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The Association of Colleges 

 
1. The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 234 colleges 

in England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 

 

2. Colleges are transformational – they help people make the most of their 

talents and ambitions and drive social mobility; they help businesses 

improve productivity and drive economic growth; they are rooted in and 

committed to their communities and drive tolerance and well-being. They 

are an essential part of England’s education system.  

 

3. Colleges provide academic, technical and professional education for young 

people, adults and employers. Circa 190 colleges deliver HE in England, and 

165 colleges are registered with the Office for Students. 118,000 students 

study HE at FECs in England. 

 

Question 1: Are there aspects of the proposals you found unclear? 

If so, please specify which, and tell us why.  
 

Answer 1: We have an overarching comment in relation to the size and complexity of 

the consultation documents. The consultations and the accompanying documents are 

extremely technical and the timeline to respond is inadequate. FE colleges have small 

teams and these proposals have not provided the college HE sector and other less well 

resourced providers with the time to fully understand and interpret the proposals. We 

are grateful to OfS colleagues for their engagement with AoC members through the 

webinars, however this does not compensate for the short time window for these 

complex consultations. 

 

This is an extremely technical consultation and assumes an in-depth knowledge and 

understanding of student records collected by HESA or ESFA. AoC response to several 

questions that follow is strategic in nature rather than technical.  

 

We broadly agree there should be greater consistency and transparency in the 

approach to constructing data indicators however we believe it is particularly important 

that OfS communicates this approach to small providers of HE in a simple manner. 

Colleges do not have the resource or capacity to work with complex datasets uniquely 

designed for HE regulation when HE is a relatively small part of their overall provision. It 

is important that when these proposals are implemented, OfS provides guidance and 

support to providers to explain the construction of the indicators and interpret them, so 

providers can rework their data using the OfS approach. 

 

Data relating to indicators and split indicators is highly complex and despite the 

attempts OfS is proposing to make in improving consistency in defining the indicators, it 



 

 

 

 

is not straightforward for the sector to understand what will be included or excluded 

when assessing providers for B3 and TEF (for instance, data is aggregated under ‘total 

UG’ for TEF purposes but not for B3, TEF uses benchmarked data and B3 will also use 

this data but not primarily etc). It would be helpful if OfS could provide a simple guide 

and offer support to providers especially in the first few years of implementing these 

proposals. Otherwise, this risks adding costs and burden to the sector, particularly for 

small providers such as FECs who will resort to seeking professional help from data 

experts. 

 

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?  
 

Answer 2: 

 

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. 
 

Answer 3: Disagree  

 

We believe binary indicators are simpler to understand however the critical point is the 

construction of these indicators and their application to different types of provision. As 

we highlight throughout our responses, the proposed indicators are not always suitable 

for short cycle courses as well as for NPHE provision. We agree with the proposals of 

not including modular provision when constructing indicators however we ask the same 

principle is applied for NPHE and these courses should only be included after the OfS 

has consulted with the sector and with FECs in the main. 

 

Overall, we agree with the proposed underpinning principle of offering benefit of doubt 

and treating neutral outcomes separately from negative outcomes when constructing 

the indicators. We agree that neutral outcomes should not contribute to the binary 

calculations, neither in the numerator nor the denominator.  

 



 

 

 

 

Also, we believe as the LLE policy is implemented, the sector needs to prepare for 

delivering HE on a modular and flexible basis enabling students to step-on and step-off 

at various points. The current indicators and the methods of constructing these do not 

apply to modular learning and it is important that the regulation does not stifle 

innovation at a point when the sector needs it imminently to support recovery and fulfil 

government’s levelling up ambitions.  

 

As noted in the consultation, FE colleges make data returns through the ILR that is not 

primarily designed to inform HE regulation. We have consistently asked for not adding 

data burden on colleges by asking them to make additional returns to HESA. We 

welcome OfS proposals to continue to use existing data sources however, as we have 

sought previously, we believe OfS should work with ESFA to identify ways to reduce data 

burden on colleges and identify approaches to establish parity between data for HEIs 

and FECs. We are concerned that costs and burden of OfS regulation may have the 

unintended consequences colleges exiting the HE markets. AoC is keen to work with OfS 

and DfE to support any work on ILR data or regulatory burden on FECs.  

