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Abbreviations and g lossary 

 

Term Meaning  

APP Access and Participation Plan 

BAME 
Black, Asian and minority ethnic groups (usually with reference 

to students) 

DfE Department for Education 

DFAP Director for Fair Access and Participation  

FECs Further Education Colleges 

FSM Free School Meals data  

HE Higher Education 

HEFCE Higher Education Funding Council for England 

HEIs Higher Education Institutions 

HERA 2017 Higher Education and Research Act 2017 

IMD 

Index of Multiple Deprivation  (England) is calculated from a 

basket of measures which classifies areas by level of 

deprivation. It is presented as five quintiles, where quintile 1 

contains the most deprived 20 per cent of the English 

population, and quintile 5 the least deprived 20 pe r cent. 

KLEs 
Key Lines of Enquiry relating to the review of access and 

participation reform  

KPM Key Performance Measure 

NCOP 

National Collaborative Outreach Programme.  In January 2020 

it was officially relaunched as Uni Connect. The programme 

brings together 29 partnerships of universities, colleges and 

other local partners to offer activities, advice and information 

on the benefits and realities of going to university or college.  

OFFA Office for Fair Access 

OfS Office for Students 
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Term Meaning  

POLAR4 

Participation of Local Areas is a classification of geographical 

areas, based on rates of participation in higher education by 

young people. It is calculated using data on students who 

began their studies between 2009-10 and 2013-14. Areas are 

ranked by a measure of young participation and then divided 

into five equal-sized groups ð quintiles.  

RA6 
Regulatory advice 6: How to prepare your access and 

participation plan - effective practice advice (OfS 2019.06) 

RN1 2020-21 
Regulatory notice 1: Access and participation plan guidance 

(OfS 2019.05) for 2020-21 to 2024-25 plans 
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1 Executive summary  

Introduction  

The Office for Students (the OfS) engaged Nous Group (Nous) to conduct a review of the 

effectiveness of its regulatory reform to access and participation. The review explores the 

following overarching research question:  

The Nous review has been completed in two parts:  

¶ Part 1: Analysis of changes in the content of the 2018-19 Office for Fair Access (OFFA) 

access agreements to the OfS 2019-20 access and participation plans (APPs) and the five-

year 2020-21 to 2024-25 access and participation plans. 

¶ Part 2: A comprehensive stakeholder review, involving provider staff (senior leaders and 

operational), students (elected studentsõ union officers, studentsõ union staff and student 

representatives), and sector representative bodies, to understand whether regulatory 

changes and the OfS guidance and actions have resulted in changes in behaviour that 

reflect a greater ambition and commitment to access and participation.  

This two-part review contributes to a broader evidence base relating to the impact of  the OfSõs 

access and participation reforms. Another element is the OfS report ôTransforming Opportunity 

in Higher Educationõ1, which sought to understand the scale of ambition in relation to the 

outcomes targets set by providers for access and participation. We explore some of those 

findings in this report.  

1.1 Key findings  

Nousõ Part 1 report found that providersõ plans showed increasing commitment to the access 

and participation agenda through more strategic and whole -provider approaches.2 The 

feedback from this review of provider staff, student and representative body stakeholders 

supported the positive findings from our content analysis, reflecting the changing level of 

commitment observed in the plans. The sector also broadly agreed that the OfSõs aims for 

driving ambition in access and participation were supporting these shifts in behaviour. The 

various approaches employed by the OfS to communicate and implement the reforms had 

proved effective, with provider staff and representative body stakeholders reporting a good 

understanding of the aims and satisfaction with the resources and guidance provided. 

However, these stakeholders raised some challenges with the reforms, particularly relating to 

resource implications of the new APPs and the process of agreeing targets. 

 
1 See Transforming Opportunity in Higher Education , (OfS 2020.06), available at 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/transformin g-opportunity -in-higher-education/  

2 See Effectiveness in implementation of access and participation plan reform: Part 1, available at 

http s://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/effectiveness -in-implementation -of-ap-plan-reform/  

To what extent have the OfSõs reforms relating to access and participation led to the 

increase in ambition and positive change in provider behaviour necessary for equality of 

opportunity in higher education?  

