costs so long as they are 
studying at an intensity of at least 25 per cent, in each academic year, 
of a full-time course. 

Chapter 5 
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A new National Scholarship Programme will begin in 2012. By 2014, it 
will provide £150 million to help improve access to higher education 
amongst the least well-off young people and adults. All higher 
education institutions that participate in the National Scholarship 
Programme will contribute additional funds. We will encourage them to 
attract charitable and philanthropic donations, potentially more than 
doubling the overall size of the programme. 

Chapter 5 

UCAS are reviewing the applications process, including the scope for 
introducing Post-Qualification Application (PQA). We will await the 
outcome of the UCAS review. Then, working with the sector and the 
Department for Education, we will determine the extent to which the 
introduction of a hybrid or other PQA model promotes access and 
benefits potential students. 

Chapter 5 

A new, fit-for-purpose regulatory framework 

We will consult on our proposals for a single, transparent regulatory 
framework that covers all institutions that want to be part of the English 
higher education system. 

Chapter 6 

We will legislate to allow HEFCE the power to attach conditions to the 
receipt of grant and access to student loan funding. HEFCE will, as 
now, monitor institutions to ensure financial stability, and intervene if 
necessary. 

Chapter 6 

As part of HEFCE’s revised remit as the sector regulator, it will be given 
an explicit remit to protect the interest of students, including by 
promoting competition where appropriate in the higher education 
sector. 

Chapter 6 

In addition to deregulatory policies such as freeing up student number 
controls, introducing a risk based approach to quality assurance and 
reviewing the process and criteria for granting degree-awarding powers, 
university title and university college title (described above), we will: 

● ask the Higher Education Better Regulation Group (HEBRG) to look 
across the complex legislative landscape to identify areas 
for deregulation whilst safeguarding students’ and the taxpayer. We 
are particularly keen to ease the burden of data collection 
on academic staff; 

● explore how to reduce the costs to institutions currently incurred in 
completing corporation tax returns; and 

● exempt higher education institutions from the “accommodation 
offset” provisions in the National Minimum Wage rules for full-time 
students. 

Chapter 6 

We will invite HEFCE, the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) 
and HEBRG, in collaboration with the Information Standards Board for 
Education to reduce the number of data requests that ask for the same 
information from higher education institutions. 

Chapter 6 
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Consultation and implementation 

26	 We are consulting on the overall strategy set out in this white paper and invite 
people to respond. Information on how to contribute views is available in the 
Annex. We will also consult in more detail on: 

●	 a new regulatory framework, including removing barriers to entry to the 
higher education sector (consultation document to be available shortly at 
www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform); and 

●	 the introduction of an early repayment mechanism (consultation document 
available now at www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform). 

27	 We have asked HEFCE to consult on: 

●	 the implementation of our proposals for relaxing student number controls; 

●	 the method for allocating teaching grant from 2012/13 within the priorities 
set out in this White Paper. 

28	 More information about these can be found on the Higher Education White 
Paper website www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform. 

29	 We will also put on the website: 

●	 A summary of recommendations and implementation plan; 

●	 The Government’s response to Lord Browne’s Review of higher education 
funding and student finance; and 

●	 The Government’s response to the recommendations of Professor 
Sir Adrian Smith’ s Postgraduate Review. 
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Chapter 3: A better student 
experience and better-
qualified graduates 
Introduction 

3.1	 A good student is not simply a consumer of other people’s knowledge, but will 
actively draw on all the resources that a good university or college can offer to 
learn as much as they can.19 The English higher education tradition has 
particularly stressed the autonomy and independence of both learners and 
institutions, more than some other national traditions. In this Chapter, we look 
at how higher education institutions can create a learning community where 
engagement of students is encouraged, their feedback valued and complaints 
resolved transparently and as soon as possible. 

3.2	 We also set out how we will create the conditions to encourage greater 
collaboration between higher education institutions and employers to ensure 
that students gain the knowledge and skills they need to embark on rewarding 
careers. 

Student charters 

3.3	 We have been supporting the work of the Student Charter Group, which was 
jointly chaired by Janet Beer (Vice-Chancellor of Oxford Brookes University) and 
Aaron Porter (President of the National Union of Students). We endorse the 
Group’s recommendation that each institution should have a student charter, or 
similar high level statement, to set out the mutual expectations of universities 
and students.20 We will review the extent to which charters are adopted and, in 
light of this, consider whether they should be made mandatory in the future. 

3.4	 Charters should emphasise that to pursue higher education is to belong to a 
learning community and that the experience will be most enriching when it is 
based on a partnership between staff and students. They must include clear 
information on what to do if expected standards are not met, and provide links 
to more detailed information in course handbooks and university regulations. 
They will help to provide consistency of practice across different subject areas, 
such as about what students can expect in terms of assessment and feedback 
on their work. They should be reviewed regularly by the higher education 
institution and students’ union. 

19	� The Higher Education Academy (2008), The Future of Higher Education – Teaching and the 
Student Experience, p.16. 

20	� Student Charter Group, Final Report, January 2011 
http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/higher-education/docs/s/11-736-student-charter-group.pdf 
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Student engagement 

3.5	 The National Student Survey (NSS) asks all final year undergraduate students 
for their views about the quality of their teaching and learning experience. It 
includes questions about: teaching and the ability of lecturers to transmit course 
content; assessment and feedback processes; academic support and learning 
resources; and overall satisfaction with the quality of the course. It is 
noteworthy that three very different types of institution do consistently well in 
the NSS: the Open University, Buckingham and Oxford and Cambridge. What 
they share, in very different ways, is a commitment to close contact with 
students and focus on academic feedback. 

3.6	 The NSS provides detailed feedback at departmental level which institutions 
use to review and continuously improve the quality of their provision. In addition 
many institutions will commission other external and internal student surveys 
and evaluations, and let students know what action they are taking in response.    

3.7	 Many US universities use student evaluation of teaching surveys (SETs) to 
provide direct feedback on individual lecturers and course modules and in some 
cases make summary reports available online. In England the use of student 
surveys at the module level is also a long-established practice. For example, 
Imperial College London uses an online survey system which invites student 
views by module each term. This provides feedback on individual teachers 
which is discussed by staff-student committees, made available in detail to 
Departments to identify both problems and good practice, and used in 
promotion exercises and by the College’s teaching awards panels. Aggregated 
data are reviewed by the College Quality Assurance Advisory Committee and 
published within the College at Department level. We consider the publication 
and effective use of student surveys and other evaluations to be at the heart of 
a continuous process of improving teaching quality. Such data collected and 
used in an open and transparent way can both support informed student choice  
and stimulate competition between peers. 

3.8	 We want to ensure that English universities are at the forefront of 
improvements in formal and informal feedback from students on their learning 
experience. We believe that allowing students and lecturers within a university 
to see this feedback at individual module level will help students to choose the 
best course for them and drive an improvement in the quality of teaching. 
So we expect all universities to publish summary reports of their student  
evaluation surveys on their websites by 2013/14. Before this, we will work 
with the Higher Education Council for England (HEFCE), the National Union of  
Students (NUS) and others, to agree the information and format that will be 
most helpful to students. 

3.9	 The NUS and the Higher Education Academy play an important role in 
supporting institutions to respond to student feedback, at national and 
institutional levels. We welcome the joint NUS/Higher Education Academy 
student engagement project and its outputs, particularly the toolkit for students’ 
unions and higher education institutions to work together in improving students’ 
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Students’ unions 

3.13	 Students’ unions are an important part of the civil society within higher 
education institutions. Effective students’ unions are prime examples of 
organisations run for and by their members. They can help greatly in improving 
dialogue and facilitating stronger partnerships between higher education 
institutions and their students. Students’ unions can articulate the interests 
of students to the institution, advocate on their behalf and directly support 
students’ needs. These roles will become more important in the future and we 
welcome the work of the NUS to build capacity in students’ unions. We would 
like to see this extended to help wider student representatives, such as course 
representatives, engage effectively at department and course level. To help 
students’ unions monitor their improvement we will include an additional 
question in the 2012 National Student Survey about what students think of 
the impact of their students’ union. This information will be included in the 
Key Information Set. 

3.14	 Students’ unions also play an important role in the pastoral care of students. 
They should work alongside the student services and welfare support provided 
by universities and colleges. 

Quality assurance 

3.15	 The UK approach to quality assurance is highly regarded and influential around 
the world. Maintaining and enhancing our reputation for high-quality higher 
education provision is crucial for the UK’s image as a destination of choice for 
international students. But the quality assurance regime must also adapt to a 
changing environment. 

3.16	 The sector has already designed new arrangements for institutional review 
providing a strong platform upon which to build. For example, the arrangements 
which the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) is introducing from September 
2011 will already have students acting as participants in quality assurance as 
well as recipients of information on outcomes. Each institutional review team 
will include a student and there will be more opportunities for review teams to 
seek the views of students. QAA will publish summary reports of institutional 
reviews, written particularly with prospective students and their advisers in 
mind. Higher education institutions will be encouraged to involve students in 
preparing action plans to follow up the findings of institutional reviews. From 
2012/13, QAA reviews will make formal judgements on the quality of the public 
information that institutions provide, including that produced for students and 
applicants. 