 

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.  
 

Answer 4: As we have stated in our response to the consultation on student outcomes, 

we are broadly supportive of the OfS principle to facilitate a more and transparent use 

of data however it is very important that the data about providers does not become 

subject to misinterpretation. The data dashboards may be misinterpreted as these will 

present a partial picture of a provider’s performance without taking account of the 

context in which it operates. Providers with small numbers have a particular challenge 

where fluctuations in student outcomes of a small number of students year on year are 

amplified in the performance data. It is also important for those using the data to 

understand that performance below a numerical threshold does not automatically 

signal a breach of condition B3. 

 

Likewise, any plots that depict all providers against an indicator will not indicate the 

overall assessment of OfS having taken into account its context. OfS’s judgement about 

a provider that appears to fall below a baseline may still be that a provider is 

nevertheless delivering positive outcomes. We feel any public facing information should 

provide this fuller position about a provider’s performance. This is important not only 

for any current or prospective students but also for other stakeholders who may be 

interested in understanding and comparing provider performances. For instance, a 

university that works in partnership with a college (that may be below the baseline for 



 

 

 

 

one or more indicators but has satisfactory met OfS contextual criteria) may become 

concerned about any reputational damage caused by an association with its partner. 

Likewise, a college may have similar concerns if its validating HEI falls below the 

threshold. We therefore suggest that any public information should be fully reflective of 

the OfS’s holistic judgement about a provider rather than wealth of data. 

 

We also believe that in order to maximise the accurateness of the data, OfS must 

provide the data to providers prior to publication and offer a reasonable period of time 

to identify and address any errors. We are concerned about the proposal to publish this 

data in September 2022 as it may not offer a reasonable time window for providers to 

address any errors in the data.  

 

As above, we are concerned whether the audience will be able to understand the 

differences between B3 and TEF especially detail on what is in scope of TEF 

(undergraduate provision only) whereas B3 includes postgraduate etc. Also, data at split 

indicator level is likely to be non-reportable for small providers and it is important that 

those who use the interactive data dashboards understand that a lack of available 

publishable data does not reflect poor performance.  

 

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. 
 

Answer 5: We agree with the aggregated hierarchical structures of reporting student 

outcomes and experience measures however the split indicators are more meaningful 

for larger providers with sizeable HE populations. At each level of disaggregation, the 

denominator values become smaller and may need data suppression therefore many 

split indicators will not add value for FECs particularly those that have very small HE 

populations. 

 

As we have stated in our response to student outcomes consultation, while we 

appreciate the principle that all providers involved in a partnership should work 

collaboratively to support students that are taught or registered with them, we are 

concerned about the proposals to include students in teaching, registering or validating 

institution’s assessments. We agree that all institutions (teaching, registering and 

validating) have a stake in shaping student outcomes but this varies considerably 

depending on the type of arrangement. Registering institutions (where the teaching 

takes place elsewhere) have more responsibility in contrast with institutions that have 

validation-only arrangements. We believe it is important to explore what these shared 



 

 

 

 

responsibilities mean for teaching, registering and validating institutions for various 

aspects of regulation- student complaints, data returns and access to student data for 

partners involved, careers advice and guidance (and supporting graduate outcomes) 

and others. 

 

As we voiced via previous consultations, including students in registering providers and 

validating providers can result in unintended consequences for partnership working 

between HEIs and FECs. HEIs can be nervous in including students that are taught at 

FECs and may wish to terminate partnerships if including the teaching institution’s 

students result in weaker outcomes which is less likely to be visible at an overall 

indicator level but more so at a spilt indicator level.  

 

When the OfS was set up, it had stated a wider interest addressing any issues with 

validation arrangements. We believe the proposed approach could have a counter-

intuitive effect on partnership working between HEIs and FECs. College HE needs to be 

protected and developed to help offer opportunities for HE to students from under-

represented backgrounds and this relies on validations and franchise agreements with 

HEIs. 

 

We also believe that the proposed ‘population views’ are confusing and have significant 

overlaps. If the regulatory intention is to judge providers based on the partnership 

arrangements, we suggest using ‘Registered only’ (ie taught elsewhere), ‘Taught only’ (ie 

registered elsewhere), ‘Taught and Registered’, and ‘validation only’. 

