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UPDATE ON KEY ISSUES FACING HIGHER EDUCATION 

The long-awaited White Paper ‘Students at the Heart of the System’ was finally published on 28 June 
2011. This paper sets out the key issues arising from the White Paper, the more detailed consultations it 
has triggered, and notes other relevant recent and current consultations. 

1. White Paper ‘Students at the Heart of the System’ 

Dealing entirely with English undergraduate education the White Paper makes only passing 
reference to postgraduate education and Research is not discussed at all. The paper covers the 
following key issues: 

a) Student Finance  
Further to the 2010 decision to raise the fee cap to £9,000 the White Paper addresses the 
consequences of that decision and the sector’s reaction to it. Part time and distance learning 
students will be entitled to tuition fee loans for the first time. The potential impact on Postgraduate 
education, a significant concern across the sector, is noted but not addressed. 
 

b) Competition 
Under the heading ‘Improving the Student Experience’ the White Paper introduces a ‘core and 
margin’ model of student number controls whereby 85,000 student places will be contestable 
between institutions in 2012/13. A threshold of AAB will apply above which there will be 
‘unconstrained recruitment’ of the 65,000 students estimated to perform at that level. The balance 
of 20,000 places will be directed to institutions charging fees at or below £7,500. The White 
Paper signals that over time Government would wish to shift the AAB threshold to open up more 
competition, but the end point of this policy is not made clear.  The policy intention behind this 
‘core and margin’ model for student number control is to force the average fee in the sector back 
down towards the £7,500 which Government initially hoped for / expected by increasing the 
extent to which institutions can compete for students on grounds of quality and price.  
 
Durham University has about 85% of its students in the AAB category and at institutional level we 
are well placed to seek opportunities under this policy. Whether we wish to grow, and by how 
much, is one aspect of the current ‘size and shape’ debate. Other considerations include the 
possible differential impact on different disciplines and departments and the internal ramifications 
of that. Also, concerns have been expressed from all parts of the HE sector at the impact the 
AAB policy could have on widening access and the policy could make it more difficult for us to 
achieve the targets set out in our Access Agreement. 
 

c) New Providers 
There will be changes to the regulatory regime to make it easier for new HE providers to obtain 
degree awarding powers and the right to use the ‘University’ title. The new providers envisaged 
include not-for-profit private providers (such as the IFS), for-profit private providers (such as BPP) 
and also established international university brands (e.g. Yale, Harvard) establishing campuses 
in England and obtaining English degree awarding powers. These different types of provider will 
offer different levels of competition to Durham, and it is by no means clear that the relaxation of 
the regulatory environment will in fact provide sufficient incentive for the full range of potential 
new entrants to explore the English HE market. But it is clear that the environment within which 
we operate will become more complex, and competition could increase particularly in areas such 
as Business, Finance and Law where the new providers are currently concentrated. 
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d) There will be new regulations concerning the provision of information to students. Education 
Committee has already initiated internal discussions about the Student Charter, Key Information 
Set, and the implications of these developments. 
 

e) A new regulatory regime will be created, with a new role for HEFCE and a ‘risk based’ approach 
to Quality Assurance. The rhetoric of the White Paper, and even the Technical Consultation (see 
below), is about reducing regulation. The new ‘risk based’ approach to Quality Assurance, 
whereby the intensity and frequency of QAA interventions would be related to the track record of 
institutions, is the main example of this. However, taking all the proposals together, it is difficult to 
see how the net effect will be a reduction in the regulatory burden. 
 

f) We are promised an ‘Innovation and Research Strategy’ later this year. 

An extract from the White Paper summarising the policies is attached for reference. Some of these 
are subject to further consultation. The key consultations which have been issued over the summer 
are listed below. 

