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Background 

The Government published its white paper on Higher Education on 16 May, ‘Higher Education: Success as 

a knowledge economy’, building on November’s green paper consultation and outlining its vision for 

Higher Education reform over the coming year. The Higher Education and Research Bill was announced in 

the Queen’s Speech on Wednesday 18 May 2016, along with 20 other new Bills. It was the first of them to 

be ‘presented’ to parliament, just a day later. This Bill will change the law to begin putting the 

Government’s plans into action.  

The following is a brief analysis of the HE white paper and the HE and Research Bill.  

 

White paper 

Students’ union autonomy: Following sector support for SUs in response to the green paper, the white 

paper contains just three paragraphs that suggest low level changes to students’ unions. 

Differential fees: Whilst the process of linking the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) to fees has 

been slowed and any link to differential fees has been shelved until 2019, these plans still remain and 

form something we must continue to challenge. 

Access: Access has been expanded to include more than just entry to university. HEIs will have to 

provide action statements with the government expecting to see access, retention and progression all 

accounted for. 

http://nus.org.uk/en/news/nus-responds-to-higher-education-green-paper/


 

Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF): TEF metrics will be broken down by POLAR (Participation of 

Local Areas) quintile, allowing for panels to consider performance for disadvantaged groups when 

awarded a TEF rating. 

Freedom of Information: All public institutions, plus some established private providers, will remain 

subject to the FoI Act. 

Further Education (FE): The proposal for easier degree awarding powers could mean that FE providers 

find themselves with new opportunities to expand, develop and have autonomy over their HE provision. 

Student protections: All “approved” Higher Education providers will be required to publish a student 

protection plan. 

Quality assessment: HEFCEs new risk-based quality system will continue in the Office for Students 

(OfS). The government are to consult on which sector-owned body is best placed to deliver quality 

assessment. 

Student transfers: Students could be allowed to move freely between institutions during their study 

through a credit transfer system. 

Sharia compliant loans: Plans are still being pushed ahead by the government. 

 

HE Bill 

The Office for Students (OfS): In replacement of the Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) and the Office for Fair Access (OFFA), the OFS’ powers will include giving institutions degree 

awarding powers. 

Register of Providers: The OfS will be responsible for running a register so that potential students can 

easily see the different statuses of providers which are set based on things like how high their fees are. 

Access and Participation Plans: Having one of these (in replacement of an access agreement) will 

allow institutions to charge higher fees. It will outline how they plan to attract applications from and 

provide support for disadvantaged and under-represented groups. 

Public funding for providers: The OfS will inherit HEFCE’s powers to grant money to institutions. This 

public money can be used to subsidise certain teaching costs for universities on the register of providers. 

Degree awarding powers and university title: This power currently sits with the Privy Council, the 

move to grant this ability to the OfS will be a significant shift of powers. 

Sharia-compliant loans: Muslim students who were unable to take out interest-bearing student loans 

post 2012 will now be able to, with the new ‘power to make alternative payments’. 

UK Research and Innovation (UKRI): This new body will oversee funding and support for higher 

education research. Existing research councils will become committees of UKRI, which will cooperate and 

share information with the OfS. 

Our next steps are informed by our policy passed at National Conference in April which outlines 

several tactics for fighting the plans which include lobbying parliament and the sector, a sabotage of the 

NSS and a consultation on how best to do so, a demonstration, building links with trade unions and 

working with SUs on evidencing alternatives for improving teaching quality based on partnership. 



 

We will be organising a series of workshops with Students’ Union officers, staff and students over the 

summer as well as a campaign pack with more detailed briefings on the proposals and the plan of 

action on the different elements of the white paper and Bill, as these are agreed. 

 

Further details 

The HE White paper can be found here 

The HE Bill can be found here 
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/higher-education-success-as-a-knowledge-economy-white-paper
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2016-17/highereducationandresearch.html