 

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.  
 

Answer 6: 

 

Question relating to proposal 3: Common approaches to 

the populations of students included in student outcome 

and experience measures  
 

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.  
 



 

 

 

 

Answer 7: As we have highlighted in our response to student outcomes and TEF 

consultations, we are concerned about the OfS proposals to include NPHE provision in 

constructing data indicators for continuation, completion and progression. We repeat 

our concerns and recommendations here.  

 

While we agree with the proposal to separate apprenticeships as a separate mode of 

study, we strongly disagree with the proposals to include non-prescribed HE courses in 

the ‘other UG’ category. We note that OfS proposes to consider short courses and 

modular learning separately as it recognises that measures of continuation and 

progression do not apply meaningfully to these courses. Less is known and understood 

by the regulator and other agencies about NPHE courses. These include a suite of 

courses that range from courses that are standalone units, very short courses, 

professional training and others. The duration of these courses could vary from 2 

months to over a year. These courses are mostly studied by mature students who have 

different motivations to study. The cost of these courses is considerably lower (ranging 

from few hundred pounds to over 1k). Life events may mean students decide not to 

complete these courses. Also, individuals are often funded by the employers to 

undertake job specific training and students may decide not to complete the full 

training as they may be more interested in the skill rather than a certificate of 

completion.  

 

Furthermore, OfS does not have a parallel dataset for students studying these courses, 

for instance, students on NPHE courses do not complete the Graduate Outcomes 

survey and do not participate in the NSS. The absence of these metrics means OfS will 

include these students in the relevant assessment for some purposes (continuation and 

completion) and not for others. This can result in confusion for FE colleges while viewing 

and interpreting the data dashboards and can result in contradicting outcomes when 

assessing providers for different purposes for both B3 and TEF. As we have voiced 

previously, we are concerned about the unintended consequences on the NPHE courses 

that could be a result of both the burden and costs of regulatory burden, especially as 

these students are also included in OfS student calculation for regulatory fees.  

We believe OfS should consider NPHE as a separate category and it should consult on 

its approach to including NPHE courses when it consults on its approach to short, 

modular and flexible provision. FE colleges are the key providers of level 4/5 provision 

as well as NPHE courses, OfS should engage and consult with colleges on devising 

suitable indicators for measuring success for those studying these courses. AoC will be 

pleased to support any work to help develop a better understanding of the type of 

courses studied and the motivations of students for studying these courses. This will 

help contextualise this offer and devise meaningful criteria for evaluating outcomes and 

judging student experience. 

 

We are also concerned because of the OfS approach to student number calculation 

purposes which includes all level 4 plus courses combined with the requirement for 

providers with 500 or more learners to participate in TEF on a mandatory basis. 

Significant proportions of HE students at a college are enrolled on NPHE courses for 

whom the indicators are not available. Colleges may meet the threshold of 500 learners 



 

 

 

 

although relevant data will only be available for those studying on prescribed HE 

courses. 

 

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.  
 

Answer 8: Agree 

 

We believe the mode of study should be based on the substantive mode in which the 

student has studied across the course as a whole. We agree when a student changes 

their mode of study during a higher education course, any approach to categorising 

their mode of study is likely to have limitations when constructing and interpreting a 

coherent set of outcome and experience measures across multiple different stages of 

the student lifecycle. We believe it is important that OfS use of definitions should be 

clear and transparent especially as the data will be made available publicly at an 

aggregate as well as split indicator levels.  

 

We agree that Apprenticeships should be treated as distinct mode of study as these 

programmes are materially and structurally different to other full time and part time 

provision. However, it is not clear how qualifications studied within an apprenticeship 

will be considered. It is unclear whether a student will be included once, for their overall 

apprenticeship, or whether the qualifications studied within this will be treated 

separately, and if so, whether they will be included within the Apprenticeship category, 

or their respective HE qualification category (e.g. a PT other undergraduate qualification 

for a student studying a HND within their apprenticeship). It is also unclear whether 

qualifications which are a mandatory part of a standard be considered differently to 

qualifications which are non-mandatory, but are still funded through the 

apprenticeship.  

 

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.  
 