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/transforming-opportunity-in-higher-education/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/effectiveness-in-implementation-of-ap-plan-reform/
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Nous identified eight key outcomes:   

1. The reforms have accelerated shifting culture at the sector level  

The OfSõs reforms appear to have accelerated momentum in access and participation that 

had been building  for several years. This was evident in the positive response to the staff 

and student stakeholder surveys and supported by feedback in staff consultations that the 

regulatory changes had created new opportunities to push the agenda internally. The 

changes observed across the sector were not solely the result of reforms. Staff stakeholders 

cited several other influential factors, including sector-wide efforts to address the Black, 

Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) awarding gap, the Black Lives Matter movement, and 

innovative responses to COVID-19. 

2. Governing body engagement has been a driver for change  

There appears to be an increasing priority for the access and participation agenda at the 

highest levels of providers, driven by changing regulation. The level of engagement 

required by the governing body in the development and implementation of the plans has 

made a significant impact. In many cases, it has served to increase the relative priority of 

the access and participation agenda and has led to additional resources to ensure 

compliance with the provisions set out in the plan, as a condition of ongoing registration.  

3. Stretching and broad -ranging targets have focused minds  

Most staff and representative body consultees noted that the targets set to reduce gaps in 

access and participation had been stretching. Often, governing bodies had to engage in, 

and sign-off, multip le iterations of plans as the OfS pushed for increasing ambition in the 

targets set. The OfSõs data dashboard supported the requirement to explore inequalities 

across a wide range of student groups at different stages of the lifecycle and provided 

greater insights into providersõ access and participation issues.  

4. The five-year plans provided a framework for a more ambitious and strategic approach   

Staff survey respondents reported (92 per cent) that their access and participation plan was 

more ambitious than in previous years. Many stressed that the level of ambition was 

already high, but that t he new plan had provided a ôframeworkõ to deliver a more strategic 

and ambitious approach. The increasing prioritisation of the agenda, supported by 

comprehensive guidance and five-year outcomes targets, enabled increasingly strategic, 

joined-up whole-provider approaches which drew in stakeholders from across the provider, 

including students. The changes facilitated investment in infrastructure and more evidence-

informed long-term initiatives, which could be tested and adapted over time. The 

requirement to develop a theory of change received mixed reviews, but many agreed that 

it had been positive for underpinning this framework. Providers saw the previous one-year 

cycle as a hindrance to infrastructure development in comparison. Examples of changes 

included new dedicated senior roles, recruitment of evaluation specialists, changes to 

governance structures to oversee the plans and greater time taken to plan and implement 

long-term initiatives.  

5. Student engag ement has been challenging  

Where comparison was possible, most provider staff and student stakeholders 

acknowledged that greater efforts had been made to engage students with the 2020 -21 

plans than previously. The mechanism for student engagement was usually through 
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student representative roles in relevant governance groups. However, in smaller providers 

without studentsõ unions or elected officers, this had been more challenging. Studentsõ 

unions and student representatives expressed concerns that opportunities to input had 

been rushed. Many providers reflected that the timescales to effectively engage students in 

the plan development had been tight. The tight timescales may explain why not all the 

plans described the ways in which providers had responded to student feedback on the 

plans, as found in our Part 1 report. 

6. The approach has disproportionately affected smaller providers  

A consistent message emerged that the one-size-fits-all approach had differing impacts on 

providers depending on their size and available resources. Figure 1 illustrates key issues 

based on the size and entry tariff requirements of providers.  

