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About IHE 
 
Independent Higher Education (IHE) is the UK’s representative body for independent 
providers of higher education, professional training and pathways. Our 62 members are 
highly student and teaching-focused and include many small and specialist providers. 
One of IHE’s principal aims is to facilitate an SME model of higher education, enabling 
new approaches and innovation to flourish within a flexible and proportionate regulatory 
environment.  
 
Questions 
 
Question 1: Are there aspects of the proposals you found unclear? If so, please 
specify which, and tell us why. 
 

1. The Office for Students (the OfS) consultations, collectively over 1000 pages of 
information, represent a considerable change to the way the OfS regulates 
across a number of existing conditions of registration. The length of the 
documents, the interconnectivity of the proposals with the other consultations 
and with access and participation, and the technicality of the proposals have 
made it difficult for providers and sector bodies to feel confident that they 
understand the proposals fully.  
 

2. The time period for consultation is shorter than previous consultations, where the 
sector was asked to provide feedback on only one consultation. The OfS has 
released amendments to the consultations one month after they were released, 
adding further complexity and again shortening the time allotted to respond. IHE 
is grateful to the OfS staff who have engaged with IHE and our members over 
the consultation period. This support has been vital but with minimal additional 
resources and small teams our members have found it difficult to confidently 
engage with OfS staff in the time period required. As a result the majority of the 
proposals remain unclear and additional time to engage with the OfS would 
greatly improve the feedback that IHE and its members are able to provide.  
 
 

3. IHE members are primarily micro, small, new and specialist providers and have 
limited data to use to help contextualise and understand the proposals. Providers 
teaching level 4 or foundation years only, non-prescribed HE and some types of 
flexible delivery especially at postgraduate level have not been able to access 
comparable data to understand how the proposals might impact them in future, 



 

 2 

should their data become publishable or meet the criteria for statistical reliability.  
 
For many IHE members the absence of this data has made the proposals more 
unclear. We encourage the OfS to consider broadening the scope of provision 
that will be consulted on at a later date to include qualifications at level 4 
(separately from “other undergraduate” ), non-prescribed HE, and the category 
“other postgraduate”, as the data in this category is not available in the detail 
required by our members to make judgments on the policy proposals in this 
consultation.    
 

4. Our members who teach under collaborative partnerships have had particular 
problems accessing and analysing the data underlying these proposals as they 
were not always the HE provider who submitted the data. Our members under 
subcontract have had little to no access to the data, and those who subcontract 
with FE providers (but do not themselves submit to the ILR) have particularly 
struggled. Many of our members remain unclear on their data as part of a time 
series, having no access to the input data for previous years of study.  

 
5. Our members are concerned that they do not have the data to analyse the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on student data and cannot predict how this 
might impact the data in the future. This is important as without an understanding 
of the impact of the pandemic on data, it is difficult to judge the future-proofing in 
the constructing of the indicators. The data proposed for use in constructing 
absolute thresholds pre-dates the pandemic, but these thresholds will then be 
applied to unknown data impacted by the pandemic. The OfS must look to 
publish clear guidance on the information they hold about the impact of the 
pandemic that might be reflected in a provider’s individual data. 

 
6. We remain unclear how the proposals on statistical reliability would impact small 

data sets in Access and Participation. Our members are unclear how data with 
low statistical confidence can apply to targets within their Access and 
Participation Plans. They would welcome more clarity on the relationship 
between the published data and targets and in particular whether providers 
should be publishing targets and other data which does not conform to the OfS’s 
own criteria for publication and statistical confidence. For example, some of our 
members are asked to publish numerical targets that, although calculated as a 
percentage of their population, represent fewer than 23 students. In two cases 
members report being asked to publish targets which represent less than one 
student, which are of questionable statistical reliability or value.  

 
Question 2: In your view, are there ways in which the objectives of this 
consultation (as set out in paragraphs 8 to 16) could be delivered more efficiently 
or effectively than proposed here? 
 

7. We are deeply concerned of the impact of the data indicators proposals on 
micro, small and medium-sized providers. These providers have much smaller 
resources and do not have the same level of data systems as larger providers. 
To significantly increase costs to manage these proposals would not necessarily 
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be value for money for the students they teach. The OfS should undertake an 
SME impact assessment of the changes to the data indicators as they identify 
that the impact of these changes will be greatest on smaller providers.  
The impact assessment should be published, and IHE and SME providers would 
wish to engage with OfS so that any likely recommendations can be 
implemented ahead of OfS publication. 
 

8. We urge the OfS not to proceed with proposals to count students in data for both 
registering and teaching provider as it is not an efficient way to meet the OfS’s 
core objectives. We remain very concerned that the use of metrics which double 
count students across partnerships will create additional burden with little 
advantage to students. The sector has supported the use of delineated data 
showing taught and registered students for student experience metrics in the 
past as the metric has related closely to the provision offered by the teaching 
provider. These proposals extend that delineation to data which is less clearly 
controlled by the teaching provider. This will create further confusion for students 
and offer little to support the OfS in meeting its regulatory goals. In a push for 
increased theoretical accountability, the OfS risks splitting accountability in a way 
which reduces it in practice. 
 