3.17	 The sector is also updating and strengthening the quality assurance systems 
that institutions use to maintain quality and academic standards, including 
updating external examining arrangements. This should lead to greater 
transparency, increased consistency of practice and confidence in those 
arrangements. 
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3.18	 Other changes proposed in this White Paper will create new challenges for 
the quality assurance system. We describe in Chapter 4 how we will make 
it simpler for different types of higher education provider to enter the sector. 
These changes will require a strong but well-adapted quality assurance regime 
based on assessment of risk. Institutions should benefit from reduced baseline 
regulation where they have established a solid track record of quality. Robust 
quality assurance procedures and the autonomy of institutions for the standards 
of their awards must remain at the heart of the future arrangements. 

3.19	 We propose a genuinely risk-based approach, focusing QAA effort where it will 
have most impact and giving students power to hold universities to account. 
All providers must continue to be part of a single assurance framework. But we 
would explore options in which the frequency – and perhaps need – for a full, 
scheduled institutional review will depend on an objective assessment of a 
basket of data, monitored continually but at arms length. For new providers, 
with an inevitably shorter track record of quality, a more regular and in-depth 
review is appropriate than has previously been applied. Conversely, for those 
providers with a sustained, demonstrable track record of high-quality provision, 
we would expect to see significantly less use of full institutional reviews. 

3.20	 We will ask HEFCE to consult on the criteria against which overall risk should 
be assessed and the frequency of review, with a view to achieving very 
substantial deregulatory change for institutions that can demonstrate low risk. 
We will explore how the need for and frequency of scheduled institutional 
reviews will depend on an objective set of criteria. HEFCE will also consult on 
a set of ad hoc triggers which would prompt QAA to carry out a full or partial 
review when this was not otherwise expected. These might include, for 
example, exchanges of information with the Office of the Independent 
Adjudicator (OIA), the QAA’s recently strengthened systems for investigating 
concerns about standards and quality and standards in higher education, or 
intelligence gathered from across the sector. 

3.21	 In our consultation on a new regulatory framework we will ask whether HEFCE, 
as part of its changing role in the new system, would need additional legislative 
powers to introduce or to operate a risk based quality assurance system. 
We would use the forthcoming Higher Education Bill as a vehicle for introducing 
any such power. 

3.22	 We also expect to see, in the longer term, QAA’s review processes for different 
methods of provision (for example review of higher education delivered in 
further education colleges, and collaborative provision review) modified to 
become better aligned, for the sake of coherence and simplicity. We look to the 
professional, statutory and regulatory bodies to engage actively with the QAA to 
help reduce overlap and burdens on institutions. 
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Student complaints and the role of the Office of the Independent 
Adjudicator (OIA) 

3.23	 The vast majority of student complaints are handled within their institution, 
either informally or through their formal complaints and appeals systems. 
The OIA provides a necessary service of last resort for students who have 
exhausted their higher education institution’s procedures. We will ensure that 
all higher education institutions receiving public funding support, whether 
funding from HEFCE or funding for their students from the Student Loans 
Company, are members of the OIA’s Scheme. 

3.24	 We support the OIA’s drive for increased transparency by publishing summaries 
of their decisions. This will allow students and student representatives to see if 
there is a pattern of complaints being upheld against a higher education 
institution. We also welcome the proposal to increase student representation 
on the OIA Board. 

3.25	 We want the OIA to help higher education institutions resolve complaints at the 
earliest possible stage. Early resolution of complaints is an important goal for all 
parties. A lengthy process benefits no-one, it can undermine the relationship 
between the student and their institution and consumes resource from the 
student, the institution and the OIA. 

3.26	 We are therefore asking the OIA to consult the sector on future developments 
that will promote and deliver early resolution. These could include approaches 
that will minimise the number of complaints reaching the OIA, for example: 

●	 Whether each higher education institution could provide access to a 
mediator, or campus ombudsman, to resolve complaints at an early stage. 
These could work with the OIA through regional networks; 

●	 Whether higher education institutions should set time targets for resolution 
of cases and/or provide information to students on the average time taken 
for formal appeals and complaints; and 

●	 Whether higher education institutions should adopt standards around the 
handling of complaints and keeping students updated on progress. This 
could be based on a best practice framework produced by OIA, who could 
then introduce a kite-marking scheme for university complaint processes. 

Employer engagement 

3.27	 Higher education is a good thing in itself. Students may study a subject because 
they love it regardless of what it means for their earnings. But one of the 
purposes of higher education is to prepare students for a rewarding career. 
As the table below shows, as well as studying subjects of particular interest 
to them, most students want their study to help them towards a worthwhile 
career or a good job. 



http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/NEWSROOM/FACTS-AND-FIGURES/Pages/didyouknow.aspx
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responsive sector 
Introduction 

4.1	 Better information will enable students to make informed choices about where 
to study. But that will not be enough unless popular higher education 
institutions and courses can expand, and new providers, including those who 
offer different models of higher education, can enter the market. 

4.2	 For many people, entry to higher education does not follow the traditional and 
well-established route of A-Levels followed by a full-time, residential, three-year 
degree. Some choose to undertake a foundation degree, Higher National 
Diploma (HND), Higher National Certificate (HNC) or Apprenticeship, while 
others enter higher education later in life after a period in the workforce, or 
move onto a higher education qualification having already undertaken some 
vocational learning. Some want to work or take care of their family alongside 
studying part-time while others want to study more intensively, compressing 
a three-year degree into one or two years.  

4.3	 There are already different providers and courses available to cater for this 
variety in demand. Over 1,600 bodies, public and private, at home and 
overseas, offer some form of UK higher education provision, around 250 of  
which are further education colleges. Colleges have displayed particular 
strengths in reaching out to non-traditional higher education learners including 
mature and part-time students. They also have a distinctive mission particularly 
in delivering locally-relevant, vocational higher-level skills such as HNCs, HNDs, 
Foundation Degrees and Apprenticeships. 

4.4	 Further education colleges also offer professional qualifications and awards 
which are predominantly studied part-time by people over 25 in employment. 
This kind of learning is increasingly being offered on a very flexible basis, 
including distance and online learning. Students are often able to take a break 
from their courses, which helps them build their study around their working and 
family responsibilities. We recognise the importance of this type of higher 
education provision (sometimes called “non-prescribed”) and will consider how 
it relates to other forms of provision. 

4.5	 Other alternative providers, including new entrants to the sector, may have 
different strengths. For example, they may offer particular well-honed teaching 
models that are especially efficient or cover niche areas. There are also around 
60 overseas universities with bases in the UK offering their own degree or  
other award. A truly international higher education provider, with bases all over 
the world, may find it easier to include an international higher education 
experience for their students, as a standard part of their courses. 
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4.6	 We want a diverse, competitive system that can offer different types of higher 
education so that students can choose freely between a wide range of 
providers. 

Barriers to fair competition for students 

4.7	 To achieve this choice for students, all higher education providers, whatever 
type of course they offer, must be able to compete on a level playing field. 
At the moment, the system treats them very differently; current rules for  
controlling student numbers and awarding degrees can make it difficult for 
colleges and alternative providers to compete with universities for students. 

4.8	 In some cases, universities enter into franchise arrangements with a college 
where the university “owns” the student places and allocates them to the 
college. These can get difficult at a time when student number growth is tightly 
constrained for all providers. Even where a college has its own student number 
allocation, it may need a higher education institution, with degree-awarding 
powers, to validate its degree. There are some long-standing and successful 
partnerships, but either party can withdraw or seek to renegotiate the 
arrangement, which can cause friction. 

Support for students at alternative providers 

4.9	 Currently both publicly funded institutions such as universities and further 
education colleges and privately funded providers can have certain higher 
education courses designated for student support. Courses at publicly funded 
institutions are automatically designated whereas private providers have to 
apply to the Government to have courses specifically designated on a course-
by-course basis. However, unlike institutions in receipt of Higher Education 
Funding Council for England (HEFCE) funding, private providers are not currently 
subject to the same regulation around access, price and information which are 
applied as a condition of HEFCE grant. 

4.10	 From 2013/14 we plan to introduce a new regulatory framework (see Chapter 6) 
which will ensure all providers wishing to access student support are treated 
on a more consistent basis. But we are keen to encourage diversity and  
competition in the sector so, as a first step, the maximum tuition loan available 
to first-time undergraduate students studying at designated private institutions 
will be increased to £6,000 for new students starting courses on or after 1 
September 2012. This is in line with the amount that institutions in receipt of 
HEFCE grant can charge their students without putting in place an Access 
Agreement. 

Enabling flexible provision 

4.11	 The Office for Fair Access (OFFA) already encourage institutions to respond to 
the different needs and circumstances of potential students by offering flexible 
routes into higher education – for example, two-year accelerated honours 
degrees. When assessing an Access Agreement, OFFA will take into account 
the reduced cost to students in taking these degrees, and their potential to 
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attract students from under-represented groups. We will keep the take up of 
such provision under review and remove barriers that might limit its expansion. 

