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Background 

It remains a clear priority for the Government to widen the range of higher education providers beyond 

the ‘traditional’ publicly-funded sector. This is based on their belief that doing so will stimulate 

competition, further increase choice for students, and deliver better value for money for both taxpayers 

and students across the higher education sector.  

Key to this reform was the opening up of the student support/loan system through the course designation 

process to what have become known as ‘alternative providers’ such that students on courses at these 

providers can access public funds in the form of student loans.  

‘Alternative providers’ is a catch-all term that covers a very large and diverse mixture of institutions that 

had not until that point received support through public funding/subsidy. These providers range from the 

large and well known (such as BPP and University of Law) through to niche provision such as ecumenical 

training colleges. Some are directly profit making and others operate on a not-for-profit basis.  

Following a number of high-profile concerns regarding lack of regulation in this bit of the sector the 

Government, and sector agencies, have increasingly been playing a role in bringing alternative providers 

in within existing regulatory systems, for example they now have to subscribe to the Office of the 

Independent Adjudicator in relation to student complaints. A large section of the most recent Green Paper 



 

 

was devoted to a whole host of issues relating to creating ‘a level playing field’ when it comes to 

regulation of this area of sector and proposed a large number of changes. 

In this context The Student Engagement Partnership (TSEP) have been working Study UK and Guild HE 

(the two main representative bodies for this bit of the sector) on a project to look at student engagement 

practice within their members, in order to better understand current practice and to drive improvements. 

This has involved TSEP working with around 12 such providers of varying types and also providing some 

‘free’ consultancy with those looking to improve.   

As part of this work it is has become apparent that within that small sample group there is an increasing 

demand for support in developing effective student engagement practices with c.50% wanting 

development work on practices generally and around 50% wanting support to set up genuinely 

independent students unions - and ideally to reach a position in which those unions are able to become 

full constituent members of NUS, and the student members of those unions to then access NUS 

democratic processes.  

Current approach  

As part of TSEPs ongoing challenge to become sustainable they will be picking up the demand for 

developmental support on student engagement as part of their consultancy offer. However it is clear that 

demand for consultancy support for alternative providers setting up independent SUs is something that is 

more appropriate to be handled by NUS centrally and it is on this latter issue of whether we should do this 

that we are seeking the Board’s steer.  

Analysis  

There is much debate about the appropriateness of the Government’s reforms to higher education and 

whether the sector should be opened up in the way that it currently is being. Regardless of what position 

we take on these issues the direction of travel from the Government is unlikely to reverse and the Green 

Paper made it clear that they are committed to reform of the sector to allow more new alternative 

providers into the market, and to hasten the exit from the market of others.  

In that more volatile context then it seems clear that it is even more important than ever that students in 

those providers are provided with independent representation through the development of strong 

students unions and that NUS is well placed to provide leadership and practical support - through 

development consultancy - in achieving this.  

Our strategic support unit would be well placed to undertake such activity subject to capacity and 

workload at the given time.  

Our current articles of association provide no bar to constituent membership as they set out that it shall 

be open to:  

14.1 any representative organisation, Students’ Union, students’ association, guild, common room or 

representative council in the United Kingdom to which all the full-time students in post-sixteen education 

or a post-sixteen education establishment belong; and 

 

14.2 in the absence of any representative student organisation, any student body of a post-sixteen 

educational establishment which is approved by the National Conference.  

 

In terms of the process of becoming a member the articles set out the process as follows: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/higher-education-teaching-excellence-social-mobility-and-student-choice


 

 

 

 

Applications for Constituent Membership shall be sent to the Democratic Procedures Committee by a 

method of its determination. The Democratic Procedures Committee shall make investigations and 

enquiries as it thinks fit, and shall submit the application to the next available meeting of the National 

Conference or the National Executive Council after the receipt of the application. The National Conference 

or the National Executive Council may accept or reject the application.  

 

So, whilst there may be political decisions taken as to whether a union from an alternative provider were 

to become a constituent member there appears to be no technical barrier in our articles as to why they 

could not.  

Currently on our website we also state that unions to become full constituent members: 

 Must be a UK based students’ union 

 Must be a students’ union whose institutions receive public funding for the provision of education 

and training 

 Must only have learners aged 16 and over 

It is clear how the first and third of these points relate to our articles, the origin of the requirement to 

receive public funding is unclear and does not appear to have any grounding in our articles.   

Recommendations  

Given the above analysis we would like to seek agreement form the Charity Board that we should seek to 

develop, as part of our ongoing development of a consistent development consultancy offer, an offer for 

alternative providers wishing to set up independent students’ unions. We would to seek to ensure that any 

such offer was as a minimum offered on a full-cost recovery basis and ideally would seek to realise a 

contribution to NUS from this work.   

 

Recommendation: The board is invited to agree in principle that we should seek to provide development 

consultancy to alternative providers in setting up independent students unions  

 

Recommendation: That as and when alternative providers have set up independent students’ unions we 

should encourage them to become constituent members of NUS 

 

 

 