9. The OfS should conduct an impact assessment and review its proposals to 
extend the delineation of student data by collaborative partnerships for both 
regulatory use and publication, to identify if this is the most efficient way to meet 
its objectives. This review should identify any additional burden and cost of 
counting and considering student data multiple times across multiple partners, 
with particular attention to the impact on micro and small providers. 
Understanding the cost to OfS, which is passed to providers and then students, 
and the cost to providers (also passed to students), will enable a more informed 
insight  on whether students will get value for money out of this duplicated data 
assessment exercise.  

 
10. The OfS should delay the publication and use of this data until this impact 

assessment and the long-promised OfS validation market review could be 
completed. IHE and our members in collaborative partnerships would welcome 
the opportunity to support the OfS to ensure the reviews include a thorough 
understanding of the current partnership models. 

 
11. We fundamentally disagree with the use of SOC codes to measure skilled or 

professional occupations. However in using these SOC codes OfS should 
recognise that the skill levels of jobs will change rapidly 10 years between SOC 
code reviews. We recommend that OfS apply the most up to date SOC code to 
the entire timeseries. This will not only approach the timeseries consistently but 
as it is unlikely that roles which were changed to meet the skilled-managerial 
codes were not skilled at the point of graduates undertaking them, where a 
timeseries crosses a review point. Using out of date reference points for data is 
neither efficient nor effective and has already created additional burden for those 
providers impacted as they have had to contextualise their data to OfS and will 
need to do so more broadly when that data is published. 
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Questions relating to proposal 1: Common approaches to the construction of 
student outcome and experience measures 

Question 3: To what extent do you agree with our proposed approach to 
constructing binary measures using existing data collections? Please provide an 
explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please 
explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

12. We strongly support the OfS’s desire to simplify data where possible, as already 
our members are concerned that the data published is too complex to be 
interpreted correctly by others. There is particular support for the use of binary 
measures in the metrics from our members as it will simplify any action they 
must take to meet the OfS regulatory requirements to which the data applies. 
They would welcome more clarity in the guidance on the record submissions that 
the OfS will view as positive, neutral and negative to improve the quality of data 
submitted and reduce any corrections needed.   
 

13. We welcome the intention to release individualised student data files to the 
individual provider who returned the student data and encourage the OfS to 
guarantee access to these files to all providers for whom this data is applicable. 
Should the OfS proceed with its proposed changes to how students will be 
counted in the data for their teaching, registering and validating HE providers, all 
providers must be able to access the individualised student data files to manage 
and reconstruct the data. To limit access to only one HE provider would not meet 
the OfS’s regulatory goals that all providers address provision which may fall 
below a benchmark or absolute threshold, and would create risk in the providers 
that cannot access the data.  
 

14. Existing data for modular provision is limited, and is not widely recorded across 
all three data sets which comprise the indicators OfS proposes. The Student 
Alternative HESA return does not request modular level data at all. OfS notes 
that the approach to modular data is likely to change in future as data becomes 
more robust. It therefore seems sensible to delay the inclusion of modular 
provision in the regulation of quality and standards until more robust indicators 
can be developed and changes implemented under the Lifelong Loan 
Entitlement are known. 
 

15. We remain concerned that the OfS indicators are diverging from UK-wide 
indicators such as the UK Performance Indicators (UKPI). This will cause 
challenges for international students looking to use the data for comparison. 
More relevant to this consultation, it will cause challenges where partnerships 
extend outside of England as is the case for many of our members. When the 
end point of the data diverges, it can change how providers view and act on the 
submission of that data. With different end points, our members are concerned 
that their partners (especially where the partner is outside of England but is 
submitting the data for a subcontract arrangement) will not have the same view 
of risk in the data submission as they will.  
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Question 4: To what extent do you agree with the proposed annual publication of 
separate but consistently defined and presented resources that inform TEF and 
condition B3 assessments, using the formats that we have indicated (interactive 
data dashboards, Excel workbooks, data files)? Please provide an explanation for 
your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and 
the reasons for your view. 
 

16. We welcome OfS engagement during the data submission process and the 
creation of the data checking tool to support providers to understand how the 
OfS will use their data return. This is a positive first step in creating greater parity 
between those providers who are newer to the data submission process, and 
those who have had more time to build confidence in their understanding and 
have greater resources to manage the process. We remain unsure how changes 
to data collections will impact the implementation of these proposals, given that 
the data will be released at the same time that providers are adjusting to the new 
Data Futures model and, for IHE members, changing from the Student 
Alternative collection to the Student record collection. This is a significant 
increase in data submitted at the same time the OfS is proposing to release and 
analyse the data for B3, TEF and Access and Participation. All three processes 
will require action from providers during the same time period. This will not 
facilitate a high quality engagement with the data, and for SME providers a single 
individual may be asked to undertake an impossible amount of work in the time 
frame. We urge the OfS to consider what measures can be taken to reduce 
burden to ensure that data quality can be maintained.  
 