The case for liberating student number controls 

4.12	 Since its creation in 1992, HEFCE has regulated the number of students which 
each university and college may enrol. It has used a range of methods, including 
setting assumed planning totals for recruitment and operating a tolerance band 
to ensure an appropriate match between the resources an institution receives 
and the students it teaches. Increased demand for higher education together 
with changes in student support arrangements over the last decade have meant 
that, increasingly, over-recruitment by institutions has placed pressures on the 
national budgets for student support. Because of this, since 2009/10, controls 
have been in place for each institution covering full-time undergraduate entrants 
with penalties for those who over-recruited. 

4.13	 The need to control the cost to Government will remain, because expenditure 
on student grants feeds directly into the calculations for public borrowing and 
deficit reduction. However, the current system of controls limits student choice, 
because institutions are prevented from expanding in response to demand from 
applicants. That in turn protects institutions with lower levels of demand, which 
fill their places with students who cannot get to their first-choice institution. 
If left unchanged, the current system would also prevent new providers from 
entering the market, as they have no means to get access to a student 
allocation – this would need to be taken from an existing provider. Reform is 
essential if we are to secure the benefits of improved competition and diversity. 

4.14	 Another issue is unmet demand from the growing number of prospective 
students unable to find places at any higher education institution. The number 
of students has been increasing consistently for decades. As the graph below 
demonstrates, there are more than twice as many students enrolled at English 
higher education institutions now, as there were in the late 1980s. Demand for 
higher education is likely to continue growing, reflecting long-term trends in 
rising attainment in schools and colleges, increased social expectations about 
higher education as a route to success, and the economy’s rising demand for 
higher-level skills. 
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between the student and the university. For this reason, while we see its 
advantages, we do not intend to implement it wholesale. 

Our reforms 

4.18	 We are proposing a package of reforms to free up around 85,000 student 
numbers in 2012/13. We will do this by introducing a flexible “core and margin” 
model to be administered by HEFCE. From year to year, every institution will 
have to compete for the student numbers outside its core allocation and the 
core will reduce every year. 

4.19	 In 2012/13 there will be two elements in this new approach. We propose 
to allow unrestrained recruitment of high achieving students, scoring the 
equivalent of AAB or above at A-Level. Core allocations for all institutions will 
be adjusted to remove these students. Institutions will then be free to recruit 
as many of these students as wish to come. Under the new funding 
arrangements, institutions may be eligible for HEFCE teaching grant for these 
students, for example those on high-cost courses, and the students will be able 
to access loans and grants. This should allow greater competition for places on 
the more selective courses and create the opportunity for more students to go 
to their first choice institution if that university wishes to take them. We 
estimate this will cover around 65,000 students in 2012/13. AAB will represent 
a starting point, but our ambition is to widen the threshold over this parliament, 
ensuring that the share of places liberated from number controls altogether 
rises year on year. 

4.20	 The second element is the creation of a flexible margin of about 20,000 places 
in 2012/13 to support expansion by providers who combine good quality with 
value for money and whose average charge (after waivers have been taken into 
account) is at or below £7,500. Places will be removed from institutions’ core 
allocation on a pro-rata basis, once AAB places have also been removed. This 
will create a margin of places, which will then be competed for on the basis of 
agreed criteria. This will make it easier for further education colleges, new 
entrants and other non-traditional providers that can attract students, to expand 
to meet demand. 

4.21	 As part of its wider consultation on funding for 2012/13, we have asked HEFCE 
to consult the sector on how the two elements of this new core and margin 
model will be delivered. This consultation will conclude in the autumn, with 
operational details to be announced early in 2012. The arrangements for 
2012/13 will be a starting point and we want the size of the margin to grow 
steadily in future years to create greater dynamism in the allocation of places. 
We will monitor the impact of this new approach and its effect on supply and 
demand, and will take advice from HEFCE for implementation in 2013/14 and 
beyond. Although the core will reduce every year, the scope for progress and its 
extent will need to be monitored. 
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Employer and charity sponsorship of places 

4.22	 There is another aspect of the current need to control student numbers that 
is unnecessarily restrictive. Institutions have no incentive to encourage 
employer- or charity-supported places because such places count against an 
institution’s student number limit, even if all costs are covered by the sponsor. 
There is currently an exception to student number controls made for ‘closed 
courses’, i.e. bespoke provision agreed between a provider and an employer, 
for their employees alone. However, in 2009/10 this arrangement involved only 
6,000 students on 209 courses at 38 institutions, in a total student population of 
around two million. We will expand this flexibility to all courses so that there are 
more opportunities to attract employer or charity sponsorship for extra places 
outside the quota system. 

4.23	 Any such flexibility must meet three key principles: there should be fair access 
for all students applying regardless of ability to pay; the places must be 
genuinely additional; and there must be no reduction in academic entry 
standards in recruitment. This means that there is no question of individual 
students being able to purchase a place at a higher education institution – the 
admissions system will continue to take into account only a student’s ability to 
learn, not their ability to pay. We also need to ensure that the extra students do 
not create a cost liability for Government. 

Market entry – taught degree-awarding powers 

4.24	 The Government controls market entry through granting the power to award 
degrees and through ‘university’ title – the right of an institution to call itself a 
‘university’. These are important safeguards of standards and both the title of 
‘university’ and degree-awarding powers are protected under law. But our 
current regulatory system was designed with the three or four year 
undergraduate degree in mind. It works by observing and judging the 
governance, academic management, standard setting, quality assurance and 
pedagogical processes. It has been effective in maintaining standards and 
delivering confidence in English higher education abroad, but it is complicated, 
lacks transparency and can be slow. It can also inhibit new types of provider, 
who may not fit with the assumed model, from entering the sector. 

4.25	 At present, any institution providing higher education, whether publicly-funded 
or not, is entitled to apply for degree-awarding powers. Powers are granted 
indefinitely to publicly-funded higher education institutions in all parts of the UK. 
In England and Wales taught degree-awarding powers are granted on a six-
yearly renewable basis to privately-funded organisations and the existing basis 
creates a major barrier to entry. In particular, organisations must normally 
demonstrate no fewer than four consecutive years experience of delivering 
higher education programmes, generally in the UK. 

4.26	 As part of establishing a new regulatory framework, we will consult on changes 
to the criteria and process for the granting and renewal of degree-awarding 
powers at undergraduate level, with a view to making this more flexible. We are 
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confident we can accelerate the process while maintaining standards. For 
example, a different approach could be taken to an organisation’s track record. 

4.27	 Given degree-awarding powers are now subject to regular review, the argument 
for a four-year track record is weaker than when this requirement was first 
introduced, when such powers were awarded in perpetuity. There could also be 
more flexibility in considering applications from organisations whose track 
record relates to teaching overseas. At present, overseas track record can be 
taken into account but the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) require assurance 
that there is an understanding of the norms and expectations that underpin the 
UK degree. Where things are done differently overseas, the track record and 
reputation of the provider may count for little. 

4.28	 We will also propose legislation to allow institutions that do not themselves 
teach to award degrees. Current practice restricts choice for both student (e.g. 
the possibility of progressing directly to a degree with a national awarding body 
brand) and providers (whose ability to provide higher education is dependent on 
a university being willing to validate their degrees). 

4.29	 The aim of any changes would be to create a simpler and more transparent 
system that allows for greater diversity of provision. This could result in more 
bodies with taught degree-awarding powers or an extension of the external 
degree model such as those awarded by the Open University, University of 
London and the proposed new degree from the Business and Technology 
Education Council (BTEC). 

4.30	 It is vital that quality and academic standards are maintained. In line with our 
proposals to introduce a more risk-based approach to quality assurance, we will 
expect providers that lack a well-established track record – for example those 
that have recently acquired degree-awarding powers – to be subject to more 
frequent and/or in-depth QAA institutional review. We will also put in place 
appropriate sanctions, introducing the powers to suspend or remove degree-
awarding powers where quality or academic standards fail. This change will 
apply to both taught and research degree-awarding powers. 

4.31	 We are not proposing any changes to foundation degree-awarding powers at 
this time but have committed to review them in 2012 and will consider whether 
any changes are needed in the context of that review. 

4.32	 Similarly, we propose no immediate changes to the criteria or process for 
research degree-awarding powers, other than introducing the ability to suspend 
or remove these powers where quality or academic standards fail. 

University title 

4.33	 If an institution is in the higher education sector and has taught degree-
awarding powers under the 2004 criteria, it may apply for university title. To do 
so it must demonstrate regard to the principles for good governance in the 
sector and have at least 4,000 full-time higher education students, of which 
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3,000 are studying for a degree. An organisation which does not meet the 
numbers criterion for “university” title may be eligible for “university college” 
title via the same process. 

4.34	 As part of our consultation on a new regulatory framework, we will consult on 
changes to the criteria and process for determining which organisations are 
allowed to call themselves a university or university college. In particular, we 
intend to review the requirement for an institution to have at least 4,000 full-
time students before they can apply for university title, as strong and well 
respected higher education institutions with fewer than 4,000 students would 
appreciate the opportunity to take the title of university. 

