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Introduction  
 
The National Centre for Universities and Business (NCUB) represents a collective voice of leaders 
across business and higher education that promotes, develops and supports business-university 
collaboration across the UK. Our response is focussed on considering the impact of proposed reform 
of higher education on employers, students and future graduates.  
 

Section A: Improving the quality of student outcomes 
Any sector with the longevity and scale of the higher education system should always be challenged to 
be better, to evolve and to adapt, especially in the context of significant technological, economic and 
societal change. The intended aim of the consultation is to ensure that universities deliver “high-quality 
provision that delivers good outcomes for students, society, and the economy at large”. This is welcome. 
However, the proposed combination of measures – including student number controls, minimum entry 
requirements and changes to university funding – will not deliver on the intended policy aims for the 
following reasons.  
 

• Firstly, evidence on current and future labour market needs is not strong enough to 
enable an informed decision on priority subjects or courses.  
 

The consultation proposes how student number controls (SNCs) and Minimum Entry Requirements 
(MERs) could be targeted based on existing data and evidence. However, the methodologies proposed 
highlight the significant limitations of existing mechanisms and data to determine UK labour market 
needs. Data from the Graduate Outcomes survey always has a significant time lag and only captures 
graduate outcomes a short period after graduation. Professions that are “strategically important” will 
need to be much more clearly defined and constantly evaluated to genuinely forecast future skills needs.  
 
We therefore recommend that the most transformational impact that the Government can make 
to match education provision to economic and societal needs is to improve the UK 
infrastructure for identifying and forecasting labour market needs.  
 
This would provide essential evidence to guide any future policy initiatives and is critical to focus and 
coordinate the efforts of educational institutions and employers across the UK.  
 
Since the dissolution of the UK Skills and Employment Commission (UKCES) in 2017, the UK has 
lacked a national body dedicated to gathering labour market intelligence to guide policy making. Several 
new initiatives, including the establishment of the Government’s Skills and Productivity Board and the 
new Office for Talent, are useful interventions. However, they do not have a broad enough scope to 
provide, or coordinate collection of, the range of evidence on labour market needs required by both 
higher education providers and policy makers.  
 
The Future Skills Unit, announced in the Levelling Up White Paper, may be a suitable body to fulfil this 
function. However, this will depend on its remit, scope and design, and will take time to establish.  
 

• Second, introducing SNCs or MERs will level down opportunity, restrict access to the 
talent employers require, and harm our knowledge economy.  
 

UK success is built on a highly skilled workforce. Our higher education system is a fundamental 
foundation of our economy and society. It allows employers to access the talent that they need.  



Trying to generate a common view on what skills people should develop and courses they should take 
during their degree will always risk reductionism. Universities need to respond appropriately to changing 
student and employer demand, as well as balancing nurturing soft skills, creativity and independent 
learning against specific technical and competency skills.  
 
We advise that the value of degrees in the labour market therefore goes beyond the technical or 
domain-specific knowledge gained. This is not reflected well in the proposed measures for 
introducing SNCs by subject area.  
 
The UK faces its greatest skills shortage crisis in decades. The number of job vacancies has hit a 20-
year high, and was 65% higher in January than it was before the Covid-19 pandemic hit. Employers are 
calling for more graduates, not less, to help them tackle the consequences and seize the benefits of a 
rapidly changing world.  
 
Employers also require a diverse workforce. Not everyone will be affected equally by MERs. Young 
people from outside of London, from less advantaged backgrounds or with protected characteristics will 
be impacted most as their school grades often do not reflect their potential.  
 
The UK will not succeed in levelling up if individuals’ opportunities are levelled down.  
 
SNCs and MERs would place an arbitrary cap on student opportunity that is likely to particularly impact 
people from more disadvantaged backgrounds. This is true regardless of the method used to set this 
cap.  
 
The potential impact of the MER options proposed are potentially quite large. For example, if all 
university entrants were required to have achieved at least a grade C in GCSE maths and English, this 
would affect the equivalent of 8% of the current student body. Exemptions for mature learners, part-
time students and those with existing level 4 or level 5 qualifications would mitigate some of the impacts, 
but it is not appropriate to introduce MERs through any of the mechanisms suggested without first 
making substantial progress in reducing inequality at earlier stages of education.  
 
Some of the metrics proposed as a basis for imposing SNCs, such as lower retention or graduate 
employability, would penalise universities with more diverse student bodies.  
 
Last year, the Office for Students consulted on regulating quality and standards in higher education, 
which included consideration for providers with lower completion and continuation rates. Where there 
are concerns about provider performance, managing this through regulation is more appropriate than 
through SNCs.  
 
Analysis of HESA data shows that lower retention and completion rates are likely to occur when higher 
education providers support more students with protective characteristics, including black students, 
mature students, part-time students, poorer students, and those who commute1. The UK already has 
the lowest drop-out rate in the developed world, which is a real testimony to our higher education 
system, which supports a diverse student body. There is a risk that penalising universities with 
comparatively lower continuation and progression rates will be most harmful to (prospective) students 
from more disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 
1 See: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/widening-participation-summary, or 
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/non-continuation  

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/widening-participation-summary
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/non-continuation


There is a need to contextualise data on retention, continuation, completion and graduate outcomes 
with qualitative information. This nuance is not reflected in this consultation, and it would be perverse 
to arbitrarily impose SNCs on those institutions supporting students from a wide variety of backgrounds.  
 
Section B: Access to HE 
 
The consultation emphasis the importance of improving the outcomes of students, considers the 
introduction of a new National Scholarship Scheme and proposes limiting the fee chargeable for 
foundation years. 
 