Figure 1 | Key issues with developing and implementing access and participation plans by 

provider tariff and size  

 

Smaller providers frequently raised concerns regarding the OfSõs resources and approaches 

which they felt created challenges for plan development and implementation i n the 

following ways: 

¶ The plan development process required significant resources and was often the 

responsibility of one or two individuals ; 

¶ OfSõs resources were less compatible with smaller student populations. For example, the 

data dashboard suppressed data for smaller providers as the numbers were below 

publication thresholds. Staff in smaller providers often had to recreate the OfS dataset 
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internally, placing a further strain on resource, particularly where they lacked 

capabilities; 

¶ There were concerns regarding student engagement due to the lack of formal student 

representative structures and the fact that  mature student populations were often less 

likely to engage; 

¶ The infrastructure required to implement the plan would take longer to develop  for 

smaller providers, and they frequently cited concerns regarding evaluation capability 

and capacity to allow for continuous improvement . 

These challenges meant that smaller providers tended to require greater support in the 

plan development process and found the OfS briefing events more useful than larger 

providers. 

7. The level of expectation  from the OfS for  stretching targets created concerns   

Staff and representative body stakeholders consistently raised concerns regarding the OfSõs 

approach to negotiating and approving targets . In many cases, they characterised the 

approach as inflexible and overly challenging. They felt this had contributed to a number of  

difficulties:  

¶ The challenging negotiation process from the OfS resulted in providers setting targets 

which were difficult  to achieve. This was particularly true in situations where providers 

were local recruiters, or the pipeline of students had been reduced, and there were 

concerns regarding the unknown repercussions of missing targets;  

¶ The targets were sometimes aligned to the OfSõs national Key Performance Measures 

(KPMs) and not always the student groups that were a priority for the provider , which 

had been a focus in previous plans. This may have been due to concerns that proposed 

targets were not outcomes-based, measurable, or did not relate to an equality gap at a 

provider;  

¶ The metrics available to set targets were too narrow. Providers commonly called for the 

introd uction of free school meals (FSM) data and expressed concerns over the validity 

of the Participation of Local Areas (POLAR4) dataset; 

¶ The stretching of access targets had created competition between providers  for 

recruitment of target students ; 

¶ The requirement to meet stretching access targets led to some providers tighten ing the 

focus of outreach approaches, prioritising  efforts at secondary level to allow them to 

evidence change in the five-year timescale and reduce efforts for collaborative 

outreach. 

8. gÿòė×ÃÇÿă ÿ²×ăÇÃ ¾òì¾Çÿìă Ę×ĉÕ ĉÕÇ ]Ðnśă ¾òëëĎì×¾²ĉ×òì 

Staff and representative body stakeholders raised concerns over the tone, consistency, 

frequency, and quality of the OfSõs communications. Many highlighted concerns that the 

tone taken by the OfS did not facilitate a collaborative and open approach to tackling the 

challenges. Other concerns related to inconsistency in feedback and messaging during the 

plan development. The formal guidance and messaging from the Director for Fair Access 

and Participation (DFAP) made it clear that providers were encouraged to set targets 

relating to the KPMs, but only where they made sense in their contexts. Some providers felt 
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that there was a lack of clarity and inconsistent guidance in relation to this issue during the 

assessment process. They felt they had been encouraged to set targets aligned to national 

target groups even when not appropriate and that they had received differing  advice to 

other providers.  

Challenges and opportunities for implementation  

While staff stakeholders were positive that their providers were making significant efforts to 

meet targets, they highlighted several risks to the work, including COVID-19, and the polit ical 

and policy environments.  

COVID-19 was the highest on the list, with negative impacts cited in over half of the staff 

survey qualitative responses. These included:  

¶ the disruption of secondary education ;  

¶ limited opportunities for providers to conduct  face-to-face outreach activities in 

schools;  

¶ digital poverty creating disproportionate challenges for students from 

underrepresented groups; 

¶ and constraints on progression to gainful employment in a shrinking economy.  

Staff and representative body stakeholders highlighted issues in the political and policy 

environment as barriers to and opportunities for implementation of plans and called for 

greater collaboration across the broad education sector to support progress.  

