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Office for Students Consultation  

5. Do you agree or disagree that these are the right risks for OfS to prioritise? 

(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We welcome objective 1 which focuses on access and participation. We believe 
that objective 2 is too focused on outcomes, neglecting the fact that the process 
can be as important as the outcome when it comes to learning. We also feel that 
objective 2’s focus on academic experience means that the wider student 
experience is missed out, for example joining societies, playing sport, developing 
personally and broadening one’s horizons by meeting people from around the 
world. We would welcome the introduction of a risk around the broader student 
experience. We have some concerns about the focus of objective 3 on the idea of 
students as ‘consumers’. Students should be co-producers of their educational 
experience rather than mere consumers of it. We would also like to raise our concern 
around the regulatory framework’s view of provider closure as a sign of a ‘healthy 
functioning market’. As the National Audit Office’s report into the higher education 
market states, there is little evidence that providers who are struggling financially 
would be of less quality. Finally, we would stress that we do not believe ‘value for 
money’ is a useful risk for the OfS to prioritise. The concept of ‘value for money’ is not 
universal – there is a significant graduate pay gap amongst women and people 
from Black or Minority Ethnic backgrounds, so these groups are less likely to receive 
‘value for money’ compared to their white male peers. Disabled graduates 
meanwhile are considerably less likely to be in full time employment.  
 

6. Given all the levers at its disposal, including but not limited to Access and 
Participation Plans, what else could the OfS be doing to improve access and 
participation and where might it be appropriate to take a more risk-based 
approach? 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

The regulatory framework states that the OfS will not impose widening participation 
targets on institutions. While we recognise the importance of academic freedom 
and institutional autonomy, we believe the OfS should have a bigger role in ensuring 
universities widen access and support students from WP backgrounds once they are 
at University. While access and participation plans are important, they do not always 
lead to meaningful change. We believe the OfS should draw on the expertise of 
Students’ Unions in this area. Of particular importance is prioritising work around 
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differential attainment gaps, particularly for BME students. Students’ Unions across 
the country have done valuable research and work in this area. In the 2016/17 
academic year we ran a research project on the BME attainment gap, consisting of 
a survey of 240 students, focus groups with 14 students and a diary kept by 11 
students. It found that BME students often felt isolated, experienced mental health 
difficulties related to their ethnicity, and felt that the curriculum and staff body were 
not representative of them. The full report can be found on our website. This kind of 
research builds expertise within Students’ Unions, and as such it is important that a 
partnership approach is adopted by universities on the area of access and 
participation. Finally, we would like to highlight that there is little evidence that the 
sponsoring of schools by universities is an effective widening access measure. 
Indeed, the school sponsored by Bristol University, Merchants Academy, has recently 
gone into special measures. 

 

7. Do you agree or disagree that a new Quality Review system should focus on 
securing outcomes for students to an expected standard, rather than focusing on 
how outcomes are achieved? 

(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We believe that there is too much of a focus on outcomes in the regulatory 
framework which has led to a neglecting of the important process of learning. We 
also believe that the outcomes expressed in the proposals for the new QAA code 
are not sufficient for providing a high quality educational experience. In large part 
this is due to the downgrading of student engagement in the code, replaced by a 
focus on feedback. There is also not a clear of sense of what ‘high quality’ means in 
the re-developed code. Student outcomes should be co-produced by students, 
and this should primarily be done through formal representation structures, as 
student representatives have a democratic mandate to represent their peers and 
build up expertise through doing so.  

We have serious concerns about the proposals in this section around free speech. 
Whilst we believe fundamentally in free speech, we believe this section seriously 
impinges our autonomy as an independent organisation from our University. As a 
membership organisation, we believe we have the right to decide who we invite to 
speak on our premises, like any other membership organisation e.g. a trade union, 
political party, or sports club. We are not a public body, but a charity governed and 
regulated by charity law. We are also not a provider of education. The suggestion 
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that a provider would face a fine because a Students’ Union chooses not to have 
someone speak on its premises seriously undermines SU’s autonomy as separate 
organisations to universities. 
 

8. Would exploring alternative methods of assessment, including Grade Point 
Average (GPA), be something that the OfS should consider, alongside the work the 
sector is undertaking itself to agree sector-recognised standards? 

(Required) 

Yes 

No 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We support the NUS’s argument that there is no appetite for a move towards GPA in 
the sector. If a move towards GPA is an attempt to respond to ‘grade inflation’ we 
support NUS’s argument that there is little evidence of grade inflation in UK HE, and 
grade improvement is more likely to be related to higher entry qualifications, higher 
fees and changes in school level education. The HDC system is also globally 
recognised, so a move away from it would be in conflict with the OfS’s aim to make 
sure qualifications are recognised over time.  

 

9. Do you agree or disagree that a student contracts condition should apply to 
providers in the Approved categories, to address the lack of consistency in 
providers’ adherence to consumer protection law? 

(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We are concerned about a shift away from collective rights of students towards the 
individual rights of students. We are unsure how or if students would come forward in 
an individual rights system, and believe it is likely that only the most privileged 
students would be able to do so.  