17. Our members have not had enough time to fully understand their data 
dashboards and remain concerned that the limitations of their data make it 
difficult to judge the future burden of annual publication, should more of their 
data become publishable. The primary feedback received from our members is 
that the dashboards are too complicated and contain too much data for the 
overall data set to be useful.  

Questions relating to proposal 2: A common reporting structure for student 
outcome and experience indicators 

Question 5: To what extent do you agree with our proposed reporting structure 
for student outcome and experience measures? Please provide an explanation 
for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how 
and the reasons for your view. 
 

18. Our members broadly support the creation of data dashboards which use the 
same reporting structures as the OfS will use to make judgements on their 
conditions of registration. They are concerned, however, that the more the data 
is split, the less likely it is that the data will meet the thresholds for publication or 
statistical confidence. They are concerned that much of their data will not be 
visible, to them or to others. Where the OfS does plan to use data which is not 
published, a version of the reporting structure accessible only to the provider 
should be made available so that they can see the data that the OfS will use.  
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19. We urge the OfS not to proceed with proposals to count students in data for both 
registering and teaching provider as it is not an efficient way to meet the OfS’s 
core objectives and double counts students across the dataset. We remain 
deeply concerned that the use of metrics which double count students across 
partnerships will create additional burden and confusion with little advantage to 
students. The sector has supported the use of delineated data showing taught 
and registered students for student experience metrics in the past as the metric 
has related closely to the provision offered by the teaching provider. These 
proposals extend that delineation to data which is less clearly controlled by the 
teaching provider. This will create further confusion for students and offer little to 
support the OfS in meeting its regulatory goals. In a push for increased 
theoretical accountability, the OfS risks splitting accountability in a way which 
reduces it in practice. 
 

20. The OfS should conduct an impact assessment and review its proposals to 
extend the delineation of student data by collaborative partnerships for both 
regulatory use and publication, to identify if this is the most efficient way to meet 
its objectives. This review should identify any additional burden and cost of 
counting and considering student data multiple times across multiple partners, 
with particular attention to the impact on micro and small providers. 
Understanding the cost to providers, which is inevitably passed on to students, 
and the cost to the OfS, which is itself passed on to providers and then to 
students, will enable a more informed insight on whether students will get value 
for money out of this duplicated data assessment exercise.  

 
Question 6: To what extent do you agree with our proposed application of these 
consultation outcomes to the access and participation data dashboard? Please 
provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, 
please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

21. The access and participation dashboard only reflects a small number of our 
members as most of their data does not meet thresholds for publication. We are 
concerned that a number of our members report that their publishable data will 
be reduced by the proposed changes, notably by the redefinition of entrant, the 
changes to completion metrics, and in particular the change to graduate 
outcomes from data which uses the DLHE survey. What is unclear to our 
members is whether the proposals will change the way they publish targets, and 
if any of the OfS proposals on publishable data or statistical certainty will carry 
across to the data they publish to set targets and show evidence of success. 
 

22. We note separately in response to question 8 our concerns over the way the 
reclassification of students as ‘postgraduate in time’ may impact coverage for the 
access and participation data dashboard.  

 
Question relating to proposal 3: Common approaches to the populations of 
students included in student outcome and experience measures 
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Question 7: To what extent do you agree with the proposed coverage of student 
outcome and experience measures? Please provide an explanation for your 
answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 
reasons for your view. 
 

23. We do not agree that this data should contain any data for non-recognised or 
non-prescribed courses at this time. We do not feel it is appropriate to include 
non-prescribed higher education (NPHE) in the “other undergraduate” data at 
this time. NPHE courses are fundamentally different courses and are not broadly 
comparable to Level 5 on the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications 
(FHEQ) which comprises the majority of data in the “other undergraduate” 
threshold. Comparable data on these courses is not available to our members. 
These courses are as complex (if not more so) as the short courses and modular 
learning that the OfS proposes to consider separately from this consultation, and 
they are less understood having existed apart from the recent studies on micro 
credentials. We are concerned that there could be many unintended 
consequences to including this data in the current data sets. We urge the OfS to 
consider NPHE in the proposed further round of consultation alongside short 
courses and modular learning.  
 

24. IHE members are primarily micro, small, new and specialist providers and have 
limited data to use to help contextualise the proposals. Providers teaching level 4 
or foundation years only, non-prescribed HE and some types of flexible delivery 
especially at postgraduate level have not been able to access comparable data 
to understand how the proposals might impact them in future, should their data 
become publishable or meet the criteria for statistical reliability. For many IHE 
members the absence of this data has made the proposals more unclear. We 
encourage the OfS to consider broadening the scope of provision that will be 
consulted on at a later date to include qualifications at level 4 (separately from 
“other undergraduate”), non-prescribed HE, and the category “other 
postgraduate”, as the data in this category is not available in the detail required 
by our members to make judgements on the policy proposals in this consultation. 

 
Questions relating to proposal 4: Common approaches to defining and reporting 
student populations 

 
Question 8: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definitions of mode 
and level of study? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe 
our approach should differ, for example to rely on a student’s substantive mode 
of study across their whole course, please explain how and the reasons for your 
view. 