The remainder of this report investigates these key findings in more detail. It follows a theory 

of change to explore the reception of the OfSõs reforms and guidance, changes to provider 

ambition and the drivers (OfS or otherwise), before looking at resulting changes to provider 

behaviour to date. It explores unintended consequences of the OfSõs reforms and looks ahead 

to opportunities and challenges which will affect the ability of the sector to meet the 

commitments set out in the 2020 -21 plans.   
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1.2 Theory of change  

Nous employed a theory of change (Figure 2) to underpin the analysis conducted.  

Figure 2 | Theory of change 

 

We tested the assumptions in the model through a n engagement process with provider staff, 

student, and representative body stakeholders to analyse the effectiveness of the OfSõs reforms 

and activities aimed to support their implementation, as well as the achievement of outcomes.   
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Table 1 provides the key lines of enquiry (KLEs), which address the overarching research 

question, detailing how the three reports contribute to the evidence base.  
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Table 1 | Key lines of enquiry (KLEs)  

KLEs Report 
Contribution to evidence 

base 

To what extent do the 2020 -

21 plans reflect the ambition 

and provider behaviour 

change required to achieve 

equality of opportunity in 

higher education?  

OfS ôTransforming 

opportunity in higher 

educationõ 

Scale of ambition reflected in 

providersõ outcomes targets 

Nous review Part 1 

Changes in access and 

participation commitments in 

the plans over three years 

Nous review Part 2 

Staff, student,  and 

representative body 

stakeholder  views on 

ambition and changing 

behaviour  

To what extent is changing 

ambition and behaviour in 

access and participation a 

consequence of the OfSõs 

reforms?  

Nous review Part 1 

Relationship between 

changing guidance and 

corresponding commitments 

in the access agreements and 

plans over three years 

Nous review Part 2 

Staff, student,  and 

representative body 

stakeholder  views on factors 

influencing changing 

ambition and behaviour, 

including the range of OfS 

activities  

How has OfS guidance, 

engagement and 

assessment processes 

influenced behaviour in 

relation to the development 

of access and participation 

plans? 

Nous review Part 2 

Staff, student,  and 

representative body 

stakeholder  views on the 

influence of the OfSõs 

guidance and support  
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1.3 About this report  

This report  presents Part 2 of the two -part Nous review of access and participation plan 

reforms. The findings are based on a synthesis of insights from the Nous Part 1 report, with 

stakeholder review findings from engagement with studentsõ unions and student 

representatives, senior leaders and access and participation practitioners .  

Part 2 stakeholder engagement consisted of a mixture of surveys, interviews and focus groups. 

The questions focused on three themes: 

¶ Views on guidance, resources, and engagement as part of the OfSõs reforms  

¶ Changes to providersõ ambition and the impact of the OfSõs reforms on this 

¶ Changes to providersõ behaviour which the OfS was aiming to incentivise through the 

reforms. These included whole-provider and evidence-informed approaches, student 

engagement and wider understanding of access and participation issues. 
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2 Background   

2.1 Introduction  

The Office for Students (OfS) engaged Nous Group to conduct a review of the effectiveness of 

its regulatory reform to access and participation. The review seeks to understand whether 

changes in regulation, from access agreements to access and participation plans (APPs), have 

led to increased ambition and changes in the behaviour required for better outcomes for 

underrepresented groups in higher education. The Nous review is formed of two parts: 

¶ Part 1: An analysis of changes in the content of the 2018-19 Office for Fair Access (OFFA) 

access agreements to the 2019-20 OfS access and participation plans and the five-year 

2020-21 to 2024-25 access and participation plans; 

¶ Part 2: A review of staff, student and representative body stakeholders to understand 

whether regulatory changes and the OfS guidance and actions have resulted in changes in 

behaviour that reflect a greater ambition and commitment to access and participation . 

The findings from Part 1 of this review were published in October 2020. This report considers 

these findings in light of new insights from our stakeholder review.  