 

 

 

 

Answer 9: For progression, OfS defines teaching provider as the provider that delivered 

the majority of the teaching in the student’s final year of study. We believe defining 

teaching provider for progression measures is complex especially where students study 

as part of 2+1 arrangements and the top up year is taught at another partner. This is 

common at FECs where students study Foundation degree at a college and complete 

the top-up year at a university. We believe that linking data for those studying under 

2+1 arrangements can help reduce the graduate outcomes survey costs and avoid 

graduates to be surveyed twice however the key issue relates the point at which 

graduates are surveyed (15 months post completion). Graduates will be surveyed at a 

point when they will have completed the top-up year at a different provider and 

colleges will not get recognition for the teaching that took place for the first two years of 

study. The teaching provider for the final year may not be the one exerting the greatest 

influence on the graduate outcomes and this needs to be considered when constructing 

the progression indicator. 

 

We agree with using headcount as a measure, using FTE understates the number of 

students studying at a provider which can exacerbate data issues for small providers. 

 

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.  
 

Answer 10: Broadly agree 

 

We believe degree outcomes measures should be expanded to include classifications of 

awards made at levels 4 and 5. This will provide greater recognition to learning and 

achievements at all levels of undergraduate study. This is even more important now 

given the increased government focus on level 4/5 study and HTQs.  

 

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.  
 

Answer 11: Broadly agree. 

 



 

 

 

 

We believe it is important to differentiate between learners who have ‘temporarily 

suspended’ their studies (at the census date) and intend to return to study from those 

who have formally withdrawn from their courses. Life events such as family 

responsibilities, maternity/paternity, caring needs etc can intervene and students 

(particularly older female students) often need to prioritise these demands but students 

often return to complete their studies.  

 

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.  
 

Answer 12: We believe that constructing part-time continuation measures on the basis 

of a one-year census date represents a viable alternative, which would have the benefit 

of creating a timelier measure and a more consistent approach compared to that taken 

for full-time students. Imperfections are inevitable when setting any census dates for 

part time study because of the course intensity that can be as low as 25 percent, 

however, we believe a one-year census date is reasonable provided it is applied 

consistently.  

 

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.  
 

Answer 13: Agree 

 

We support the proposal that positive outcome means that the student need not be 

progressing through subsequent years of the same course, nor studying a qualification 

at the same mode or level of study, to count positively on this measure. It is right that 

students who may reduce their intensity of study in subsequent years of their study 

count positively as long as that FTE equivalent is not reduced to zero.  

 

Question 14: To what extent do you agree with the proposed 

approach to student transfers in measures of continuation 

outcomes? Please provide an explanation for your answer. If you 

believe our approach should differ, please explain how and the 

reasons for your view. 
 



 

 

 

 

Answer 14: Given the complexity of credit transfers when a student transfers to a 

different provider, combined with the current absence of comprehensive sector wide 

information on student transfers (including the ones resulting from no data on ‘year of 

programme’ from the ILR), we believe OfS approach to student transfers involving study 

for a higher education qualification to be counted as a neutral outcome in the definition 

of continuation measure is reasonable and proportionate.  

 

Credit accumulation and transfers will be a crucial aspect of LLE and providers that 

support students in ‘banking credits’ meaningfully should be acknowledged and 

rewarded.  This would require OfS to re-consider its approach to calculating 

continuation rates in the future.  

 

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.  
 

Answer 15: Don’t know 

 

We agree that any measures for completion should not be constructed with reference 

to full time first degrees only and any chosen methods should allow for calculation of 

indicators using the ILR data.  

 

The consultation notes in detail the advantages and disadvantages of the two 

approaches. While we agree that cohort tracking measures rely on heavily lagged data 

and it may not be indicative of the more recent provider performance, it is a simpler 

measure that concurs with the approach used in calculation of continuation rates.  

The compound indicator offers a projection based on the provider’s performance over a 

six-year period and offers the potential to offer timely measures however it is complex 

to understand as well as replicate, particularly for providers that may not have a team 

of data experts to help understand and interpret the measures. 

The compound indicator despite being a projected value, can help overcome issues 

relating to lagged data that may not apply to providers at the point of assessment. This 

can be the case at FE colleges that may have had change in partnerships, course 

closures, mergers and others.  