25. As noted in question 2, the technical nature of this consultation and the lack of 
available data for IHE member courses which do not fit the standard three year 
FT/PT model of education has made assessing the thresholds difficult. 
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26. The OfS has correctly identified that the proposals to construct thresholds on 
mode and level of study are not sufficiently futureproof to support the proposed 
government changes to the funding system, intended to increase access to 
module-level courses, HTQs and smaller credit-bearing provision. This should 
give all concerned pause for thought. We are deeply concerned that the OfS is 
moving ahead with implementing a complex and burdensome new system of 
regulation, one which requires a major investment of time and effort from 
providers to manage the changes involved, without a clear idea of how it would 
perform in three years’ time when the Lifelong Loan Entitlement is implemented. 
It is likely that we will have consulted on and changed the systems for using data 
as a proxy for quality now, only to have to change them again in three years to 
accommodate these changes. This scale of change and the resources needed to 
respond to it should represent a once-in-a-generation endeavour, not a twice-in-
five-years headache. 
 

27. More immediate proposals from Government include the expansion of the level 4 
and level 5 course offers across higher education in England. Without 
considerable additional public data is it difficult to judge how the “other 
undergraduate ” level of study threshold compares to the level 4 courses 
separately from level 5. IHE members indicate some concern that the thresholds 
which have been designed to meet the needs of level 5, disadvantage level 4 
students, especially in courses like foundation years for international students or 
highly technical level 4 qualifications where the outcomes are very specific. We 
urge OfS to reconsider combining both level 4 and 5 within the ”other 
undergraduate” category, and to include this category in the next round of 
consultations alongside other flexible delivery models identified. We support the 
OfS decision to publish benchmark data  for level 4 and 5 separately but we 
believe there is more value to students where these levels are separate for the 
purposes of setting absolute thresholds as the future intentions of students in 
level 4 are not always comparable to those in level 5.   
 

28. Our members teaching courses which would now be defined as ‘postgraduate in 
time’ are unclear how their data would then be displayed in the access and 
participation data where these courses were classified as undergraduate 
previously. For some members their entire population would be reclassed as 
‘postgraduate in time’ which may take all their data out of scope for access and 
participation. Further clarity on the impact this would have on their access and 
participation plans, would be welcome.   
 

 
Question 9: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definitions of 
teaching provider? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe 
our approach should differ, please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

29. In defining the teaching provider, the consultation states that for “continuation 
and completion measures, where we report on entrant cohorts, the teaching 
provider will be the provider that delivered the majority of the teaching in the 
student’s first year of study.” Our members who provide pathways for 
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international students often teach the first or first and second year of study on a 
degree course in partnership with a university. These are commonly four-year 
courses where the pathway provider is subcontracted to deliver teaching for a 
limited period, normally on the provider’s campus. The definition proposed would 
mean that a pathway provider with no control over the student once they have 
completed their one year (and on rare occasions two years) with them would be 
responsible as the teaching provider for the eventual completion of the full 
degree course. In the majority of pathway models, a joint university/pathway 
provider board would govern the teaching undertaken by the pathway provider 
by the contract established between the provider and the university. Once a 
student has completed that study, there would be no contractual obligation 
(teaching or otherwise) for the pathway provider towards that student, either with 
the student directly or via the university partner. It would not be appropriate to 
assign a completion metric to the pathway provider as the teaching provider 
when they usually teach only one quarter and in rare circumstances one half of 
the course. We cannot support a model where a provider who teaches only one 
year of study is held responsible for the continuation and completion of a student 
taught at an entirely different institution, regardless of the partnership. We 
recommend this is further reviewed, and our members providing foundation or 
pathway courses would welcome the opportunity to share details of their models 
to ensure that completion indicators are assigned to the most appropriate 
teaching partner.   
 

30. Looking more broadly than pathway providers, our members are concerned how 
this principle would apply to other flexible models, joint ventures, and future 
designs to fit the Government’s ambitions for lifelong learning. This has the 
potential to discourage innovative and flexible provision which is important for 
widening participation. We encourage the OfS to review this definition as part of 
their ongoing consultations exploring more flexible HE courses.  

 
Question 10: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definitions of 
entrant and qualifying populations? Please provide an explanation for your 
answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 
reasons for your view. 
 

31. Our members support the proposals to count students as an entrant for the 
purposes of continuation and completion once where they study a sequence of 
courses at the same provider. However they remain concerned that progression 
will count these students more than once. In the instance where a student has 
completed an HNC and then continued to an HND at the same provider they 
would sensibly count as an entrant just once. If the same student then continued 
to a top-up level 6 qualification, they would be entered into the population for 
graduate outcomes twice, to be surveyed once 3 months after graduation from 
level 6 and again after a further 12 months. We urge the OfS to exclude these 
students from the graduate outcomes survey until a review can be undertaken to 
explore the use of linked data to identify them as either in further study for the 
purpose of graduate outcomes or to remove them from graduate outcomes for 
the first survey.  