Simplifying the process for changing corporate status 

4.35	 Where higher education institutions want to change their legal status, it can be 
complex. Different rules apply to different types of institution. For example, a 
chartered corporation may need to have a private Act of Parliament passed to 
convert to a different legal form. It has been argued that it would be helpful to 
institutions to ease their ability to convert to a legal status of their choosing – 
for example, to make it easier for them to attract private investment. 

4.36	 Our consultation on a new regulatory framework will explore whether to 
implement legislative change to make the process of changing legal status 
easier. We would ensure that, as the assets of a university have been acquired 
over time, partly as a result of direct public funding, the wider public interest 
will be protected in any such change of status. 

Conclusion 

4.37	 The main barriers faced by institutions seeking to expand and new providers 
who wish to enter the market, are student number controls and the 
complicated and slow processes for obtaining university title and taught degree-
awarding powers. To help more students attend the institution they want, and 
drive competition and innovation across the sector, we will free up student 
numbers and consult on changes to the criteria and process for granting 
university title and taught degree-awarding powers. 
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mobility through fairer access 
Introduction 

5.1	 Social mobility is a measure of how possible it is for people to improve their 
position in society. It can be inter-generational (i.e. the extent to which people’s 
success in life is determined by who their parents are) or intra-generational (i.e. 
the extent to which individuals improve their position during their working lives, 
irrespective of where they started off). It can be “relative”, which refers to the 
comparative chances of people with different backgrounds ending up in certain 
social or income groups or “absolute”, which refers to the extent to which all 
people are able to do better than their parents. 

5.2	 Absolute social mobility is important. However, high levels of absolute social 
mobility can be driven by, for example, the growth of white collar jobs and so 
can go hand in hand with a society in which background still has an unfair 
influence on life chances. Our focus is on relative social mobility. For any given 
level of skill and ambition, regardless of an individual’s background, everyone 
should have a fair chance of getting the job they want or reaching a higher 
income bracket. 

5.3	 Higher education can be a powerful engine of social mobility, enabling able 
young people from low-income backgrounds to earn more than their parents 
and providing a route into the professions for people from non-professional 
backgrounds. But as we set out in our recent strategy for social mobility, 
Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers, there are significant barriers in the way of 
bright young people from the most disadvantaged backgrounds accessing 
higher education. This chapter sets out how we will promote fairer access 
without undermining academic excellence or institutional autonomy. We expect 
higher education institutions to be active partners, challenged and supported by 
a strengthened Office for Fair Access (OFFA). 

A new framework for widening participation and fair access 

5.4	 The proportion of young people living in the most disadvantaged areas who 
enter higher education has increased by around 30 per cent (6,600 more 
students) over the past five years, and by around 50 per cent over the past 
fifteen years (9,000 more students). 
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Trends in young participation for the most disadvantaged areas 
determined by higher education participation rates27 
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5.5	 This is a positive trend and has been supported by the Higher Education Council 
for England (HEFCE) Widening Participation Allocation which recognises the 
extra costs that institutions face to recruit and retain larger numbers of students  
from more disadvantaged backgrounds. The future role of the allocation will be 
considered as part of HEFCE’s consultation on the use of teaching grant to 
ensure that it supports successful widening participation activity in the future. 

5.6	 Despite this progress, there remain very significant differences in the chances 
of participating in higher education depending on where you live. Currently 
fewer than one in five young people from the most disadvantaged areas enter 
higher education compared to more than one in two for the most advantaged 
areas. The participation rate of disadvantaged young people at institutions 
requiring higher entry tariffs has remained almost flat over recent years at 
under three per cent.  

27	� HEFCE (2010), Trends in Young Participation for England 2006/07 represents outcomes for those 
aged 18 on 31 August 2006 and who enter HE in either academic years 2006-07 (aged 18) or 
2007-08 (age 19). 
The results for the 2007/08 and 2008/09 cohorts are considered provisional but unlikely to change 
materially. 
The results for the 2009/10 cohort involve some evidence-based projection, are consequently less 
certain, and could be materially revised when the full set of administrative student data is 
available (2012). 
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5.10	 The Government will establish a new careers service in England, built on the 
principles of independence and professionalism, by April 2012. It will provide 
comprehensive information about careers, skills and the labour market, and 
advice and guidance on all options, including vocational study in colleges, 
training through Apprenticeships, and higher education. There will be a single 
access point to national online and telephone services for young people and 
adults, and face-to-face careers guidance for adults. The face-to-face service will 
be delivered, as with the existing adult Next Step careers service, through a 
network of public, private and voluntary sector organisations contracted by the 
Skills Funding Agency. These organisations will continue to subcontract to 
be able to offer a service which is both trusted at local level and responsive 
to local needs. 

Improving the quality of careers guidance 

5.11	 We will establish a strong quality assurance framework for careers guidance, 
including a national quality standard for the new careers service. There will also 
be measures to ensure consistency in the ‘quality awards’ that schools and 
colleges can work towards. 

5.12	 We will also raise the status of the careers advisers through a programme 
to improve their skills and expertise, building their status as trusted experts, 
respected by schools, colleges, young people and their parents. Responding 
to the recommendations of the Careers Profession Task Force in 2010, the 
Government has asked the Careers Profession Alliance to develop new 
professional standards for careers advisers. 

The role of schools 

5.13	 In The Importance of Teaching, we set out our vision for schools as engines of 
social mobility, helping children and young people to achieve their aspirations. 
Improving children’s attainment at every stage as they progress through school 
is the most important thing we can do to increase their chances of accessing 
higher education, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. We will 
do this through a relentless focus on improving teacher quality and establishing 
a strong, autonomous school system that is accountable to parents, pupils and 
communities. 

5.14	 We are reforming performance tables so that schools are no longer rewarded 
for encouraging young people to pursue courses and qualifications that are not 
recognised by universities and employers. Instead, we believe all pupils should 
have a broad education with a sound grasp of the basics. The subjects covered 
by the English Baccalaureate match closely those which the Russell Group of 
universities indicated recently would be sensible choices for young people 
wishing to keep their higher education options as open as possible.30 

5.15	 For the first time, we will introduce a measure of how well pupils do when they 
leave school, including information on how many progress to higher education. 
This ‘destinations measure’ will act as a strong incentive for schools to make 

30 The Russell Group (2011), Informed Choices. 
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Several Gateway students have intercalated – taken a year out from 
BVetMed study to obtain a BSc in another Science subject – in the recent 
cohorts to UCL and Kings. Intercalation is highly competitive, so succeeding 
in intercalation is a great achievement for the student. 

Many of the students would say that this was the only way they could 
achieve their ambitions of becoming a vet. 

Aspiration and understanding 

5.19	 Even where young people from disadvantaged backgrounds gain the level of 
qualifications to go to a selective university, they have a lower propensity to 
apply.31 Where they do apply they have an equal chance of success. This was 
set out very clearly in the recent report by Sir Martin Harris32 who, like many 
others in the sector, fears that young people’s application decisions are not 
being made on the basis of sound information. 

5.20	 All universities face the challenge of effectively targeting disadvantaged 
students in ways that will both support their attainment while at school, and 
encourage them to apply to higher education. Some are already working 
together to achieve this and the “Realising Opportunities” programme 
(described in the following box) is an excellent example of this kind of work. 
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Realising 	Opportunities 	

Realising Opportunities is a unique collaboration of 12 leading universities, 
working together to promote fair access for, and social mobility of, students 
from under-represented groups. 

Students are supported through a coherent programme of activities 
designed to raise their aspirations to go to research-intensive universities. 
Successful completion of the programme leads to recognition at the point of 
application to one of the 12 universities, where students can receive an 
alternative offer through UCAS. 

Realising Opportunities begins in Year 12 with a National Student 
Conference at which each student is paired with an undergraduate mentor 
who tailors the programme to meet the student’s needs and interests. After 
this first meeting, mentoring takes place online through a secure portal, and 
the ‘e-mentor’ provides ongoing support through Years 12 and 13. 

31 	� Sutton Trust and the Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills (2009), Applications, Offers 
and Admissions to Research-Led Universities. 

32 	� Office for Fair Access (2010), What more can be done to widen access at selective universities. 
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Completion of Realising Opportunities involves the opportunity to take part 
in aspiration raising activities such as summer schools and master classes, 
which focus on giving students a taste of academic life. It also includes an 
academic assignment designed to develop independent learning skills. 

The scheme is in its early stages, but a robust evaluation framework has 
been put in place that will help the 12 partners understand the impact of 
Realising Opportunities on student perceptions and behaviour. The findings 
will inform the future development of the programme. 

Access Agreements 

5.21	 All institutions that intend to charge more than the basic £6,000 annual tuition 
charge have to demonstrate to the satisfaction of the independent Director of 
Fair Access what more they will do to attract students from under-represented 
and disadvantaged groups. Ministers at the Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills wrote to the Director of Fair Access on 10 February 2011 
setting out the Government’s expectations about how he should approach the 
approval and monitoring of new Access Agreements. 