 

It is not clear whether the OfS has conducted any analysis to see whether using the 

compound indicator has any implications for providers with small HE cohorts. We 

understand that individual providers have been offered access to their data dashboards 

however this data is not publicly available and we are unable to comment on any 



 

 

 

 

material differences in the completion rates calculated using the two approaches. We 

ask that OfS assesses whether there are significant differences in the values derived 

from using the two approaches and explore whether these are more pronounced at 

certain types of providers. 

 

Considering that all indicators and split indicators including on completion will be made 

available publicly, it is important that these definitions are defined clearly so those 

interpreting the data dashboards understand the merits as well as the shortcomings of 

the approach. 

 

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.  
 

Answer 16: 

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 and the reasons for 

your view. 
 

Answer 17: 

 

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.  
 

Answer 18: Agree 

 

We believe it is pragmatic to exclude international students from the GO survey. It is 

complex and resource intensive to map occupations of graduates working abroad to UK 

occupational classifications to determine whether their employment is managerial or 

professional. The response rates from international students working abroad are low 

and it is costly to improve the response rates.  



 

 

 

 

 

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.  
 

Answer 19: Broadly agree 

 

Although the GO data is only available for the last two years, the response rate for FECs 

has been lower than that for HEIs. There is potentially a multitude of reasons that could 

explain this, and we believe at least many FECs will not be able to meet the 30 percent 

threshold. AoC will be pleased to work with OfS and HESA to help understand why this 

is the case and how FECs can help improve the response rates.  

It is important data suppression does not have any negative implications for B3 or TEF 

purposes and the provider context is considered when making holistic judgements for 

regulatory purposes. 

 

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 you believe our approach should 

differ, please explain how and the reasons for your view.  
 

Answer 20: We broadly agree with the approach particularly considering the challenge 

posed as a result of low response rates.  

 

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. 
 

Answer 21: Disagree  

 

We agree with the OfS proposal to make use of information provided about all of the 

activities that a graduate is engaged in on the census date. It is right for the student 



 

 

 

 

outcome to count as positive if any part of combination noted in the response would 

individually count as a positive outcome. We agree with the proposal that all further 

study should count as a positive progression outcome, whether full-time or part-time, 

and whether at the same, lower or higher level than the higher education qualification 

the graduate recently obtained. Graduates can sometimes benefit from studying 

professional courses at lower levels of study as it these courses can equip them with 

hands-on learning and skills that are relevant to the labour market.  

 

As we have voiced in our responses to the three consultations, we do not agree that 

SOC is an appropriate measure for determining professional or managerial 

employment. There are several occupations particularly in education, health and social 

care that are not accurately reflected in the SOC codes. This approach 

disproportionately disadvantages providers who teach courses that lead to employment 

that may not meet the SOC definitions but their graduates make significant and 

meaningful contributions to the societies and communities. We believe OfS should 

undertake further work so it can acknowledge and reward providers for the positive 

societal contributions they make locally and nationally.  

Some of our broader concerns on the use of Graduate Outcomes data relate to the 

survey and the census point. We have highlighted these elsewhere in our responses. 

The employment outcomes for those completing level 4/5 qualifications will not 

compare favourably when contrasted with those completing level 6 qualifications. TEF 

assessment is based on ‘all undergraduate’ at an aggregate level and this can 

disadvantage providers that primarily teach level 4/5 courses rather than first degrees. 

We have raised concerns in the three consultations on including NPHE for B3 and TEF, 

and one of the reasons is there is no measure to determine the equivalent graduate 

outcomes for those studying these courses. We have also highlighted elsewhere in our 

response our concerns in relation to the 15 months census point and the complexity it 

poses for those studying under 2+1 arrangements.  

 

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.  
 

Answer 22: Agree 

 

We believe ‘doing something else’ as their main activity should be treated as a neutral 

outcome as there can be a variety of unexplained reasons for choosing such a 

response. We agree that without any detail it is not desirable to treat this as a positive 

outcome. We agree less with the OfS concerns that treating ‘doing something else’ as 

neutral would ‘misrepresent outcomes and incentivise response behaviours that make 



 

 

 

 

more use of this category in future in relation to outcomes that are predominantly 

negative’. The survey is now centrally administered by HESA and graduates’ responses 

15 months post completion of their qualification are unlikely to be influenced by their 

providers.  