 

 10 

This would reduce the effect of survey fatigue on the student and reduce burden 
on the provider while also ensuring that students are clear on the period that 
their graduate outcomes survey applies to. Those students who are surveyed 
only three months after graduation will self-evidently not return comparable 
results to those surveyed after 15 months. It should not be the practice of the 
OfS to create a data set which is not comparable and open to such statistical 
unreliability.  

Questions relating to proposal 5: Construction of continuation measures 
 
Question 11: To what extent do you agree with our proposal that continuation 
outcomes are measured for entrant cohorts? Please provide an explanation for 
your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and 
the reasons for your view. 

32. We broadly agree that using entrant cohorts to construct continuation indicators 
is more appropriate than later stage of course however note that the proposed 
approach does not match established HESA outputs. IHE members have found it 
difficult to replicate this measure for the purpose of this consultation without the 
necessary technical information. Should OfS implement this proposal they 
should ensure providers are supported to integrate these measures within their 
institutions and are provided with the necessary data from partners to do so.  

Question 12: To what extent do you agree with the proposed census dates for 
measuring continuation outcomes for full-time, part-time and apprenticeship 
students? In particular, do you have any comments on the advantages and 
disadvantages of using a one-year census date for part-time measures? Please 
provide an explanation for your answer, and the reasons for your view. 
 

33. Our members raised concerns that the consultation timeframe did not allow for a 
full assessment of census dates across their provision and approaches to 
registration. Those with flexible provision, multiple start dates, and where 
students were able to apply and register late were most concerned. We are 
concerned that there will be some unanticipated issues with some student 
groups and types of provision.   

Question 13: To what extent do you agree with the outcomes we propose to treat 
as positive outcomes for this measure? Please provide an explanation for your 
answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 
reasons for your view. 

Agree 
 

34. IHE strongly supports the proposal to count those students who have completed 
a qualification different to the one they started – this is a positive outcome. 

 
Question 14: To what extent do you agree with the proposed approach to student 
transfers in measures of continuation outcomes? Please provide an explanation 
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for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how 
and the reasons for your view. 
 

35. We strongly agree that student transfers should be considered neutral in 
continuation outcomes. We remain concerned that the data relies on linked data 
within HESA, and are unclear if this data will include links to data from providers 
in the other parts of the UK.  
 

36. A number of our members teaching HNC/HNDs noted that their students may 
transfer to providers who do not submit data to the HESA data set as they are 
not registered with the OfS. We would welcome further clarity on how the OfS 
might seek to count transfers when the student attends an institution which is not 
registered.   

Questions relating to proposal 6: Construction of completion measures 

Question 15: Do you have any preference for one of the proposed approaches to 
measuring completion outcomes over the other? Please provide an explanation 
for your answer. In particular, please describe any strengths and weaknesses of 
the two methods that inform your preference. 
 

37. IHE encourages the OfS to explore further data and investigation into the impact 
of the two completion measures on flexible delivery. We remain concerned that 
there is not enough data to show the impact of these measures on flexible 
courses which allow students to accelerate or decelerate study. Our members 
are concerned that the lack of analysis, especially within the “other 
undergraduate" level of study, could increase the risk of these courses, the same 
courses the Government wants HE providers to teach more of. The OfS should 
not be signalling to students who take longer than normal to complete that their 
achievements are not valued or recognised. 

38. We are unable to provide a clear preference for either approach due to a lack of 
data and information on the measures and the time to analyse it.  

 
Question 16: To what extent do you agree with the definition of the cohort-
tracking measure defined within this proposal? Please provide an explanation for 
your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and 
the reasons for your view. 
 

39. Some IHE members expressed strong support for the cohort-tracking measure 
as it measured individual students’ success and did not rely on predictive data to 
make judgements. This was particularly important to providers who taught 
smaller numbers of students where the compound measure offered less 
statistical reliability.  

Question 17: To what extent do you agree with the definition of the compound 
indicator measure defined within this proposal? Please provide an explanation 
for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how 
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and the reasons for your view. 
 

40. Some IHE members expressed strong support for the compound indicator as, for 
example, data trends around intermitting due to COVID-19 would be shown more 
clearly. 

Questions relating to proposal 7: Construction of progression measures 

Question 18: To what extent do you agree with the proposal to exclude 
international students from the calculation of progression measures? Please 
provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, 
please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

41. IHE members strongly support the inclusion of international students in the 
graduate outcomes survey and encourage the OfS to explore further what data 
could be made available on the outcomes for international students. This 
information is important to the Government’s strategy for international education, 
and for international students themselves. New policies which increase 
opportunities for international students to be working in the UK 15 months after 
graduation (such as the UK Graduate visa) increase the comparability of 
international students’ experiences in work to that of UK students. This data will 
also be important for measuring the success of this scheme to students, 
employers and the wider UK economy. We are concerned that to exclude this 
data entirely from reporting will weaken the return for the survey and the data 
that public policy relies on in this area.  
 