5.22	 The guidance set out significantly increased expectations for the priority that 
institutions should give to fair access and widening participation. We want to 
see a shift away from assessment of inputs and processes, to a focus on clear 
outputs from access activities and measurable progress against appropriate 
measures and targets chosen by the institution and agreed with OFFA. We 
have made clear that we expect there to be a strengthened process for 
agreeing the level of investment each institution should make in activities to 
improve access, linked to progress being made and distance to travel to achieve 
published measures. 

5.23	 Sir Martin Harris successfully established the role of Director of Fair Access, 
and the principle that institutions which increased charges should also increase 
their investment in attracting under-represented students. However, OFFA’s 
restricted budget of £500,000 has limited what it could achieve. 

5.24	 We will strengthen OFFA, so that it can provide more active and energetic 
challenge and support to universities and colleges. We will want to work with 
the Director on the size and structure of OFFA but will make significantly more 
resources available, increasing capacity up to around four times its original level. 
This would equip OFFA to use fully its powers to monitor and review Access 
Agreements and identify and promote best, evidence based, practice. 

5.25	 We are very grateful to Sir Graeme Davies for stepping in as interim Director 
to cover Sir Martin’s unexpected ill health. We will recruit a new Director this 
year, and we will be seeking a wide range of candidates from across the higher 
education sector and beyond. We will ask the new Director to advise on 
whether OFFA’s current powers are the right ones to achieve its statutory goals, 
or whether some clarification or extension is required. This could include, for 



 

Chapter 5: Improved social mobility through fairer access 

example, the power to instruct an institution to spend a specific amount on 
access or retention from its additional fee income; a more flexible range of 
sanctions; or to make public an assessment of any institution that the Director 
feels is not making sufficient progress against its Access Agreement. We have 
already asked for advice in the autumn about the first round of approval of new 
Access Agreements. While ensuring that the Director has appropriate powers 
and resource to promote and champion access, we will retain the Director’s 
independence, discretion and duty to protect academic freedom, including an 
institution’s right to decide who to admit and on what basis. 

More generous financial support for part-time and low-income students 

5.26	 The planned reforms to higher education student finance in England will offer a 
more generous package of financial support for low-income (full-time) students 
living in England wishing to attend university in 2012/13. No first-time 
undergraduate student will need to contribute to their tuition costs up-front and 
students from families with incomes of £25,000 or less will be entitled to a 
more generous full grant for living costs of £3,250 a year, as well as a loan for 
living costs of £3,875 for those studying away from home outside London. 
Over 95 per cent of full-time students will be better off under the new system. 

5.27	 For the first time, students starting part-time undergraduate courses in 2012/13, 
many of whom are from non-traditional backgrounds, will be entitled to an 
up-front loan to meet their tuition costs so long as they are studying at an 
intensity of at least 25 per cent, in each academic year, of a full-time course. 
This is a major step in terms of opening up access to higher education, and 
remedies a long-standing injustice in support for adult learners. Up to around 
175,000 part-time students will benefit. Under the new system, distance-
learning students studying full-time will also benefit from a loan to cover their 
tuition costs. 

The National Scholarship Programme 

5.28	 A new National Scholarship Programme will begin in 2012. By 2014, it will 
provide £150 million to help improve access to higher education amongst the 
least well off young people and adults. All higher education institutions charging 
over £6,000 will be required to participate in the Programme, and we will 
expect them to contribute additional funds from their own resources. We also 
encourage them to attract charitable and philanthropic donations to augment 
the overall size of the National Scholarship Programme. 

5.29	 Over summer 2011, institutions will publish details of how they will select 
students to receive the National Scholarship awards for 2012 and what form 
they will take. Institutions can offer a range of scholarship awards from a tuition 
charge waiver or discount, a free foundation year leading to a course with high 
entry requirements and progression to a professional career; discounted 
accommodation or other similar institutional service; and a financial scholarship/ 
bursary up to £1,000. Each first-time undergraduate full-time student will 
receive a benefit of not less than £3,000, with a pro-rata amount for part-time 
students studying at a minimum of 25 per cent of the intensity of the equivalent 
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full-time study. By 2014/15 when the programme is fully operational, with 
matched funding, up to 100,000 students a year could be awarded a 
scholarship. 

Government’s Advocate for Access to Education 

5.30	 In December 2011 the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister appointed the 
Rt Hon Simon Hughes MP to be the Government’s Advocate for Access to 
Education. The Advocate’s role is to advise the government on how to improve 
access to education and he has been engaging with young people across the 
country to understand their concerns. Simon Hughes has already submitted 
several interim reports to the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister 
covering subjects such as the letter of guidance for the Director of Fair Access, 
the replacement for the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA), and 
communications with students intending to enter university in 2012. Simon 
Hughes has met regularly with the Business and Education Secretaries, the 
Minister for Universities and the Minister for Further Education, Skills and 
Lifelong Learning. He will be submitting his final report in the near future and 
we will study his recommendations with interest. 

Access courses 

5.31	 The Skills Funding Agency funds Access to Higher Education Diplomas to 
support students who have few, if any, qualifications, such as adults who left 
school early or have been out of education for a number of years. These are 
targeted at groups that are under-represented in higher education and are 
designed and developed by local further and higher education institutions 
working in partnership. 

5.32	 In 2010, around 28,000 applicants to higher education held an Access to Higher 
Education qualification, representing over five per cent of all UCAS applicants. 
The number of acceptances increased from 13,000 in 2009 to 19,000 in 2010. 
Of applicants with an Access to Higher Education qualification, 69 per cent 
were accepted. Given the previous education and learning backgrounds of 
those on access routes, this acceptance rate compares well with the 73 per 
cent rate achieved by all other applicants in England and Wales. Once 
participating in higher education, attainment by access students stands fair 
comparison with others and, after graduation, most former access students get 
graduate jobs. 

5.33	 We will examine why interest in Access to Higher Education courses has 
recently increased. With continued Skills Funding Agency support for level 3 
provision, including the planned introduction of further education loans for 
learners aged 24 and over from 2013/14, there may be opportunities to develop 
even more flexible routes for progression from further to higher education, 
including work-based options. 



Alternative routes to the professions 

5.34	 Professional bodies offer progression routes into a range of careers such as 
accountancy, engineering and law which often combine work and study. Those 
from less privileged backgrounds face a number of barriers to accessing the 
professions including: lack of knowledge about professional careers; lack of 
family connections with the professions and aspiration to enter them; and the 
high entry requirements, length and cost of professional courses. Other barriers 
stem from the structure and practices of the professions themselves. 

5.35	 We are working with the Gateways to the Professions Collaborative Forum, 
chaired by the Minister for Universities and Science, to encourage the 
professions to widen access to professional careers, including through the 
development of non-university routes. For example the Civil Service and wider 
public sector employers are very aware of the value that Apprenticeships can 
bring to their business. Civil Service employers are committed to offering 
Apprenticeships to staff as a key means of delivering business objectives and 
are actively investigating the possibility of establishing centralised recruitment 
processes to support departments. In the private sector, the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales admits members with the 
Association of Accounting Technicians Diploma and the Royal Institution of 
Chartered Surveyors admits members with an Advanced Apprenticeship. 
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	 	 	KPMG School Leavers Programme 

KPMG has developed an innovative new programme to broaden access into 
the accounting profession. The flexible, six-year scheme enables school 
leavers to gain work experience, an accounting degree from one of three 
leading universities (Durham, Exeter or Birmingham) and a professional 
accountancy qualification – with all tuition charges paid by KPMG and a 
starting salary in the region of £20,000. One of KPMG’s main objectives is to 
encourage people who might not otherwise have considered a career in the 
profession – whether because of their social background or the perceived 
costs of higher education – to do so. 

Setting up the scheme required energy and creative thinking and a new way 
of working between KPMG, universities and the accountancy institutes 
(Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales, and Institute of 
Chartered Accountants of Scotland). KPMG agreed the programme with 
Durham, Exeter and Birmingham universities as they were passionate about 
its potential and had organisational values that fitted well with KPMG’s. The 
arrangement will align the recruitment and selection processes of KPMG 
with the tuition provided by the universities involved. The firm will welcome 
its first school leaver students in September this year. 
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Access to postgraduate study 

5.36	 In his 2009 report on fair access to the professions, Alan Milburn found that an 
increasing number of careers require postgraduate level qualifications for 
entry.33 A higher-level degree can open up new opportunities and evidence 
shows that on average, individuals with a postgraduate qualification enjoy 
higher earnings than those with only a first degree. 

5.37	 Alan Milburn questioned whether financial barriers prevent some people from 
undertaking postgraduate study and so disadvantaged them in the labour 
market. Although we know that overall participation in postgraduate study 
has increased over time, we know very little about the social background of 
postgraduates and this lack of data means we cannot properly assess patterns 
of access in postgraduate study. 