Students’ Unions have long held an advocacy role for students, particularly through 
independent impartial advice centres such as our own, Just Ask. Between October 
2015 and September 2016 Just Ask helped 973 students at UoB. Casework from Just 
Ask helps the service and the wider Students’ Union to identify trends and advocate 
for the rights of students to the University. We believe that the OfS should make it a 
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condition for registered providers to fund independent advocacy and advice 
centres. Given the diverse nature of the sector, these could be in Students’ Unions, 
but might not be. As well as having advice centres, Students’ Unions also advocate 
for students through representation systems, with trained Course Reps, Faculty Reps 
and Full Time Officers representing students interests at all levels of the University. Just 
two examples of successful advocacy by Bristol SU at the University of Bristol are the 
move to open the main library of UoB 24 hours during exams, and the halting of cuts 
to bursaries.  

 

10. What more could the OfS do to ensure students receive value for money? 

Please add your comments below (max 250 words) 

We do not agree with the considerable focus on value for money in the regulatory 
framework. We believe this takes away from the value that education has for 
society, not just the individual student. We also believe that students should receive 
a high-quality education irrespective of whether they are paying for it. We are also 
keen to stress that the value of a University education goes much wider than a high 
quality educational experience. A University education gives one the chance to 
broaden one’s horizons and develop social capital, a non-monetary good. Value for 
money cannot purely be conceived as relating to salary or employment after 
graduation. We do believe however that in the context of ‘value for money’ it is 
important that students play an active role in the remuneration decisions of senior 
management at the University.   

 

11. Do you agree or disagree that a registration condition on senior staff 
remuneration should apply to providers in the Approved categories? Are there any 
particular areas on which you think should the OfS should focus when highlighting 
good practice? 

(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We welcome the suggestion that pay above £100,000 for senior staff should be 
published and justified to OfS. We would ask why this does not apply to all registered 
providers, rather than just approved providers. We would advocate that institutions 
follow a 1:5 pay ratio as a guide. However, we also believe that this point needs to 
go further than senior staff remuneration. Gender and ethnicity pay gaps should also 
be published, along with gender ratios of Professorial staff. It is important that the 
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staff body looks and feels representative of the student body, to ensure all students 
feel welcome and able to succeed.  

 

12. What are your views on the potential equality impacts of the proposals that are 
set out in this consultation? Please provide any relevant evidence if you can as this 
will support policy development going forward. 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) (Required) 

We agree with NUS that the move away from market forces to drive widening 
participation is a good step, particularly with regards to race. Like NUS however we 
are concerned that the equality analysis highlights that mature and BME students 
are more at risk of having their provider exit the market. This combined with the lack 
of a mandatory student protection plan for registered basic providers means these 
students are particularly at risk. We would also raise that we believe the changes in 
the framework around freedom of speech, which will impact Students’ Unions 
autonomy to choose who speaks on their premises, is likely to impact groups with 
protected characteristics the most. Whilst these students are protected from 
extremism by the framework, speech which is not considered extreme but is likely to 
be profoundly upsetting to students will be required to take place on Students’ Union 
premises. 

 

13. Do you agree or disagree that participation in the TEF should be a general 
condition for providers in the Approved categories with 500 or more students? 

(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We disagree that participation in the TEF should be a general condition in its current 
form, as it does not accurately measure teaching excellence. We would be 
supportive of a compulsory teaching excellence framework which was not based 
on flawed metrics e.g. graduate earnings which have nothing to do with whether a 
student has received excellent teaching. We support NUS’s suggestion that the TEF is 
not made compulsory at this stage and that this is reviewed after the Independent 
TEF Review.  

 

15. Do you agree or disagree with the proposed approach to sector level regulation 
in chapter 2? 
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(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

As a Students’ Union we will focus on the areas specific to student engagement and 
students’ unions in our comments. We are supportive of the introduction of a student 
panel and think that Students’ Union sabbatical officers would be very well placed 
to be members, given the staff team behind them who can support them with 
understanding policy. However, some Students’ Unions will be less equipped to do so 
as they will have smaller staff teams, so it’s important all students receive ongoing 
support from the OfS to understand policy decisions. We recognise the need for 
extremism not to be tolerated by Students’ Unions, however Prevent has been 
criticised for “further developing a culture of suspicion and surveillance on 
campuses, whilst also potentially conflicting with institutions’ duties to promote 
freedom of speech, by making them overly risk-averse and unwilling to engage in 
important topics of discussion”. There seems to be a contradiction here with the 
regulatory framework’s position on freedom of speech.  

Students’ Unions are already effectively regulated through the Charity Commission, 
and we are concerned to see in the framework that institutions would be 
challenged ‘which do not ensure that their student unions are accountable, 
transparent or providing value for money’. We believe that Students’ Unions work 
most effectively when their autonomy is respected. Students’ Unions should not be 
held accountable by their institutions, bar oversight of financial stability.  

 

22. Do you agree or disagree with the general ongoing registration conditions 
proposed for each category of provider (see the Guidance for further detail)? 

(Required) 

 1. Strongly disagree 

 2. Slightly disagree 

 3. Neutral 

 4. Slightly agree 

 5. Strongly agree 

Please leave your comments below (max 250 words) 

We support NUS in their suggestion that some conditions should be extended to 
registered basic providers – Condition A3 (transparency of admissions and retention 
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by student demographics), Condition F (student protection plans), Condition H 
(publication of student transfer arrangements), Condition L (complying with 
guidance on facilitating electoral registration). We would add to this that we believe 
condition E3 (on student contracts) should also be extended to registered basic 
providers. 

 

 