42. Our members have also expressed concern that a growing number of their 
already small sample population are being excluded from the survey data and 
this will further reduce the viability of the data. We encourage the OfS to engage 
with survey providers to boost response rates to support smaller providers who 
need most of their survey population to respond in order to have publishable or 
statistically reliable data.  

Question 19: To what extent do you agree with our proposed approaches to 
survey nonresponse (including the requirement for a 30 per cent response rate, 
and not weighting the GO responses)? Please provide an explanation for your 
answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 
reasons for your view. 
 

43. IHE members welcomed setting the bar for response rates at 30%, due to 
ongoing issues with responses to the Graduate Outcomes survey. However, 
some members did feel that weighting would be appropriate and may address 
some of the issues they had with statistical reliability of the data. We encourage 
OfS to monitor this survey closely and evaluate this proposal again once a full 
time series can be constructed.  

Question 20: To what extent do you agree with our proposed approach to partial 
responses to the GO survey? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If 
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you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the reasons for 
your view. 
 

44. Our members are concerned that using partial responses to the survey will 
reduce their capacity to contextualise data using other questions within the 
survey. We would welcome further information on if these 5% of responses 
which are partial would significantly enhance the statistical confidence of the 
data. Until it is clear that there is a significant advantage our members cannot 
support using partial outcomes.  

 
Question 21: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definition of 
positive progression outcomes and the graduates we propose to count as 
progressing to managerial and professional employment or further study? In 
particular, do you have any comments about the approach to caring, retired and 
travelling activities, or to employed graduates without a SOC code? Please 
provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, 
please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

45. We strongly support the OfS decision to treat any level of study as a positive 
progression outcome as it reflects the diverse nature of graduate study and life-
long learning and affirms that it is the students’ choice what they study beyond 
their first qualification. This method is also much more effective at recognising 
industry accreditations which might not follow the established qualifications 
frameworks for level of study.   
 

46. Our members also supported using any of a student’s multiple activities to meet 
the definition of a positive outcome where they would individually count as 
positive. 
 

47. The proposal to count students without a SOC code between managerial or 
professional and non-managerial or professional employment in the same ratio 
as has been derived for the provider, mode and level of study of the graduate in 
question does not seem consistent with the OfS’s approach to data elsewhere in 
the proposals. The addition of this measure makes the proposal to include partial 
responses even less palatable.  

Question 22: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definition of 
negative progression outcomes? In particular, do you have any comments on the 
definition of ‘doing something else’ as a negative outcome when it is reported as 
a graduate’s main activity? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you 
believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the reasons for your 
view. 
 
 
 

48. The survey choice “doing something else” is ambiguous and unclear, and cannot 
be seen as positive or negative. Our members view it as equivalent to “not 
applicable” when internally evaluating this data as it can only be clear that 
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graduates are not engaging in the more defined activity. OfS has been consistent 
in these proposals that where definitions are unclear they should not represent a 
negative outcome but should be considered positive or neutral. We recommend 
OfS apply that model to “doing something else” in the graduate outcomes 
survey.  

Question 23: Do you have any comments on the advantages and disadvantages of the 
proposed definition of managerial and professional employment? And the alternatives, 
including using skill levels? 
 

49. Our members have expressed considerable concern about the use of 
progression as a proxy for quality. The OfS has rightly already identified many 
factors that impact progression which are outside of the control of the provider 
including geographical, economic and cultural factors. The world of work is also 
rapidly changing, and an absolute threshold which relies upon historical data is 
unlikely to be accurate or relevant. As we have expressed in response to 
previous consultations, the use of SOC codes to for a definition of managerial 
and professional employment is very problematic. SOC codes are set every 10 
years, and do not reflect the current labour market by design. Our members 
remain concerned that the inclusion of SOC codes greatly reduces the reliability 
and accuracy of this data set. For example, our members who teach early years 
education have been identified in the OfS data set as falling below the threshold 
despite the government’s own initiatives to impose higher requirements for the 
skill levels of staff in this area. 
 

Question 24: Do you have any comments on our proposed approach to interim 
activities, and the costs associated with extending the GO survey infrastructure 
to collect and code more information about interim employment occupations, if 
we were to pursue an alternative approach? 
 

50. Any proposals to conduct interim activities must prioritise the OfS data strategy’s 
principle of reducing burden and working with others. The OfS must understand 
the impact of cost and burden to smaller providers in their activities to explore 
alternative approaches.   

Question 25: Do you have any comments or suggestions on the potential future 
use of graduate reflective questions? 
 

51. On balance our members strongly support the use of reflective questions to 
support the measurement of quality as these more strongly reflect the intentions 
of individual students for beginning and completing their education journey. 
Where possible the OfS should seek to reflect student perspectives and student 
choice in its regulatory functions and the graduate reflective questions in the 
graduate outcomes survey support HE providers to design their courses to 
support a more individualised approach to learning.   

Questions relating to proposal 8: Construction of student experience measures 
based on the National Student Survey 



 

 15 

Question 26: To what extent do you agree with the proposed calculation of NSS 
scale-based student experience measures? Please provide an explanation for 
your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and 
the reasons for your view. 
 