5.38	 Professor Sir Adrian Smith’s Postgraduate Review recommended that 
Government should improve its understanding of the characteristics of the 
postgraduate population in order to improve access to postgraduate study. 
The Group reiterated this in their recent meeting, highlighting that it is vital to 
be able to track how changes to undergraduate funding affect postgraduate 
participation. We will invite HEFCE to monitor and review this as the 
undergraduate reforms take effect. 

A review of the benefits of Post-Qualification Application (PQA) 

5.39	 An area we want to examine further is whether a system of Post-Qualification 
Application (PQA) would promote fairer access. PQA involves students applying 
to higher education once their exam results are known, rather than relying on 
predicted grades. There continues to be considerable interest in such a system 
across the education sector. 

5.40	 The potential benefits of such a system could be significant. Removing the 
uncertainty of conditional offers and predicted grades would mean candidates 
would be able to make more focused applications based on a match between 
their qualifications and the entry requirements for particular courses. This could 
give candidates more time to consider their choice of course and institution, 
help promote fair access and be more efficient. A system of this kind might 
remove some of the stressful uncertainty from the current application process 
and could encourage applicants from disadvantaged and non-traditional 
backgrounds to apply to more selective courses and institutions in the 
knowledge that they had achieved the qualification necessary for 
admission. Individuals may also submit fewer applications overall, with the 
potential to lead to cost savings and greater efficiency. 

5.41	 However, this could also require significant change to school, college and 
university term and examinations times. The potential impact of these changes 
has been a barrier to the introduction of PQA in the past. The impact on those 
with non-traditional qualifications would also need to be considered. 

33 The Panel on Fair Access to the Professions (2009), Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of 
the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions. 
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5.42	 There have already been significant changes in the higher education 
applications system, stimulated by a sector-led delivery partnership, set up in 
2006. These have included the reduction of the number of applications for most 
courses from six to five, the introduction of feedback letters to unsuccessful 
applicants, and the introduction of the “adjustment” period which allows 
applicants who exceed their offers to attempt to improve upon them. Some in 
the sector have called for the introduction of a hybrid model of PQA that builds 
on the use of the adjustment period and this warrants further consideration. 

5.43	 UCAS have also begun a review of their admissions processes, consulting the 
higher education sector and stakeholders. Their intention is to have a revised 
UCAS application process in time to support entry in 2014/15, which better 
meets the needs of both applicants and higher education institutions. As part of 
this process they plan to consult on the barriers and benefits to the introduction 
of PQA. 

5.44	 We will await the outcome of the UCAS review. UCAS expect this to report 
early in 2012. Then, working with the new Director of Fair Access, the sector 
and the Department for Education, we will determine the extent to which the 
introduction of a hybrid or other PQA model might promote fair access and 
benefit potential students as well as any efficiencies and cost savings. We will 
look carefully at the impact of different models on schools, colleges and 
universities, including the implications for examination timetables and term 
times, and the potential impact on the quality of education for 16-18 year olds. 

Conclusion 

5.45	 We are putting in place a range of measures to tackle the various barriers that 
prevent bright young people from disadvantaged backgrounds from participating 
in higher education. Our funding reforms provide more generous support for 
low-income students. This, together with the National Scholarship Programme, 
will help tackle the financial barriers. Alongside this, we are serious about 
ensuring that higher education institutions actively seek to attract students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and expect that the new Access Agreements and a 
stronger role for the Office for Fair Access will promote this. Our continuing 
support for Access courses should help those who left school early or have 
been out of education for a number of years. Together these measures should 
promote fairer access to higher education. 
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Chapter 6: A new, fit-for-
purpose regulatory 
framework 
Introduction 

6.1	 The reforms we have set out will open up higher education, making universities 
accountable to the students they serve. To support this, and provide the right 
safeguards, we will reform the regulatory framework. 

6.2	 The right regulation should protect students and taxpayers not create a 
bureaucratic burden that stifles innovation. This chapter sets out our proposals 
to cut back red tape that is no longer justified, while focusing regulators’ 
attention on what really matters. A more detailed consultation document, 
covering the future regulatory framework, will follow shortly. 

Principles of future regulation 

6.3	 We will respect the autonomy of institutions and the prime importance of 
academic freedom and will: 

●	 create an open, dynamic and affordable higher education system, with more 
competition and innovation, and a level playing field for new providers; 

●	 maintain the highest quality of higher education, safeguarding the strong 
international reputation of English universities; and 

●	 reduce the regulatory and administrative burden, adopting a risk-based 
approach while improving accountability to students. 

Role of regulatory bodies in the higher education sector 

6.4	 English higher education is supported by four bodies with a role in regulation: 
the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), the Quality 
Assurance Agency (QAA), the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) and the Office of 
the Independent Adjudicator (OIA). 

6.5	 The role of these organisations taken together is to provide assurance to 
students and to the public on financial regularity, quality, access and value for 
money and to ensure the proper handling of unresolved student complaints 
against universities. 

6.6	 In Chapter 3 we set out the roles QAA and OIA will play in the reformed 
landscape, and in Chapter 5 we described how we will strengthen OFFA’s role. 
This Chapter sets out how the vital role of HEFCE will change, to suit the needs 
of a reformed higher education sector. 
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A reformed higher education regulatory system 

6.7	 The current approach to regulation is underpinned by: 

a.	� The Secretary of State’s powers to give general directions to HEFCE and 
place conditions on grant,34 and limits to those powers (for example, the 
Secretary of State cannot tell HEFCE which providers or subjects to fund). 

b.	� HEFCE’s powers, through its Financial Memoranda with institutions, to 
administer funds; impose terms and conditions on grant;35 require 
information; and promote efficiency. 

c.	� The Secretary of State’s powers to designate courses for student support 
at providers who do not receive public funding. 36 

d.	� HEFCE’s statutory duties for quality assessment of the provision it funds. 

6.8	 This framework has given universities incentives to pursue financial regularity 
and high quality teaching and research, while recognising the importance of 
institutional autonomy in driving excellence. The reforms we set out below will 
maintain and strengthen this; while adapting the details to fit the new funding 
arrangements. 

6.9	 There remains a need for a high-quality, independent lead regulator. Working 
closely with OFFA, the QAA and OIA, this must control the financial exposure 
of taxpayers, assure students on the financial strength of institutions, allocate  
additional Government funding to high-cost, strategic or vulnerable subjects 
and protect students by ensuring only quality-assured institutions are eligible  
for Government support. Specifically:  

a.	� As the balance of public investment shifts from grants to loans, the 
Government must maintain 	control 	of 	its 	financial 	exposure. At present 
HEFCE has powers to set conditions, such as limits on the number of 
publicly-supported students, on the teaching grant it allocates. As more 
money flows through graduate contributions, this requires amendment so 
that similar conditions can be set on institutions that access the student 
support system. 

b.	� There will remain a role overseeing the financial health and sustainability of 
all higher education providers in receipt of public support, whether through 
direct public funding or publicly-supported loans. Currently, HEFCE can take 
action in the public interest where an institution is at 	risk 	of 	getting 	into 	
financial 	difficulties. Providers that perform poorly under the new funding 
arrangements will primarily be those that fail to recruit enough students. 
Like its predecessors, the Government does not guarantee to underwrite 
universities and colleges. They are independent, and it is not Government’s 
role to protect an unviable institution. However, we see a continuing role for 
a public body to work with institutions at risk of financial difficulties. The 

34 
35 
36 

Section 68(1) of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 (F&HEA 1992). 
Section 65 of F&HEA 1992. 
Section 22 of the Teaching and Higher Education Act 1998. 
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focus for HEFCE and BIS in the event of an institution actually becoming 
unviable would be to facilitate an orderly wind-down of activity and to 
protect the interests of students, to ensure they can, at a minimum, 
complete their studies. 

c.	� There remains a need for an independent body to allocate 	funding 	to 	
achieve 	particular 	objectives that the Government has agreed are in the 
public interest, such as the protection of strategically important and 
vulnerable subjects.37 

d.	� An independent body is needed to scrutinise applications from 
organisations 	for 	designation 	for 	student 	support	and 	grants. 	This is 
to ensure that students and Government can have confidence that their  
graduate contributions are going to reputable institutions. We would expect 
it to take advice on issues of access from the Director of Fair Access, and 
from the QAA on quality assurance. 

6.10	 This is a development of the role HEFCE has performed with distinction 
in recent years, and we believe it is the right organisation to take on these  
tasks. But there will be a major change of emphasis as the reforms take hold, 
requiring different powers and appropriate remodelling as it evolves from being 
primarily a funding council to also being the lead regulator for one of our most 
important sectors. This will include a new , explicit remit to promote the 
interests of students, including as consumers, with a duty to take competition 
implications into account when making decisions on funding. This will 
complement the work of the OIA in relation to individual complaints and we will 
legislate for reserve powers for HEFCE to intervene if evidence is found of 
widespread poor treatment of students. 

6.11	 Changes to funding flows will also have implications for how HEFCE and the  
Student Loans Company (SLC) work together and they have already begun joint 
planning for closer co-operation in the future, while ensuring continuity of 
service to institutions and students as the new system beds in. 