2. BIS Technical Consultation 

Despite its bureaucratic sounding title, this consultation raises some fundamental issues (deadline 
for response 27 October). It is ‘technical’ in the sense that it covers those areas of the White Paper 
where further legislation is required to allow the policies to be implemented and it therefore signals 
the likely content of the HE Bill. It covers the following key issues: 

a) The creation of a ‘lead regulator’. The proposal is for HEFCE to assume additional powers over 
and above its existing role. HEFCE will have oversight of both direct and student loan funding, 
quality and standards, widening access and ‘a new explicit remit … to promote the interests of 
students, including as consumers’. It is proposed that HEFCE should have a role in considering 
complaints from groups of students, and thereby have a ‘degree of oversight of the student 
interest’ including recommending the payment of compensation. It is not yet clear how this role 
would work alongside that of the OIA or the OFT, although the consultation paper states that 
HEFCE’s role would be ‘complementary’ to those bodies. 
 

b) It is proposed to simplify, and shorten, the processes for new providers to gain degree awarding 
powers and the University title. It is proposed to allow organisations to apply for taught degree 
awarding powers even if they themselves do not teach. It is also proposed to introduce the power 
to suspend or remove degree awarding powers (both taught and research degree) from any 
institution ‘however granted’ where academic standards fall below an acceptable standard. This 
would be a significant change for existing universities as we currently hold our degree awarding 
powers in perpetuity, and could be seen as an assault on institutional autonomy and academic 
freedom by providing a legal basis for political intervention in university education. 

 

c) Currently, to apply for a ‘University’ title, an organisation must have at least 4000 students, of 
which at least 3000 must be studying for a degree. It is proposed to reduce this to 1000 students, 
of which 750 are studying for a degree. 
 

d) Finally, there are proposals to simplify the process by which HEIs might change their corporate 
status. The intention here is to make it easier for institutions to attract private investment. 
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e) The full Technical Consultation can be found here: http://discuss.bis.gov.uk/hereform/technical-

consultation/ 
The Registrar is co-ordinating the University’s response and would welcome any comments from 
colleagues which can be e-mailed to her at registrar@durham.ac.uk by 21 October 2011. 
 

3. HEFCE  Teaching Funding and Student Number Controls.  

This is HEFCE’s own consultation upon the way in which it intends to implement the changes in 
funding, ‘core and margin’ and AAB policies for 2012/13 only. A further consultation is expected to 
address the arrangements for 2013 onwards. 

Issues arising from this consultation include: that the residual funding to be made available for Band 
B (laboratory based) subjects is widely considered to be insufficient to sustain these subjects; 
concerns that the quality of data available about students’ qualifications on entry is insufficiently good 
to support the new policy.  

4. HMRC: VAT Cost-sharing exemption 

This is the HMRC’s consultation on the proposal in the White Paper to exempt shared services from 
VAT. The charging of VAT is currently a financial disincentive for HEIs to engage in the development 
of shared services, and its removal would be broadly welcomed by the sector.  

5. UK Border Agency 

Over the summer the UKBA has consulted upon Employment-related settlement rights, proposing to 
restrict or remove the rights of settlement to non-EU workers. The issue raised by these proposals is 
summarised by the 94 Group response to which Durham contributed: 

‘The 1994 Group is opposed to the changes in temporary leave and settlement rights of Tier 1, Tier 2 
and Tier 5 migrants proposed by the UK Border Agency. These will impair the ability of the UK to 
recruit and retain the best academic performers and talented emerging researchers. This will 
fundamentally damage the contribution the higher education sector is able to make to the UK 
economy both through research outputs and teaching activities… Restricting settlement rights for 
Tier 1 and 2, the main route through which international academic staff enter the country, will deter 
the talented academics needed to deliver the best returns to the UK, both economically and socially.’ 

 
6. REF 

 
Finally, HEFCE has issued the consultation on the REF draft panel criteria and working methods. 
The PVC (Research) is co-ordinating the institutional response and will report on this separately. 

 
 
 
 
Carolyn Fowler 
Registrar and Secretary 
October 2011 
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Attachment 
 

Extract from the White Paper Summarising the Policies 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Continued over the page. 
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