Agree 
 

52. Our members found it difficult to provide feedback on the NSS proposals while 
the NSS was undergoing review. We welcome proposals that keep as close to 
the current model as possible and urge the OfS to delay decisions which could 
make significant change for some providers until after the review to avoid two 
consultations exploring the same questions and outcomes.  

Question 27: To what extent do you agree with the proposed approach to NSS 
survey nonresponse (including the requirement for a 50 per cent response rate)? 
Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach 
should differ, please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

53. Our members found it difficult to provide feedback on the NSS proposals while 
the NSS was undergoing review. We welcome proposals that keep as close to 
the current model as possible and urge the OfS to delay decisions which could 
make significant change for some providers until after the review to avoid two 
consultations exploring the same questions and outcomes.  

Questions relating to proposal 9: Definition and coverage of split indicator 
categories 

Question 28: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definition of split 
indicators showing year of entry or qualification? Please provide an explanation 
for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how 
and the reasons for your view. 
 
No comment 
 
Question 29: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definition of split 
indicators showing subject studied using CAH2 subject groups? Please provide 
an explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please 
explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 
No comment 
 
Question 30: To what extent do you agree with the selection and proposed 
definitions of split indicators for student characteristics? Please provide an 
explanation for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please 
explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 
No comment 
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Question 31: To what extent do you agree with the selection and proposed 
definitions of split indicators for course types? Please provide an explanation for 
your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and 
the reasons for your view. 
 

54. We strongly support the split indicator for integrated foundation years, as this will 
support a better understanding of success for this group of students. We are 
concerned however that identification of these courses has not been clear in the 
past as the system has not sufficiently recognised courses which follow, for 
example, four-year degree models (common in Scotland and other countries) 
and this has led to confusion. We would like to work with the OfS to ensure that 
these courses are correctly identified within the system.  
 

55. We welcome the proposal to create split indicators for other undergraduate at 
level 4 and 5 as it will better support contextual information for B3, and support 
government proposals to extend student choice in this area by making the data 
for these students more visible. We would however welcome further discussion 
on the definition of the split proposed as we do not feel the FHEQ alone is the 
most effective way to split this indicator. 
 

56. While we understand the OfS’s point in paragraph 403, that the COVID-19 
pandemic has “blurred the distinction between distance and blended learning 
and is likely to continue to do so into the future”, we nevertheless feel it is 
important to provide split indicators for these courses in future. We would 
welcome the opportunity to support the OfS in a strategy to make these courses 
more visible in OfS data for the benefit of students and the reputation of the UK’s 
strong offer in this area.  
 

Question 32: To what extent do you agree with our proposed definition of split 
indicators showing provider partnership arrangements? Please provide an explanation 
for your answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 
reasons for your view. 
 
Strongly Disagree 

57. As mentioned above, we strongly disagree with publishing data on the basis of 
partnership arrangements and would not support further split indicators on this 
data. Given the low numbers of students on these arrangements we would 
strongly question the statistical confidence of split indicator data in this area. 

Questions relating to proposal 10: Definition and coverage of benchmarking 
factors 

Question 33: To what extent do you agree with the proposed definitions of the 
sector against which English and devolved administration providers will be 
benchmarked? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe our 
approach should differ, please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
No comment 
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Question 34: To what extent do you agree with the benchmarking factors and 
groups we have proposed for each of the student outcome and experience 
measures? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you believe our 
approach should differ, please explain how and the reasons for your view. 
 

58. We support the use of geography of employment as part of the benchmarks for 
progression. As suggested above, this indicator will support local provision and 
future government plans for levelling up. It is important that providers feel 
confident opening provision in areas which have high economic disadvantage 
but where industry could grow. Benchmarks are likely to be more reflective of the 
changes over time in a particular geography and better suited to making 
judgements about student success.  
 

59. We strongly support the use of entry qualifications as a factor within the 
benchmark. Educational gain is particularly valuable for individual students and 
this should be reflected in the benchmark.  
 

60. Our members are concerned that postgraduate benchmarking is missing in the 
indicators and is particularly important for our postgraduate only members. We 
support the proposal for further consultation on postgraduate benchmarking and 
encourage OfS to address this as quickly as possible.    

Question 35: Do you have any comments on the methodology we use to calculate 
the ABCS quintiles we propose to use in the benchmarking of student outcome 
measures?  
 
No comment 
 
Question 36: Do you have any comments on the methodology we use to calculate 
the geography of employment quintiles we propose to use in the benchmarking 
of progression measures?  
 

61. Our members widely supported the use of the new geography of employment 
quintiles, however limited time for this consultation and the complexity of the 
metric made it impossible to give adequate attention to this part of the 
consultation. We would welcome further engagement on this metric and in 
particular how it might apply to smaller data sets.   

 
Question 37: Do you wish to make any well-evidenced arguments regarding 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on continuation and completion outcomes, yet 
to be borne out in the data? 
 