A simpler, more transparent regulatory framework 

6.12	 We propose a single, transparent regulatory framework for all providers in 
the higher education system, including further education colleges and other  
alternative providers. This will provide a level playing field for all providers that 
wish to benefit from public funding. 

6.13	 The new framework will comprise three broad categories: 

●	 As now, all institutions offering a ‘recognised’ degree (i.e. having degree-
awarding powers in England) will need to satisfy a quality threshold, 
administered by the QAA. This assures the quality of an English degree and 
will apply whether or not the institution receives public funding. They will 
also need to give students access to dispute resolution. 

37 Section 22 of the Teaching and Higher Education Act 1988. 
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●	 Institutions that want their students to access the increased levels of 
student support funding (loans and grants) will need to meet further 
conditions; publishing much more detailed information about their courses 
and outcomes; giving students access to dispute resolution via the OIA; 
complying with the quality framework; and, if they intend to charge above 
£6,000, having an Access Agreement approved by the Director of Fair 
Access. Their provision will fall within liberated student number controls and 
the tuition charge cap. HEFCE, as primary regulator, will be expected 
to monitor providers, address signs of failure and agree recovery  
arrangements. Should an institution fail to meet any of these requirements, 
despite having been given time to take remedial action, their access to 
student support finance could be suspended or stopped. At the same time, 
a far more light-touch approach to monitoring will be applied to high-
performing institutions.38 

●	 Not-for-profit institutions will, additionally, be able to access grants from 
HEFCE to fund those additional costs and public policy priorities that cannot 
be met by graduate contributions alone. 

Application of the proposed regulatory framework 

Bodies holding taught degree awarding powers 

Must comply with requirements on: 

● Quality; and 

● Dispute resolution. 

Institutions designated for student support 

Must comply with requirements on: 

● Quality; 

● Dispute resolution; 

● Information; 

● Access (if charging over the basic tuition charge); 

● Financial sustainability; 

● Reformed student number controls; and 

● Tuition charge caps. 

(Application of the regulation will be appropriate and proportionate to the 
circumstances of the institution) 

38	� Detail will be in a revised financial memorandum for higher education organisations in England, 
setting out the reporting and monitoring framework for financial sustainability and use of funds. 
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Institutions in receipt of teaching grants 

Must comply with: 

●	 Any conditions specific to the grant over and above conditions of 
designation for student support. 

Consulting on the new framework 

6.14	 Subject to Parliamentary time, we intend to bring forward the necessary 
legislation to create this new regulatory framework and give HEFCE the powers 
it needs. Subject to Parliament, we expect to introduce the new regime from 
2013/14. 

6.15	 In legislating, we will ensure that HEFCE sits within a framework of “arm’s 
length” principles, precluding it from any role in admissions, protecting 
institutional autonomy and ensuring that academic freedom is not 
compromised. HEFCE will also retain the role of principal regulator of higher 
education institutions that are exempt charities. 

6.16	 Before we bring forward legislation we will consult this summer on our detailed 
proposals for the future regulatory framework. This will set out possible powers 
and sanctions that the future regulator will need. In the interests of continuing 
to protect institutional autonomy, a revised Financial Memorandum between 
BIS and HEFCE will set out both the limitations and the rights conferred to the 
regulator. 

Reducing regulation and the burdens of information collection 

6.17	 We know that the unique success of our leading institutions owes much 
to their historic freedom to determine their own mission and pursue it 
energetically and creatively without the burdens of excessive compliance. 
We want universities to be autonomous and primarily accountable to their 
students. This creates the room to cut back unnecessary red tape. 

6.18	 Many of our proposals to strip back regulation are described in more detail in 
previous chapters: 

●	 Freeing up student number controls by allowing unrestrained recruitment 
of high-achieving students and making 20,000 places available in 2012/13  
to providers who combine good quality with value for money and whose  
average charge (including waivers) is at or below £7,500. This will give 
popular institutions more freedom to expand, including those new providers 
who are able either to attract top students and/or provide good value places 
(Chapter 4). 

●	 A risk-based approach to quality assurance, in which scrutiny is focused on 
institutions without an established track record and those for whom 
significant concerns have been raised (Chapter 3). 
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●	 Reviewing the process and criteria for granting degree awarding powers, 
university title and university college title, to remove bureaucratic barriers to 
high quality and innovative new providers offering courses (Chapter 4). 

6.19	 In addition, higher education institutions are subject to a wide range of 
regulatory requirements and conditions including health and safety, planning, 
equal opportunities, Freedom of Information, procurement, and employment 
law. They also enter into partnerships with many organisations in both the 
public and private sectors, each of which may have its own reporting and 
accountability requirements. We will ask the Higher Education Better Regulation 
Group (HEBRG) to look across this complex landscape to identify areas for 
deregulation whilst still safeguarding students and taxpayers, and report back 
by November. BIS will work with other Government departments to reduce 
further the regulatory burden placed on higher education institutions, including 
whether it is possible to reduce the costs to institutions currently incurred in 
completing corporation tax returns. 

6.20	 We are taking action to exempt higher education institutions from the 
‘accommodation offset’ provisions in the National Minimum Wage rules for 
full-time students. The offset has meant that higher education institutions have 
been providing an unintentional rent subsidy to students who also happened to 
be employed by them part-time. The change to the rules will mean students are 
treated equitably while removing a bureaucratic headache for institutions. 

6.21	 In the short term, we will work with the Higher Education Statistics Agency 
(HESA) to reduce the size of data collections through the periodical review 
process. However, we know that HESA data collections are only a small part 
of the data collection burden on higher education institutions. Much relates to  
independently run data collections by professional, statutory and regulatory 
bodies.39 Although each of these has a specific need for the information it 
requests, it can lead to the same basic details being collected over and over. 
Rethinking the whole system could significantly reduce the data collection 
burden on the higher education sector. 

6.22	 We will ask HEFCE, HESA and HEBRG, in collaboration with the Information 
Standards Board for education and skills (ISB), to redesign the information 
landscape for higher education in order to arrive at a new system that meets 
the needs of a wider group of users; reduces the duplication that currently 
exists, and results in timelier and more relevant data. We expect that the Skills 
Funding Agency (SFA) will also wish to contribute to this exploratory work to 
support simplification and alignment across both the higher and further 
education sectors. We will also work with other government departments that 

39	� A survey in October 2010 commissioned by the HEBRG identified approximately 550 lines of 
external reporting that institutions are asked to comply with. The institutions these came from 
included the Higher Education Statistics Agency, the Funding councils, the Research councils, 
the Teacher Training and Development Agency, Local Authorities, the NHS and Strategic Health 
Authorities, the Student Loans Company, the UK Border Agency, Professional/academic 
accreditation bodies, the Quality Assurance Agency, the Office for Fair Access and the Office 
of the Independent Adjudicator. 
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collect data from institutions to secure buy-in to reducing the information 
collection burden. In turn, they will benefit from better quality, more timely data. 

Collection and use of TRAC data 

6.23	 HEFCE has collected data from all HEFCE-funded institutions on the true cost of 
teaching and research through the Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) 
exercise. It has provided an objective basis for determining how HEFCE 
teaching grant should be allocated between different subjects. It has also 
allowed institutions to benchmark their costs against similar institutions, 
providing useful management information for many universities. It has been 
designed with, and is reviewed regularly by, the sector and provides credible 
information that can then be used to satisfy the requirements of a number of 
major funders, including research funders. 

6.24	 Implementing TRAC, however, is far from cost-free and all institutions have to 
comply with the minimum requirements. While a 2009 report found that the 
benefits of TRAC outweighed its administrative burden,40 it is clear that as 
universities become increasing accountable to their students rather than to 
Government, there is a diminishing rationale for a universal reporting system 
measuring costs across the system. 

6.25	 We will ask HEFCE to consult with the sector on radically streamlining the 
reporting requirements of TRAC. The means of determining the costs of higher-
cost subjects will need to be given consideration. It must remain available as a 
benchmark for applications for research funding, but HEFCE will look at how far 
TRAC requirements can be reduced and simplified at the earliest possible 
opportunity. 

6.26	 Alongside our other reforms to improve information, outlined in Chapter 2, we 
will work with HEFCE to consider how TRAC data might be used to promote 
greater transparency and help inform the choices of prospective students. 

Consequences of the proposed framework 

6.27	 The new regulatory framework will be more transparent, and will reduce 
regulation on high-performing institutions. All providers or potential providers 
will be able to see clearly what regulation will apply to them, depending on 
where and how they wish to enter the sector. 

6.28	 For existing institutions, the main difference will be that many conditions 
previously attached to the core grant from HEFCE will, in future, attach to 
designation for student support. Our proposals for a risk based approach to 
quality assurance and financial regulation, for freeing up student number 
controls and reducing data collection will reduce the regulatory burden. We also 
expect further deregulatory measures to be identified as a consequence of the 
work we are asking the HEBRG to do across the many organisations that 
engage with higher education institutions. Changes to the way institutions are 

40 JM Consulting and HEFCE (2009) Policy overview of the financial management information needs 
of higher education, and the role of TRAC. 