• The focus on improving outcomes not just access is important. This is a priority for 
universities and policy makers. The Government needs to consider how it can support 
higher education providers and employers to work more closely to reduce the outcome 
gap.  
 

In 2016 a major university-led Social Mobility Advisory Group provided analysis and recommendations, 
building on academic, practitioner and employer insight. The Group made clear that “sustained change 
can only be achieved through collaboration and partnership”, calling for a “greater coordination of 
information and advice across schools, universities and employers”2. A subsequent 2019 discussion 
paper by UUK makes an important contribution to understanding the outcomes gap, demonstrating a 
commitment from universities to take the outcome gap seriously3.  
 
Addressing the outcome gap will require intervention from both educational providers and employers. 
Measures such as identifying the importance of contextualising academic achievements, blind 
recruitment and employer outreach activity are known to make a difference. Coordination between 
employers and universities is critical to make sure that initiatives are complementary.  
 
If collaboration is a fundamental part of the solution, policymakers need to be more ambitious about 
how collaboration can be encouraged, enabled and delivered in practice. Not just with large corporates, 
but also with SMEs. 
 

• The Government’s focus on addressing the cost-of-living concerns of students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds is important. This must be a significant and bold 
investment to make a substantial difference.  
 

The greatest financial concerns that students have relate to their cost of living whilst studying. All 
students who have chosen to enter higher education should be able to focus on their studies, rather 
than worrying about how to make ends meet. In England, students have the option of withdrawing 
maintenance loans to fund their cost of living. This is a loan that students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds are more likely to require. In practice, this means that these students are likely to accrue 
a higher average student debt. 
 
The Augar Review recommended the reintroduction of maintenance grants to help all students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds entering HE. The scale of the ambition for the national scholarship scheme 
falls significantly short of this recommendation.  If we assume that the national scholarship scheme 
provides a similar level of support as the maintenance grant did (c £3,000 per annum) around 25,000 
students (or 1.25% of the undergraduate population) would benefit from this support.  

 
2 https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/27586/1/working-in-partnership-final.pdf  
3 https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/widening-opportunity-higher-education  

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/27586/1/working-in-partnership-final.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/widening-opportunity-third-phase-beyond-graduation.aspx
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Pages/widening-opportunity-third-phase-beyond-graduation.aspx
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/27586/1/working-in-partnership-final.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/widening-opportunity-higher-education


Higher inflation than originally forecast in 2022/23 means there will be a real cut of 7% in maximum 
support levels, and it is recommended that the Government consider a more strategic review of 
maintenance support to students. 
 

• The social, economic and financial context has changed significantly since the 
publication of the Augar Review. Universities are working hard to deliver value for 
money for taxpayers and graduates, but must remain sustainable.  
 

To deliver for the economy, society, students and employers, universities must also be sustainably 
funded. The reforms call on universities to do more with less. Funding per student will fall, as tuition 
fees are frozen for at least another three years. This comes at a time when inflation is high, and costs 
for universities to operate are rising. The £9,250 tuition fee has already eroded to around £7,000 in 
2012 prices, when the new higher education funding system was first introduced. High levels of inflation 
are forecast, which will likely mean that the decision to freeze the tuition fee cap will have a more 
significant impact on funding per student than was originally anticipated.  
 

• Foundation Years represent an important pathway into higher education that supports 
lifelong learning, as well as helping students from disadvantaged backgrounds to 
access HE, including the most selective institutions. They must be sustainably funded.  
 

Against this backdrop, the consultation proposes reducing the maximum chargeable fee for a 
Foundation Year by 44% to the same fee level as Access courses in FE colleges. There are important 
differences between Foundation Years and Access courses. A higher proportion of students progress 
to a degree after taking a foundation year (79%) than following an Access course (62%)4 and are also 
more likely to complete a degree course. It is important that both Access courses and Foundation Years 
are both sufficiently and sustainably funded. 
 

Section C: Level 4 and 5 courses  
The consultation considers how to expand level 4 and 5 provision, including how to grow demand, 
provision and ensure quality.  
 

• Employer and student demand is important to success, but there is not strong evidence 
of this yet. Policies to encourage demand for level 4 and 5 qualifications should seek to 
raise, not lower, aspirations. 
 

While there is recognition of the need for more individuals in the UK to be qualified to at least Level 4 
and 5, a key challenge is how to increase employer and student demand from standalone level 4 and 
5 qualifications.  The consultation considers this challenge, but many of the proposals it makes relate 
to raising demand for standalone level 4 and 5 qualifications by reducing competition in the form of 
traditional 3-year courses.  
 
The UK faces its greatest skills shortage crisis in decades. The number of job vacancies has hit a 20-
year high and was 65% higher in January than it was before the Covid-19 pandemic hit. Employers are 
calling for higher skills, not less, to help them tackle the consequences and seize the benefits of a 
rapidly changing world. It therefore seems more appropriate to focus on policy that can encourage 
demand amongst those that might otherwise not have pursued qualifications beyond level 3.  

 
4 https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/preparing-for-degree-study/ 



• Employer engagement can help to raise both the demand for, and the value of, 
standalone level 4 and level 5 qualifications, but thought needs to be given as to how 
employers may best be engaged as partners in shaping such courses 
 

Businesses will consider their talent needs and strategies in the round and so a business-led approach 
needs to take this into account.  Many businesses, particularly small and medium sized businesses, 
have limited time and resource to engage with educational institutions. The value of the insights they 
offer must therefore be maximised, and this may benefit from greater alignment between qualifications 
and established occupational standards. 
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