 
 

62. We welcome further sector level evaluation on the impact of the pandemic on 
continuation and completion outcomes. HESA has already suggested in their 
recent analysis of 2020-21 student data that the pandemic has potentially 
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delayed awards, citing a decline in awards from 2019-20 and a 9% increase of 
awards in 2020-21 data. Our members have noted specific concerns for 
international students who began or had to continue their studies abroad, unable 
to travel to the UK. Our members found it difficult to determine if these students 
should be returned, as they may not have been required to be in the data, or 
could have changed status during study. The impact of their experience is also 
likely to be different than had they studied in the UK for the duration of their 
course. We encourage the OfS to work with HE representative bodes to identify 
areas where a sector level analysis, such as we have noted for international 
students and delayed completion, would support a greater understanding for all 
of the impact of COVID-19 on continuation and completion outcomes.  

Questions relating to proposal 11: Presentation of student outcome and 
experience data indicators and approach to statistical uncertainty 

Question 38: Do you have any comments about the opportunities and challenges 
that result from our presentation of the student outcomes and experiences 
indicators, and on the effectiveness of the guidance we have provided for users 
of our data dashboards?  
 

63. We strongly support the OfS’s use of statistical confidence measures as they are 
a reliable method for ensuring that small data sets with high degrees of statistical 
uncertainty are not used to form judgements on underlying performances that 
they may not represent.  
 

64. We would welcome further opportunity to explore the impact of the presentation 
of student outcome and experience indicators on a wide range of users which 
simply wasn’t available within the consultation period. In particular our members 
expressed an interest in understanding how third party users would understand 
and apply statistical uncertainty including those who display student data for 
prospective students and their influencers. They are also interest in how 
employers and industry would view this data and statistical uncertainty.  

 
65. We agree with the broad principle of considering statistical confidence on a 

continuous scale rather than setting specific levels that will result in cliff edges. 
We also agree that assessments of compliance should begin where there is a 
minimum of strong statistical evidence (around 90 per cent or higher statistical 
confidence). The OfS notes in paragraph 240 that there are circumstances in 
which they may use data with a lower statistical confidence. This seems 
contradictory to the premise of statistical confidence and it is not clear at what 
level of statistical confidence the OfS would be comfortable with making 
judgements.   We strongly object to judgements being made in relation to 
students who share protected characteristics while using data with a low 
statistical confidence. Our members suggest that data for these groups is the 
most variable due to the different external challenges they experience in their 
higher education journey.  
As the OfS rightly recognises, “statistical uncertainty exists because of the 
potential for random variation in student behaviours and outcomes” and it is in 
these groups where external factors are most likely to be the cause of random 
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variation. It is not efficient or effective to reply on statistically unreliable data 
more in the case of these students than for others.  
 

66. Our members are most likely to have data with high levels of statistical 
uncertainty and will be most impacted by these proposals. They do not feel they 
have had the time within this consultation period to fully engage with these 
proposals and would welcome greater engagement from the OfS as these 
proposals are implemented.  

 
Question 39: Do you have any comments about the challenges that might result 
from application of the data protection requirements, suppressing indicators 
when the denominator contains fewer than 23 students, and when the numerator 
and denominator differ by fewer than three students? 
 

67. One of the strongest views put forward by our members over the course of this 
consultation is that the impact of suppressed indicators and statistically uncertain 
data is almost always negative. Those members largely agree with OfS 
proposals to supress and round data but this does not change the fact that the 
public widely views a lack of data as a negative outcome.  

68. Our members encourage the OfS to state clearly as often as possible their 
reasons for supressing and rounding data, the impact of these decisions, and 
that missing data does not indicate a negative or positive outcome for students at 
that provider. Some have suggested that the number of supressed indicators 
should form part of the OfS’s proposals for size and shape of provider. Others 
have suggested that the levels of statistical uncertainty should be more clearly 
identified the data using a numerical tag or clearer indicator of where the OfS 
would not use the data for regulatory purposes. They would welcome further 
discussion to explore how these issues with the data could be better displayed to 
the public.   

Questions relating to proposal 12: Definition and coverage of data about the size 
and shape of provision 

Question 40: To what extent do you agree with the proposed construction of data 
about the size and shape of provision? Please provide an explanation for your 
answer. If you believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 
reasons for your view. 
 

69. We strongly agree with proposals to construct data about the size and shape of 
provision as this data is important to support a better understanding of the data 
being published. We would encourage the OfS to explore extending this to 
access and participation data.  
 

70. This information is particularly important for small and new data sets, as it 
supports a better understanding of why some data might not be published or 
have high levels of statistical uncertainty. Our members suggest that this data 
should also include the first year that the provider submitted data, to support a 
greater understanding of the time series and the development of data quality 
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over time. 
  

71. It is likely that publication of much of this data will also be supressed, in particular 
when student characteristics are included. The OfS may wish to consider if 
publication is an effective or efficient use of resources for all providers, or if 
imposing a size threshold for some of this data would be a more appropriate 
approach.     

 
 

Contact IHE 
 
• For more information or to speak to someone about this consultation response, 

please contact IHE on info@independenthe.com or +44 20 3929 3370. 
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