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Background  

 

The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents and promotes the interests of 301 

further education (FE) and sixth form colleges established under the Further and 

Higher Education Act 1992.  

 

Colleges are inspirational places to learn because education and training is 

delivered by expert teaching staff in industry-standard facilities.  Colleges offer 

first rate academic and technical teaching, at levels ranging from basic skills to 

postgraduate in a range of professions including engineering, hospitality, IT, 

construction and the creative arts. Sixth form colleges provide high-quality 

academic education to 16 to 18-year-olds enabling them to progress to university 

or higher level technical education. 

 

College HE Key Facts 

 

 240 colleges offer Higher Education (HE), 20 with over 1,000 HE students 

and 186 with less than 500 students. 

 159,000 people study HE in a college. 

 Colleges deliver 85% of HNCs, 82% of HNDs and 58% of foundation 

degrees. 

 

Registration Fees 

 

1) Do you broadly agree with the proposed set of principles to underpin 

the registration fee funding model?   

 

Broadly agree/Broadly disagree/Not sure 

 

Broadly agree  

 

Please provide an explanation and identify any principles you feel should be 

removed or added to those already included in the consultation.  

 

The Association of Colleges (AoC) broadly agrees with the set of principles that 

underpin the registration fee funding model. New entrants should not be 

deterred, but reliable and verifiable data from validated government resources 

should be used to help confirm the status and quality of a provider. 

 

More clarity and detail on the regulatory functions which the Office for Students 

(OfS) is proposing to fulfil is required, as is further specification on fee levels. This 

is important to assess what each provider should expect to receive as part of their 

subscription. The principles of proportionality should apply for both the initial 

registration and for ongoing registration each year. 
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One principle that we believe should be added to the registration fee model is that 

the OfS should not unnecessarily duplicate or charge for work that is more 

effectively being carried out by another DfE-sponsored regulator.  

 

The 240 further education (FE) and sixth form colleges (SFCs) who currently offer 

higher education are all regulated by the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) or Education 

Funding Agency (EFA) both of which are DfE agencies. The funding agencies have a 

long-standing arrangement with the Higher Education Funding Council for 

England (HEFCE) which means that each side regulates, audits and collects data on 

students and finance for the institutions they sponsor. This reduces direct 

information flow from colleges to HEFCE in return for which universities are 

required to provide less information to SFA or EFA. There may be good reasons 

for DfE to review these arrangements in the long term but there is no pressing 

reason to make changes before 2018 and it would be very disruptive and 

expensive to do so. 

 

The logical consequence of this is a need for OfS practices and fees to reflect the 

fact that it can rely on parallel regulation of the 240 colleges providing higher 

education. 

 

Another principle that we believe needs to be included in the design of OfS fees is 

the principle of affordability. The Government’s plan to use registration fees to 

fund the OfS comes at the same time when other national services like JISC and 

the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) are moving towards full subscription funding 

and comes at a time when institutional budgets are under a great deal of 

pressure.  

 

There is a national interest in maintaining a wide geographical spread of higher 

education provision across the whole of England including a course offer in places 

like West Cumbria, North Devon and the Lincolnshire coast where there are no 

universities.  

 

There is also a national interest in maintaining and developing higher education 

provision at Levels 4 and 5 to provide alternatives to full-time degree level study. 

In both cases this is likely to imply maintaining a strong level of college higher 

education provision and care should be taken not to discourage this by charging 

OfS fees that tip the balance towards persuading college leaderships to disinvest. 

 

Also, while AoC believe that annual turnover is not useful while multiple sources 

of income are considered; proportionality can truly be achieved if the student 

numbers at institutions are viewed in conjunction with the relevant income.  

 

FECs broadly charge lower fee for prescribed HE when compared with their 

university/HEI counterparts. Therefore, the fee model needs to take into 
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consideration income for the prescribed/HEFCE recognised HE as well as the 

number of students.  

 

2. Do you support the principle of varying the registration fee by category of 

registration (currently: Basic/Approved/Approved (fee cap))?   

 

Yes/No/Not Sure  

 

Yes 

 

Please give reasons for your answer.  

 

AoC broadly agrees with the varying registration fee by category of registration, 

however, without further details of the fee amounts it is difficult to foresee what 

the implications might be. More clarity is required on what ‘a light touch approach’ 

will entail. This may not necessarily be appropriate for providers covered by the 

basic category.   

 

Approved (fee cap) category is particularly important for some of our member 

colleges that have access agreements and can, in principle, charge £9,000 tuition 

fees. However, they tend not to charge the maximum fee for all of their provision. 

Therefore despite being classed in ‘Approved (fee cap)’ category, the costs for 

registration in this category can be disproportionately higher for providers such as 

FECs.  

 

The fee cap of £9,000 will require some adjustments with an increase in fee as a 

result of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) ratings. Providers that do not 

enter the TEF will clearly not be charging higher tuition fees and the OfS 

registration fees should take this into account. 

 

3. Do you support the proposal to measure the size of a provider by HE 

student numbers?  

