
Public information consultation 
Annex A Summary of consultation questions

Responses should be made online by Monday 7 March 2011 using the response form that can be accessed alongside this document at www.hefce.ac.uk under Publications.

Consultation question 1: Are the three key purposes of public information outlined in paragraph 42 still appropriate? If not, what additional or alternative purposes should a public information set seek to address?
Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

Individually we have no objection to the principles which are outlined; but we do not agree that they combine together as presented.  
Considerable evidence is already made available which institutions use in their quality assurance processes, for both assurance and enhancement purposes.  We are not clear that the additional information proposed here will be of value to this process.  In addition we note that “public information” is not the same as “the proposed public information set”; current publication methods are perfectly adequate for institutional purposes.  

It is clear that the primary purpose of the set as proposed is to provide information to prospective students which will help them to choose what and where to study.  Information, advice and guidance for prospective students is a laudable intention, and we strongly support its provision.  However we do not believe that the KIS as proposed meets this aim in the way intended, as we shall explain throughout this response.  
It is also worth noting that the information required for purpose (a) is not the same as the information relevant to (b) or (c).  Their conflation is unnecessary and potentially misleading.  

Consultation question 2: Do you think the KIS fulfils our objective of providing the information students have identified as useful, in a place they look for it, in a standardised and complete manner?

Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

	As noted above, we strongly support the intention of providing clear information to prospective students which will help them to decide what and where to study.  However, we do not believe that the proposed KIS actually does this.  We have the following general concerns:

i) It is evident that the KIS is seeking to identify proxies for measures of quality, which is not easily susceptible to direct measurement.  Whilst none of the pieces of information identified is irrelevant to this judgement, they do not capture a comprehensive picture.  We are concerned that a number of these proxies are offered because they can be measured, rather than because they are measuring the right thing.

ii) Whilst we appreciate the user desire for numerical data which is easily comparable, this can at best only give a partial picture.  Without a wider appreciation of the context, some of the measures may be misleading.  This makes it even more important that the numbers presented are reliable, and that their meaning and its implications are unambiguous to a non-specialist audience, and we are not convinced that this is currently the case.  say what it looks as if they are saying. 

iii) Evidence from the (small-scale) research which was undertaken suggests that prospective students will not look at the whole data set but at a relatively small number of items; and in consequence, they may not review the full data set provided at Annex F; or indeed review the more sophisticated presentation of data at Annex E.  

iv) At the same time, there must be a concern that the wide range of data contained in the KIS will prove confusing to applicants.  In response to these two points, it may be worth considering whether there is a “priority set” of information which should be presented first, giving the items which are considered to be the most important.

v) The presentation of the data set assumes greater uniformity across the sector than is in fact the case.  The sector is very diverse, and this diversity is often held up as being a significant strength.  We acknowledge that a majority of applicants will be looking at a small set of what are likely to be similar courses, but the way in which the data set has been devised will inevitably work better for some institutions and subject areas than others.  This may be an inevitable consequence of the drive for improved public information, but would suggest that there would be some benefit to including some qualitative information also, perhaps in free-text form provided by the institution. 

vi) We are concerned that the high profile given to results from one academic year may not be representative.  For a variety of reasons, a course may have one year in which it performs extremely well or extremely poorly, and it would be unfortunate if this had a disproportionate impact on the presentation of data.  In particular, we note that a poor year will usually result in significant action in response by the HEI, such that those reviewing the data (who will be planning to enter the course at least two years later) may face a considerably changed experience.  

vii) We note additionally that the aggregation of data over two or more years, or the aggregation of subjects, might be highly misleading.  A programme may have undergone a major review during the two-year period; different programmes, even within JACS Level 3, may be completely distinct and may offer very different experiences.  Any aggregation would not just dilute this, but may present a picture of the student experience which is not in fact similar to any of the programmes on offer.  Consultation with the institution about the best way of presenting information where results have to be aggregated would be beneficial in providing accurate information. 
viii) There are many references to date being published at programme level.  Apart from the inherent bias towards the single honours, full-time undergraduate course (which is a regular criticism of consultations about higher education), we note that there are broader issues.  These relate to joint honours degree courses; and modular courses which may have considerable flexibility and optionality.  We appreciate that HEFCE will be aware of these problems, but have not seen any proposals to address this; and there is a risk that honestly published information may bear little relation to the actual course of study selected by a student.  This may be another argument in favour of a brief contextual statement from the HEI, placed prominently within the body of the KIS. 

ix) Finally, we note that the purpose of the admissions system is to support the matching of prospective students with the course which is right for them.  For some, this may have a geographical aspect; but for many, this will be about the precise content, learning and teaching styles, range of assessment, and potentially more nebulous aspects of the experience.  The KIS appears to be based on the premise that institutions can legitimately be “ranked” according to the quality of student experience in an objective way; and the focus on raw data, as opposed to context, will tend to encourage this view in prospective students.  We find this both disappointing and unhelpful.