The Nous review is part of a broader evaluation conducted by the OfS. The OfS report, 

Transforming Opportunity in Higher Education 3, reported quantitative analysis of the sectorõs 

targets to 2024-25 in relation to the OfSõs key performance measures (KPMs) 2-5. The KPMs 

aim to ensure that access, success, and progression are not limited by background and 

identity, and that gaps are significantly reduced in the following areas: 

¶ KPM1: participation between the most and least represented groups4 

¶ KPM2: participation at higher tariff providers between the most and least represented 

groups 

¶ KPM3: non-continuation between the most and least represented groups  

¶ KPM4: degree outcomes (1sts or 2:1s) between white students and black students 

¶ KPM5: degree outcomes (1sts or 2:1s) between disabled students and non-disabled 

students5. 

The OfS found that providersõ commitments set out in the targets ôshould bring about 

significant progress towards reducing inequalities in access and participationõ if implemented 

successfully. The two-part Nous review aims to understand the extent to which behaviour is 

changing in a way that will support this successful implementation. 

 
3 See Transforming Opportunity in Higher Education (OfS 2020.06), available at 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/transforming -opportunity -in-higher-education/  
4 Progress on KPM1 was not included in OfS 2020.06 because the OfS committed to setting the level of ambition 

once the government had responded to the post -18 review of education and funding.  
5 See Participation Performance Measures available at https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/about/measures -of-our-

success/participation-performance-measures/ 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/transforming-opportunity-in-higher-education/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/about/measures-of-our-success/participation-performance-measures/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/about/measures-of-our-success/participation-performance-measures/
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2.1.1 Access and participation regulation has evolved  

Reforms to access and participation regulation were part of 

broader changes to higher education regulation follow ing the 

new Higher Education and Research Act 2017 (HERA 2017)6. 

The Act established the OfS as the new regulatory body under 

the new legislation which was formed following the dissolution 

of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 

and OFFA. One of the seven general duties under the Act was 

that ôthe OfS must have regard to the need to promote equality 

of opportunity  in connection with access to and participation in 

higher education provided by English higher education 

providers.õ  

Access and participation plans were introduced in the OfS regulatory framework7 in 2018 as 

the first ongoing condition of registration fo r providers wishing to charge fees above the basic 

amount to qualifying persons on qualifying courses. The plans require providers to outline 

their approach to improving equality of opportunity for underrepresented groups to access, 

succeed in and progress from higher education. The plans replaced access agreements which 

were required under OFFA regulations up to the academic year 2018-19. 

Access and participation plans place greater demands on providers to drive increased access 

and participation for under represented groups in the following ways: 

¶ A focus on protecting the interests of students over those of the provider  

¶ A greater focus on outcomes (for example, narrowing gaps in student access and outcomes 

for underrepresented groups) as opposed to inputs (for example, a university or collegeõs 

spend on access programmes) 

¶ A further shift of emphasis to the whole student lifecycle  

¶ Evidence of continuous improvement in the plans, including more evidence-informed 

approaches and information about how pro viders will monitor and evaluate their progress 

¶ Evidence of a more strategic approach to access and participation across the whole- 

provider. 

2.1.2 The 2020-21 plans represented an overhaul of the regulatory approach  

The 2020-21 plans reflected a step-change in the evolution towards more strategic and 

proactive access and participation for the sector. The 2019-20 plans were intended as a one-

year interim approach while the OfS developed and consulted on reforms to its approach to 

access and participation, which were agreed by the OfS Board in December 2018. Key to the 

reforms was placing access and participation plans on a more strategic footing. Changes in 

2020-21 included: 

 
6 See Higher Education and Research Act 2017, c29, available at 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/29/introduction/enacted  
7 See Securing student success: Regulatory framework for higher education in England, (OfS 2018.01) available at 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/securing -student-success-regulatory-framework-for-higher-

education-in-england/  

ôThe need to promote 

equality of opportunity 

in connection with 

access to and 

participation in higher 

educationõ  

OfS general duty, HERA 

2017 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/29/introduction/enacted
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/securing-student-success-regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/securing-student-success-regulatory-framework-for-higher-education-in-england/
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¶ A move from one to five -year timescales 

¶ A shift to five-year stretching outcomes-based targets 

¶ The introduction of the OfSõs KPMs to work towards narrowing gaps in access and 

outcomes for students from underrepresented groups .  