 

Yes/No/Not sure  

 

Yes 

 

Please give reasons for your answer and suggest any alternatives if your 

answer is “No”.  

 

AoC agree with the principle of measuring the size of a provider based on student 

numbers. It is absolutely fundamental for the registration fee to be proportional 

to the size of the institution. The number of students at FECs can be small but 

college HE plays a significant role in widening participation and in meeting the 

needs of the local and regional economy.  



 

4 

 

 

Although AoC agree with the plan to measure the size of providers on student 

numbers, we believe it necessary to do this using a measure of full-time 

equivalent student numbers on the grounds of affordability but also because 

there will be an unhelpful penalty for growing part-time provision. 

 

AoC believe that the student count used should draw on the total number of 

students in an academic year rather than the new entrants per year. FECs deliver 

sub-Bachelor qualifications that are delivered over one or two years on a full time 

basis and therefore any count should take into consideration the duration of the 

programmes delivered by the providers.  

 

This consultation does not specify franchised student numbers. In line with long 

standing practice, our assumption is that the students taught in a college but 

registered at a university will be counted as registered university students when 

assessing fee levels. 

 

 

4. Do you support using a system of bands to group providers by size?  

 

Yes/No/Not sure  

 

Yes 

 

Please give reasons for your answer.  

 

We agree with the principle of using bands to group the fees charged to 

institutions. We believe this will make budget planning more predictable on both 

sides but are concerned at the length of the lower bands in the example – 

particularly the band stretching from 100 to 1000 students. There is a risk that this 

will make the regulation costs very high for small HE cohort sizes in the 150 to 200 

range.  

 

For example, Fee band B in sample Table 1 includes providers from 101 to 1000 

students, which is a very broad category for FECs. In 2014/15, a significant number 

of colleges (63) taught HEFCE recognised courses (directly funded and franchised) 

to 101-250 students, and a similar number of colleges to 251-500 students. 12 

colleges taught 1001-1500 students, 6 colleges taught 1501-3000 and only 2 

colleges taught more than 3,000 students. A college with 101 students can be 

markedly different from another that recruits 1,000 students. Therefore, if the 

system of banding is to be applied, AoC would support an appropriate splitting of 

the bands to reflect the size of HE at FECs. 

 
While the bands can be simpler to administer, AoC believe that there are some 

shortcomings of this approach as well. Institutions could move from one fee band 
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to another owing to a small increase in their student numbers and can steer 

providers to not exceed the threshold number in any band. 

 

5. Do you think that, where additional specific ongoing registration 

conditions are placed on particular providers, these conditions should be 

taken into account when calculating their registration fee?  

 

Yes/No/Not sure  

 

Yes. 

 

Please give reasons for your answer.  

 

The conditions and costs should be specific to each provider and the provider 

must be responsible for meeting the costs. 

 

6. Are there other variables that you think should be taken into account in 

the calculation of a provider’s registration fee?  

 

Yes/No/Not sure  

 

Yes 

 

Please give reasons for your answer and specify which variables you feel 

should be taken into account.  

The costs for college HE need to be generally lower than that of HEIs. High costs 

can deter smaller providers of HE. And the fee should also take into account 

whether is provider is a not for profit institution. Please refer to our response to 

Question 1. 

 

7. You are invited to provide any additional evidence on the potential impact 

of registration fees, including any impacts under the Public Sector Equality 

Duty (PSED).   

 

Limited negative impact. 

 

Other Fees 

 

8. Based on your experience of the HE sector and/or previous interactions 

with HEFCE and OFFA, please provide examples relevant to your 

organisation or the wider sector of the types of activity that you think 

should be covered by ‘other fees’.   

 

Please give reasons for your answer.  
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Recent college experience has shown that obtaining degree awarding powers 

(DAPs) takes significant time and involves high cost. To some extent this is 

necessary to maintain high standards but there should be some differentiation 

between start-up institutions who have short track records and established 

colleges who have long track records in demonstrating educational standards at 

lower levels of education.   

 

9. You are invited to provide any additional evidence on the potential impact 

of other fees, including any impacts under the Public Sector Equality Duty 

(PSED).  

 

Other fees are likely to have limited negative impact. 

 

 

Government Funding 

 

10. Do you broadly agree with the proposed principles that would help 

inform judgements around where the government might contribute funding 

to the OfS?  

 

Broadly agree/Broadly disagree/Not sure  

 

Broadly agree. Providers should not incur the additional costs associated with the 

transition to the new body and newer entrants should not be deterred by the 

costs. 

 

Please provide an explanation and identify any principles you feel should be 

removed or added to those already listed in the consultation.  

Statutory requirements over and above compliance, such as the Prevent Duty 

should be covered by government funding. AoC agree that the Government 

should also cover the wider research and developmental work that the OfS will 

conduct to support the development of policy. 

 

 

11. a) Are there any activities / types of activity / types of provider / provider 

circumstances that you feel should be exempt from the registration fee?  

 

Yes/No/Not Sure  

No. 

  

b) Are there any activities / types of activity / types of provider / provider 

circumstances that you feel should be partially subsidised by government?   

 

Yes/No/Not Sure  

No  