 

 

Chapter 6: A new, fit-for-purpose regulatory framework 

funded may also reduce regulatory requirements. For example, because in 
future, most funding will follow students in the form of loans and direct grant 
funding from the Government will decrease, fewer institutions may be subject 
to EU public procurement rules. 

6.29	 Alternative providers will benefit from the proposed changes to degree-
awarding powers and university title which will make it easier and more 
attractive for them to enter the sector if they wish to do so. Many private 
providers run successful higher education courses in England without wanting 
to enter the English higher education sector and will probably go on doing so. 
As with other providers, the regulatory regime will depend on what alternative 
providers wish to access. If they wish to hold degree-awarding powers they will 
have to sign up to a quality assurance regime. If they wish their students to 
access student support finance, potentially including much larger tuition loans 
than are currently available, they will have to comply with the requirements on 
quality, dispute resolution, financial accountability, number controls, access, 
information and charges in the same way as existing institutions. Alternative 
not-for-profit providers would be able to apply for HEFCE grants in the same 
way as higher education institutions and further education colleges. 

6.30	 Further education colleges and other alternative providers could benefit from 
the freeing up of student number controls and the changes to degree-awarding 
powers that will expand the range of validating institutions. In particular, models 
that allow awarding bodies to hold degree-awarding powers could provide a 
clear progression model and a new nationally recognised offer for higher 
education provided by further education colleges (“HE in FE”). Some in the 
further education sector have called for this contribution and distinctive mission 
to be recognised through a distinctive title. Currently, the title of ‘College of 
Further and Higher Education’ can be adopted by those colleges who have a 
minimum of ten per cent of their full-time equivalent students in higher 
education and a minimum number of 500 full-time equivalent higher education 
students. If an alternative title with clear support from across the further 
education sector is proposed, this will be given careful consideration. 

Conclusion 

6.31	 Our funding reforms and the introduction of a more market-based approach 
require a new regulatory framework. We need an approach that allows popular 
institutions to grow, thereby enabling better outcomes for students. We have 
taken decisions in relation to the role of HEFCE, OFFA, the OIA and the QAA. 

6.32	 At the same time, we have identified major scope for deregulation whilst 
safeguarding students and will consult in detail on a new, single regulatory 
framework for higher education. Alongside this, we will ask HEFCE, HESA and 
HEBRG, in collaboration with the Information Standards Board for Education to 
redesign the information landscape for higher education to meet the needs of 
users while reducing the burdens of data collection. 
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Annex: Consultation on our 
proposals for reform 
Background 

1.1	 This White Paper sets out our higher education strategy for England. Many of 
the proposals in this White Paper will require legislative change to deliver them 
and, subject to Parliamentary time, we will bring a Higher Education Bill before 
Parliament in 2012. 

1.2	 These proposals represent a radical reform of the higher education system. 
For that reason it is important that all interested parties have an opportunity  
to comment on our proposals, particularly where these proposals will lead  
to legislation.  

1.3	 We will be consulting on our proposals at two different levels: 

Consultation 	on 	the 	overall 	strategy 	outlined 	in 	the 	White 	Paper:  
We are running a consultation seeking comments on the overall strategy for 
reform being put forward in this White Paper. This consultation will be of 
interest to prospective, current and past students, parents and employers, 
higher education providers and sector bodies, and all those with an interest 
in the higher education sector . 

A	series 	of 	specific 	consultations: 	
We are also seeking detailed input on some areas of reform where our 
proposals will lead to changes to primary legislation or changes to how funding 
is distributed. On these areas we consider there to be value in a more specific 
consultation. 

Consultation on the overall strategy for higher education 

2.1	 	 The  purpose  of  this  consultation  is  to  receive  input  to  the  Government’s  overall 
package  of  proposals  for  reforming  higher  education  in  England,  as  set  out  in  this 
White  Paper.  We  welcome  input  from  anyone  with  an  interest  in  our  proposals. 

2.2	 This consultation will run until 20 September 2011, and you can respond at our 
interactive website www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform 

http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform
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2.3	 Alternatively a response can be submitted by letter or email to: 

Higher Education White Paper consultation 

Higher Education Directorate 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

1 Victoria Street  

London SW1H 0ET 

E-mail: HE.consultation@bis.gsi.gov.uk 


2.4	 When responding please state whether you are responding as an individual or 
whether you are representing the views of an organisation. If responding on 
behalf of an organisation, please make it clear who the organisation represents 
and, where applicable, how the views of the members were assembled. 

Specific consultations 

3.1	 There are a small number of specific areas where we want to give the higher 
education sector and others the opportunity to contribute to a more detailed 
consultation. This is because they will lead to changes to primary legislation 
or to the way funding is distributed.  

3.2	 In these particular areas we will be initiating a series of specific consultations 
which will be running alongside the overall consultation on the White Paper. 
These will cover: 

●	 Early repayment 

●	 The regulatory framework for the higher education sector 

●	 The allocation of teaching grant and student numbers in 2012/13 and 
2013/14 and beyond 

3.3	 The consultations on early repayment and the regulatory framework will be led 
by BIS and the outcome of these consultations will inform any changes to 
primary legislation as part of a Higher Education Bill (subject to Parliamentary 
time). 

3.4	 Consultation on the allocation of teaching grant and implementing new student 
number controls will be taken forward by the Higher Education Funding Council 
for England (HEFCE) which has the lead responsibility in these areas. 

3.5	 The background to these issues is set out in the White Paper. But we recognise 
that in some areas it is necessary to provide further detail to inform a more 
specific consultation. Where this is the case, separate, more detailed 
consultation documents will be published, providing more details on the options 
for consideration and inviting people to respond. More detail on the consultation 
on Early Repayment can be found at www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform and other 
consultation documents will be added to this website when they are available. 

3.6	 The table below summarises the scope of each of these specific consultations, 
where to find more information, how to feed in and the timescale for doing so. 

75 

mailto:HE.whitepaper@bis.gsi.gov.uk
http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform


http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform
http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform
http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform
http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform
www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/consult
www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/consult
www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/consult
www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/consult
www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/consult


http://www.bis.gov.uk/HEreform
mailto:HE.whitepaper@bis.gsi.gov.uk
http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/better-regulation/consultation-guidance






http://www.tsoshop.co.uk
mailto:customer.services@tso.co.uk
mailto:bookshop@parliament.uk
http://www.bookshop.parliament.uk

	BIS Department for Business Innovation and Skills: Higher Education - Students at the Heart of the System
	Contents
	Foreword
	Executive Summary
	Financing students
	Improving the student experience
	Increasing social mobility
	Research and innovation
	Conclusion
	Summary of policies
	Consultation and implementation

	Chapter 1: Sustainable and fair funding
	Introduction
	A more diverse and responsive sector
	Increased investment
	More affordable higher education
	A graduate contribution system
	Competition and efficiency
	Reform of grant funding methods
	Funding for postgraduate courses
	Voluntary giving
	Improving the management of a growing student loan book
	Conclusion

	Chapter 2: Well-informed students driving teaching excellence
	Introduction
	Key Information Set
	Unistats
	Presenting information more imaginatively
	A single application portal and integrated application process

	Chapter 3: A better student experience and better qualified graduates
	Introduction
	Student charters
	Student engagement
	Student services and welfare
	Students’ unions
	Quality assurance
	Student complaints and the role of the Office of the Independent Adjudicator (OIA)
	Employer engagement
	Employer sponsorship of students and courses
	Initial teacher training and healthcare courses
	Graduate internships and work placements
	Higher education achievement report
	Enterprise and higher education
	Conclusion

	Chapter 4: A diverse and responsive sector
	Introduction
	Barriers to fair competition for students
	Support for students at alternative providers
	Enabling flexible provision
	The case for liberating student number controls
	Our reforms
	Employer and charity sponsorship of places
	Market entry – taught degree-awarding powers
	University title
	Simplifying the process for changing corporate status
	Conclusion

	Chapter 5: Improved social mobility through fairer access
	Introduction
	A new framework for widening participation and fair access
	A new careers service
	Improving the quality of careers guidance
	The role of schools
	Prior attainment and contextual data
	Aspiration and understanding
	Access Agreements
	More generous financial support for part-time and low-income students
	The National Scholarship Programme
	Government’s Advocate for Access to Education
	Access courses
	Alternative routes to the professions
	Access to postgraduate study
	A review of the benefits of Post-Qualification Application (PQA)
	Conclusion

	Chapter 6: A new, fit‑for purpose regulatory framework
	Introduction
	Principles of future regulation
	Role of regulatory bodies in the higher education sector
	A reformed higher education regulatory system
	A simpler, more transparent regulatory framework
	Consulting on the new framework
	Reducing regulation and the burdens of information collection
	Collection and use of TRAC data
	Consequences of the proposed framework
	Conclusion

	Annex: Consultation on our proposals for reform
	Background
	Consultation on the overall strategy for higher education
	Specific consultations
	Additional copies
	Confidentiality and data protection
	Help with queries

	Glossary of abbreviations