2.2 Methodology  

The methodology fo r this report involved conducting surveys and consultations with provider 

staff (senior leaders and operational staff), student stakeholders (studentsõ union officers, staff, 

and student representatives), and representative bodies. These consultations supplemented 

the analytical work performed in the report for Part 1. The overall approach was guided by a 

theory of change, which Nous used to structure and direct ou r methods and analysis for 

stakeholder engagement. The theory of change is outlined in Figure 2, found in Section 1. 

2.2.1 Stakeholder engagement  and analysis 

Nous engaged staff, student and representative body stakeholders spanning a variety of 

provider types via a mixture of surveys and consultations (interviews and focus groups). These 

methods are outlined in Table 2. 

Table 2 | Stakeholder engagement activities  

Online survey of student stakeholders 

(studentsõ union officers, staff, and student 

representatives) 

¶ 171 quantitative responses from 84 providers  

¶ Qualitative insights from 54 different 

providers 

Online surveys of provider staff (senior 

leaders and other staff members) 

¶ 167 quantitative responses from 143 providers 

¶ 137 qualitative responses from 133 providers 

24 Virtual interviews 

¶ 7 studentsõ union officers and staff members 

¶ Executive staff members from 10 providers 

¶ Senior staff from 8 representative bodies 

4 Virtual focus groups ¶ Operational staff from 21 different providers  

Nous selected a broadly representative sample of provider stakeholders for engagement, 

based on size (small, medium, or large), tariff (high tariff or low er tariff) and education type 

(further education colleges (FECs) or other higher education (HE) providers). A detailed 

breakdown of engagement representation in these categories is described in Appendix A: 

Survey and consultee responses. 

To understand trends emerging from stakeholder engagement activities, Nous employed two 

methods of analysis. These were: 

1. Quantitative analysis of survey data  from staff  and student stakeholders. The quantitative 

responses from staff and student stakeholder survey responses were analysed numerically 
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and graphically to identify overall trends. Responses were then broken down further by 

provider size, tariff, and education type to analyse variations between these categories.   

2. Qualitative coding of consultatio n and qualitative survey  responses. This was designed to 

draw out common themes. The response categories used were refined through an iterative 

process. The occurrence of each of these response categories was then analysed 

quantitatively by provi der size, tariff, and education type. 

2.2.2 Methodological limitation s 

Nousõ approach to analysis and stakeholder engagement has provided key insights into 

providersõ views and behaviours relating to the OfSõs reforms. Potential limitations of the 

methods used were: 

¶ Influence of reporting bias  on surveys. Survey questionnaires could have been influenced 

by providersõ desire to be seen as responding effectively to the reforms, or an unwillingness 

to express negative views about the OfS. This was mitigated by assuring providers of 

anonymity and by conducting virtual interviews and focus groups alongside the survey. 

From these, Nous interviewers were confident that responses in both the survey and 

consultations were a genuine reflection of providersõ views. 

¶ Varying staff  survey respondent type s. The survey was undertaken by staff in varying 

positions within the provider . Although this was captured in the survey, in some cases 

providers used collective opinions of senior leaders to complete the survey and for others 

one staff member shared their opinions. This influenced the consistency of the survey 

responses across providers. 

¶ Varying interpretations of provider ambition. Ambition in access and participation was 

interpreted in different  ways by different providers , for example, relating to either  the 

individual or community . This may have partially influenced responses to survey questions 

on ambition but  was actively addressed during interviews and focus groups to understand 

the nuances in interpretation .  