 

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?  
 

Answer 23: We have already highlighted some of the concerns relating to the use of SOC 

codes. SOC is out of date and does not accurately represent graduate level roles in all 

sectors and occupations. This is pronounced with jobs in early years education, care 

work and creative industries. SOC is reviewed every ten years and does not accurately 

cover the changing face of the labour market. We suggest that SOC coding maybe used 

as a starting point but OfS should develop an additional list that better recognises skills 

needs at local, regional and national levels.   

 

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?  
 

Answer 24: We strongly disagree with the proposal that fails to recognise interim 

activities as positive outcomes. A graduate who will have studied under 2+1 

arrangement may be unemployed at the census date but the graduate will have only 

had 3 months to find their managerial or professional job. This will disadvantage FECs 

where a substantial proportion of students study a Foundation degree or HND and 

subsequently progressing to first degree.  

 

We agree additional questions will result in increased survey costs that HESA will 

ultimately pass on to the providers. However, we are not clear how much engagement 

and consultation took place with FECs when the survey was reviewed in 2016. AoC has 

been repeatedly raising issues with OfS and HESA over the last few years relating to the 

unsuitability of the survey census point for colleges that teach level 4/5 courses and 

students often progress to study a top-up year at the college or at the partner HEI. We 

note under para 284 that data linking can be problematic because OfS does not have 

access to student data such as FECs in some of the devolved administrations and 

providers outside of the UK. We believe the numbers of students studying the top-up 

year outside of England will be very small and surely OfS can offer an opportunity to 

providers to explain this as part of a providers’ context.   

 



 

 

 

 

OfS had previously suggested using linking data for those studying under 2+1 

arrangements so the costs of the survey could be reduced and graduates were not 

surveyed twice. We believe even this approach has its limitations based on the census 

point however given the significance placed on Graduate Outcomes survey in the 

regulatory decisions, it is important to acknowledge the interim activities in a 

reasonable and proportionate manner. We believe OfS and HESA should engage with 

colleges to find an optimal solution and AoC will be keen to support this work.  

 

Question 25: Do you have any comments or suggestions on the 

potential future use of graduate reflective questions?  
 

Answer 25: We believe there is value in using graduate reflective questions in the future. 

These questions would help include own view of the graduates about their activities 

post-graduation, including whether they feel they are utilising what they learned during 

their studies, whether they consider that their activities are meaningful, and whether 

they fit with the graduate’s future plans. This is an important aspect of how graduates 

feel about the usefulness of their qualifications.  

 

Questions relating to proposal 8: Construction of student 

experience measures based on the National Student 

Survey  
 

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. 
 

Answer 26:  

 

Question 27: To what extent do you agree with the proposed 

approach to NSS survey non-response (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. 
 

Answer 27: Our key point here relates to the wider review of the NSS and the target 

population for NSS. Colleges already have small HE cohorts and excluding students 

studying on one-year programmes results in very small samples which results in data 

suppression and non-reportable data. 

 



 

 

 

 

A sizeable proportion of college HE students study on one-year courses such as HNCs, 

followed by one year HND followed by one year top-up, therefore studying on one year 

courses each at levels 4, 5 and 6. Students studying on one year courses are presently 

not in scope for NSS although OfS had conducted some pilot work on this pre-

pandemic. We are not aware of any developments on this since and we strongly feel 

students on one-year courses should be included in the target population. It is logical to 

assume that those completing the survey having studied at the provider for a shorter 

duration of time will not be comparable who will have studied for three-year degrees. It 

is therefore important to disaggregate these based on level of study rather than 

aggregating all undergraduate level students under ‘total undergraduate’ as suggested 

under TEF proposals.  

 

 

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. 
 

Answer 28: Don’t know 

 

Our comment is not as much about definitions but the principles and value added 

through the use of split indicators. The use of split indicators adds considerable burden 

on small providers who may not be able to use the datasets meaningfully without 

seeking professional help which is costly.  

 

While we recognise that the split indicators will enable OfS to test compliance with 

numerical thresholds for student outcomes for different types of courses and student 

groups for every provider, use of split indicators adds less value at each level of 

disaggregation for providers with small HE populations. OfS interpretation of data and 

any judgements based on this need to be proportionate and calls for due consideration 

to a provider’s context.  