We have a number of specific points on the proposals; we have included these below, with comments on the wider information set included under Question 6.


	Student satisfaction with course
	We have no objection to this proposal, although we note that there are still some challenges in how NSS data is used and perceived.  We consider that there may be some value to asking a question about, for instance, whether or not the student would recommend the course or institution to a friend; this is a different question to being satisfied with the quality of the course, and internal surveys can show a significant variance of response.  

	Information on student union
	We are unclear about the purpose of this information as presented.  If, as has been suggested, it is intended to be a proxy for student engagement, then these are poor measures.  If numerical data are required, it would be preferable to consider issues such as the number of students on key committees such as the Board of Governors and Senate / Academic Board.  However we are not clear that student engagement can be measured in this way.  Unions differ considerably in their size and scope (in part based on the size of institution, but also on how services are arranged locally), and some institutions may not have a Union whereas others may have more than one.  Any comparison would thus not be reliable.  

In relation to the measures proposed, t is important to note that there can be many reasons for high or low turnout in elections (for instance, numbers of candidates, or a local high-profile issue); and that local arrangements may apply such that students have access to a wide range of clubs and societies which are not formally organised by their Students’ Union.  

	Cost of student residences
	We suggest that this should relate to cost of accommodation generally, not just residences; most institutions will already publish this information through their website.

	Information on bursaries
	This has largely been superseded by subsequent developments, although some institutions may retain some form of bursary support.  We presume that information on support available to students, including details of the institutional approach to the National Scholarship Programme, would replace this item; and agree that it should be made available. 

	Maximum household income for eligibility for a bursary
	See previous point

	Cost of tuition fees
	We agree that this information should be published.

	Destinations of students in the first year
	We note that the DLHE Survey is not necessarily a reliable measure of destinations, given (for instance) the wide variation in response rates and institutional effort.  We are again concerned that small numbers might lead to unreliable or misleading outcomes, and recommend that the Council review the publication thresholds.  We note, and welcome, the improvements to the DLHE Survey currently proposed by HESA, but are not convinced that this will address all the issues.

	Employed in a full-time professional or managerial job in first year
	This information is currently published, but we have concerns both about the categorisation of jobs, and the current presentation of the information.  

The SOC codes currently used to categorise jobs lead to some curious outcomes.  We accept that they represent a “best-fit” line, and are a serious attempt to demarcate those posts which could be classified as “graduate jobs”.  Nevertheless, the inclusion of (for example) lap dancer and street entertainer as graduate professions is counter-intuitive.   Given the number of administrative jobs which now specify that they require a graduate,  or where in practice only graduates are appointed, we question whether this remains a valid approach.  Whilst the intention is not unreasonable, in practice it is unlikely to lead to reliable and comparable (or even meaningful) outcomes, and seems to relate back to a time when professional careers were more linear, and more easily defined.

Even were all jobs to be successfully categorised, the current presentation of the data via Unistats is at best misleading.  The headline figure published is not “percentage who are in a graduate job”, but “percentage of those who are employed who are in a graduate job”.  Thus a much higher result is returned if most graduates are unemployed, with the remainder in a graduate job, than if all have found work but some are in non-graduate jobs.  This is counter-intuitive at best, and misleads many even within the higher education sector.  To compound this problem, this is not made clear in the publication table.  We strongly recommend that this be addressed. 

We also note that there may be many reasons why a graduate takes what may appear to be a non-graduate job.  For instance, a graduate in the creative arts may take a job in a gallery or on a film crew as a first step into the profession; this may be a necessary route but would not necessarily be understood by those reviewing the data.  We accept that most prospective students will be considering comparable courses within one discipline (rather than comparing medicine with media studies), but there may be a risk that some potential students, not appreciating the context, would be dissuaded from entering higher education at all, especially given the rise in tuition fees and subsequent graduate contributions. 