 

We also believe that the time series data should particularly factor into account the 

pandemic which will have impacted differently on providers based on their context. It is 

widely recognised that students from disadvantaged backgrounds have been 

disproportionately affected by the pandemic including issues relating to digital poverty, 

caring responsibilities and financial hardship.  

 



 

 

 

 

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.  
 

Answer 29: On balance, we agree with the use of CAH2, CAH1 is too broad and CAH3 is 

too granular.  

 

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. 
 

Answer 30: 

 

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.  
 

Answer 31: We have already highlighted our concerns on defining the ‘other 

undergraduate’ category. We have also provided reasons to explain our response.   

 

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. 
 

Answer 32: We have expressed our concerns in relation to the different views of student 

population and the possible unintended consequences for partnership working. We 

also believe if the OfS nevertheless uses multiple population views, we believe these can 

be better defined and labelled to minimise overlap between the different categories, for 

instance those that are ‘registered only’ features under ‘TorR’ and ‘partnership’ views. 

While ‘taught only’ and ‘registered only’ will include small numbers at some providers 

and perhaps none at others, there could be a separate category for ‘Taught and 

registered’ and lastly on ‘validation’. 

 



 

 

 

 

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.  
 

Answer 33: 

 

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.  
 

Answer 34: We believe OfS should not include students studying on NPHE courses for 

benchmarking purposes. We will not rehearse our arguments here however we believe 

more work needs to be undertaken to understand the characteristics of students 

undertaking these courses. The benchmarking is not undertaken on the basis of 

provider type but on the basis of comparing student outcomes with outcomes of similar 

students across the sector. There is a relatively small number of students across the 

sector studying on a wide range of NPHE courses (unlike the other known ‘recognised’ 

or ‘prescribed’ HE qualifications) and less is known about the nature of these short cycle 

qualifications to reasonably include these into benchmarking calculations.  

 

We also believe that there needs to be a greater recognition of ‘distance travelled’ by 

the learners. ‘Entry qualifications’ can be one of the useful means to recognise the 

different starting points for learners. OfS proposes to include ‘learning gain’ for TEF 

assessment purposes but we believe OfS should consider further work to use this 

measure to inform B3 assessments in the future.  

 

We also believe while there are some commonalties between part time students and 

apprenticeships, there can be significant differences in the outcomes of students 

studying similar courses as a standalone qualification or as part of an apprenticeship. 

Therefore, using the same benchmarking factors for the two groups does not seem 

appropriate.  

 

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?  



 

 

 

 

 

Answer 35: Don’t know 

 

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? 
 

Answer 36: Don’t know 

 

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? 
 

Answer 37: It is difficult to pre-judge the impact of the pandemic on continuation and 

completion rates. OfS will have some early indications based on the data relating to 

short cycle courses at levels 4/5 and it will be useful if OfS is able to share any such 

analysis. This will be informative because substantial proportions of those studying level 

4/5 study are mature students, studying on a part time basis at local FE colleges. When 

combined with the socio-economic profile of students studying at colleges, it should 

provide some evidence on the impact of the pandemic on continuation and completion 

rates. 

 

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?  
 

Answer 38: As stated previously, colleges have found the datasets complex to use and 

interpret. Colleges will need professional help in using the datasets and it would be 

helpful if OfS can support advice and guidance so the cost and burden on the sector can 

be minimised.  

 

We believe the visual representation of statistical confidence and the bars depicting the 

indicators is generally helpful. However, a key consideration for colleges is less 

statistical confidence that is likely to arise out of low values in the denominator. There is 

a risk that such depiction when data is made public could be viewed negatively by users 

when this low confidence is not a depiction of poor performance.  



 

 

 

 

As we have raised in response to questions on publication of data in B3 and TEF 

consultations, we are concerned with publication of data dashboards especially as these 

not represent the final outcomes from B3 and TEF assessments. Any depiction that does 

not take the provider’s context into account can be subject to misinterpretation and 

misleading.  

 

We agree with the OfS approach to avoid ‘cliff edges’ that could arise if a single 

significance level was to be used against each indicator. Shaded bars are a better 

representation of confidence intervals. 

 

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?  
 

Answer 39:  

 

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. 
 

Answer 40: 

 