	Average salary in the first year
	We have reservations about the publication of salary in the first year, as we are not aware that any research has been done to indicate that it is representative of subsequent earnings (ie that there is a link between salary in year one and salary in, say, year five).  We accept that this is a matter of interest to prospective students, but consider that this may need further research.  Institutions have fed back separately to HESA on their proposals for collecting this data, but we reiterate the concern that many self-employed graduates may not be included in the survey, despite this being their own preferred route into a career.

We note that the presentation of this information also needs careful consideration.  Institutions with a significant part-time cohort, for instance, who may be earning above-average salaries before entering the institution and continue to earn these salaries both during and after the course, may legitimately report very high graduate salaries, but this may be misleading for the typical 17-year-old who is simply exposed to numerical data.

	Professional bodies that recognise the course
	We agree that this information should be published.  We note that it would be useful to draw a distinction between those professional bodies which formally approve a course (in subjects such as medicine, pharmacy, engineering or architecture), and those which recognise or accredit a course (such as some Sector Skills Councils).

	Weekly hours of contact time
	We consider that this is a very difficult area, given the concerns expressed above about optionality and student choice, as well as the wide variations which may occur throughout an academic year.  The aggregation across programmes, and the averaging across possible choices, may result in the presentation of diagrams which do not in fact correspond to any possible route, but simply represent a model of the arithmetic mean.  However we accept that it is a valid area of interest.  The way the information is presented in Annex E is useful, and goes some way to addressing our concerns about a reliance on raw numbers which may not be understood.  However we do consider that there should be a strict menu of types of contact, to retain comparability; and that this menu also requires some discussion with different types of institution to ensure that it adequately covers the wide range of types of contact.

We would suggest that this information may need to be segregated by level, to permit a realistic presentation of information.  

	Proportion of the course assessed by coursework
	The presentation of this information in Annex E is useful. Again, there needs to be a clear menu to enable comparison; and some discussion with sector representatives to ensure that each form of assessment is captured.  


Consultation question 3: Do you agree that links should be provided to the KIS from the UCAS web-site?

Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

We have no further comments on this proposal. 
Consultation question 4: Given that we want the production of the KIS to be as efficient as possible, are there particular administrative or logistical issues which the pilot phase should consider?
Please add any comments:

We are very disappointed to note that the pilot studies are in fact being undertaken during the consultation period, so that these responses cannot in fact inform the pilot activity.  This appears to be self-defeating.  We would otherwise have recommended a rigorous pilot, including a wide range of institutions, with and without franchised courses. 
This is of particular concern because we consider that the administrative burden on institutions could be very significant, given the requirement for detailed information at course level.  “Links with employers”, for example, may require regular updating to ensure that the information is up to date at all times.  There are also likely to be logistical issues, given the need to gather, maintain and verify this information.  This will need to be done at a sufficiently senior level to provide a degree of confidence in the integrity of the information provided, which may prove impractical.  In addition, there is the resource required for website maintenance; and potentially, the infrastructure required for both data searching and archiving.  
We also note that a three-month pilot (at most) is inadequate to gain a comprehensive understanding of the overall logistical and administrative burden.  We accept the desire to implement some form of KIS ahead of the admissions cycle for 2012 entry, and the limitations this imposes on timescales.  Nevertheless, such a brief pilot cannot account for the pressures which may accrue at points across a full academic cycle; or evaluate the impact of this burden over time, rather than as a short-term additional responsibility.  

Decisions also have to be made about how granular the information should be.  There appears to be an assumption that all the information referred to is held centrally at institutional level, but in fact much of this information may be held at school or even course level. 

We would strongly recommend that guidance is produced for institutions about the expectations of the KIS in the first year, which should be more limited than is currently proposed; with a clear timescale for review, to ensure that the outcomes will be both efficient and useful. 
Consultation question 5: Should the information set to be published on institutional web-sites (shown at Annex F) include short, up-to-date employability statements for prospective students, in addition to information about links with employers?

Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

We are unclear about the value of Employability Statements, which do not appear to add any particular value to other information which is already available.  We are interested to learn whether there has been any review of these Statements and their use since publication in summer 2010.
However, we have no issue with the information mentioned being published on institutional websites. 
Consultation question 6: Does Annex F set out the right information items for inclusion in the wider published information set (subject to agreement on the inclusion of employability statements as proposed in Question 5)? If you think items should be added/removed, please tell us about them.

Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

We have relatively few comments on the proposed wider information set at Annex F, which we list below:
	Results of internal surveys
	In principle we have no objection to these being published.  However, institutions may ask a wide range of questions for their own purposes which would be difficult to understand outside their context; and if publication at course level entailed a considerable resource commitment, we should be concerned that this may result in some surveys being discontinued. 

	Partnership agreements
	More detail is required about the type of agreement which is intended here; we accept that any partnership agreement may be the subject of an FoI request, but we note that there will be an assumption that these agreements are similar in nature unless otherwise specified.  Does this relate to validation arrangements only, or may it also progression agreements or even agreements in principle about potential collaboration?

	Procedures and outcomes for programme approval, monitoring and review
	Information about these procedures is uncontentious.  We note that the outcomes of these procedures are unlikely to be comparable, or particularly useful to an external audience; and their publication may result in reports being prepared with a different purpose in mind.  However we have no particular objection if this is considered useful. 

	Information which might be added 
	Other information which may be useful would include:

staff profile; 

diversity profile ;

community links or engagement.


Consultation question 7: Do you agree that the list of items for the information set should be maintained on HEFCE’s web-site and updated as necessary on advice from HEPISG and QHE Group?

Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

We consider that the QHE Group is best placed to maintain and updated this list, given its overview of the Quality Assurance Framework. 
Consultation question 8: Do you agree that student unions should be able to nominate one optional question bank in their institution’s NSS each year?

Strongly agree/Agree/Neither agree nor disagree/Disagree/Strongly disagree

Please add any comments:

We do not consider that it is our place to comment on this proposal, although we should hope that the relationship between a Students’ Union and HEI would be sufficiently strong to enable the inclusion of optional question banks to be a subject of discussion and agreement, irrespective of who was responsible for their nomination.  This also enables the parties to discuss any areas of concern, and identify the most effective means of securing feedback about it.  Nevertheless, we accept that there may be cases where the SU feels it would be useful to include an additional optional bank, and do not have any objection in principle.  (However, see please Q9.)
We note that some institutions may have more than one Students’ Union; and others may have a very small SU, in some few cases with no sabbatical officers, who may thus have a less developed appreciation of the NSS and the implications of the additional questions.  We accept that this does not necessarily invalidate the proposal.  
Consultation question 9: Do you have any other comments on the proposals in this document, or further suggestions for what we might do?

Please add any comments:

	We are disappointed that the NSS continues to be referred to as though it were a reliable means of comparing experiences across institutions.  We refer you to the report Enhancing and Developing the National Student Survey, commissioned by HEFCE from the Centre for Higher Education Studies at the Institute of Education, which explicitly recommends that further clear guidance is required on the limitations of comparability of outcomes.  We are surprised that this recommendation appears to have been overlooked by the Council. 

We should be strongly opposed to the publication of student “free comments” on the NSS.  These comments can be very useful at a local level to identify issues and bring about improvements to the student experience.  However, they are necessarily extremely personal to the individual, and are not written “for publication”.  Despite the cleansing process, many individual staff are identifiable; and many of the comments relate to specific incidents which would not be known to others.  We also note that, if you invite students to offer one negative point about their experience, they are likely to offer one, even if overall they have responded extremely positively.  
We are unclear what research has been undertaken to determine the appropriate threshold levels for publication of data under the KIS.  It is not obvious that the threshold levels for NSS publication are necessarily also appropriate for this further level of information, which may give rise to some misleading outcomes (especially for courses with small numbers).  

We are also disappointed by the sample size used to determine the pieces of information which prospective students might find “useful”.  One might have expected a broader investigation which spoke to prospective students, current students and recent graduates, to determine both what they believed would be useful, and how this view changed over time.  We are concerned that the inclusion of everything considered useful by only 30% of a small sample has inevitably led to the inclusion of some information which, whilst intuitively reasonable, in fact says very little about the course or the experience in an objective way. 

We would wish to be far more positive about this consultation, as we believe that the provision of reliable information about higher education is a sound aim, and we support it strongly.  All institutions have an interest in ensuring that this information is available in an accessible and meaningful way.  However we are not confident that the KIS as proposed will deliver this outcome, and hope that the foregoing comments will assist the Council in developing an information set, and means of presentation, which better reflects the actual (as opposed to perceived) information needs of prospective students. 