¶ Opinions from s taff consultations may  not have been representative. Nous conducted 

interviews and focus groups with staff from 24 different providers . To obtain a range of 

opinions, it selected providers of varying size, tariff, and educational offering  to take part in 

consultations. However, Nous noted that since only a sample of providers have been 

consulted in this way, the views extracted may not be representative of those of the sector. 
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3 Reception of  the OfSõs reforms and activities  

This section explores the reforms and activities implemented by the OfS to support greater 

ambition in access and participation across the higher education sector. It seeks to understand 

the extent to which the  sector understood the reforms and what they meant for providers, as 

well as the uptake and usability of the various OfS resources and support when developing the 

plans. 

Figure 3 illustrates the reforms and the supporting activities and resources that the OfS put in 

place to implement them.  
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Figure 3 | OfS reforms and supporting activities  
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3.1 The sector reported a good understanding of the reforms  

Conversations with studentsõ union staff, student officers and senior and operational staff 

across the sector suggested that the OfSõs reforms were well understood and that engagement 

with the OfSõs requirements had generally increased across providers. There were several 

reasons for this, including: 

¶ Strong messaging from senior OfS leaders regarding the strategic importance of the 

reforms;  

¶ Opportunities to attend briefings  and engage with guidance and resources which 

supported understanding ;  

¶ Increasing accountability for the plan development and delivery at senior and governing 

body levels which led to a greater level of engagement with the OfSõs requirements than 

had been seen previously;  

¶ Engagement of  studentsõ union staff and student officers in the plan development and 

implementation through governance groups and student feedback . 

Staff stakeholders felt that the academic community was not always as familiar with the details 

of the reforms as those at senior levels or those working in access and participation.  

Similarly, a small number of staff and student stakeholder consultees highlighted a general 

lack of awareness of the plans amongst the student body. This was reflected in survey 

responses from student representatives, 41 per cent of whom were not aware that their 

provider had an access and participation plan. Approximately one-quarter of the qualitative 

responses from the student stakeholder survey highligh ted the need to better educate 

students on the plans. 

ôIn terms of the plan it would be useful to promote that a bit more and put it in a digestible 

format, so the students are a bit more aware of it. Students donõt know itõs a problem ð 

seeing the university take account of that would be really useful ð explaining the gaps with 

initiatives and explaining what they are there for.õ  

Studentsõ union vice president (education), high tariff, medium HE provider 
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3.2 The formal guidance and opportunities to sp eak one-on-one to 

OfS staff were most valued  

Survey respondents were positive that the guidance, 

resources and support had been helpful in 

communicating OfS expectations for the 2020-21 plans. 

Figure 4 demonstrates that the formal guidance 

documents (Regulatory notice 1: Access and participation 

plan guidance8 (RN1 2020-21) and Regulatory advice 6: 

How to prepare your access and participation plan9 (RA6)) 

and telephone surgeries were the most useful methods 

for communicating  OfS expectations. Staff stakeholders 

generally agreed that the guidance provided a 

comprehensive framework to produce the plans which, in 

turn, provided a workable framework for their access and participation activity. However, there 

were concerns that the two guidance documents were duplicative, lacked real-world examples, 

and did not effectively articulate requirements for a theory of change. 

Figure 4 | Helpfulness of guidance and support in communicating expectations  

 

 
8 See Regulatory notice 1: Access and participation plan guidance (OfS 2019.05), available at 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/public ations/regulatory -notice-1-access-and-participation -plan-guidance/  
9 See Regulatory advice 6: How to prepare your access and participation plan (2019.06), available at 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory -advice-6-how-to-prepare-your-access-and-

participation -plan-effective-practice-advice/ 

ôThe personal support via 

telephone surgeriesêwas 

extremely helpful. The Regulatory 

Publications 1 and 6 were useful, 

and it would have been even 

more useful if the information was 

combinedõ  

Head of APP, lower tariff, medium 

HE provider 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-notice-1-access-and-participation-plan-guidance/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-advice-6-how-to-prepare-your-access-and-participation-plan-effective-practice-advice/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/regulatory-advice-6-how-to-prepare-your-access-and-participation-plan-effective-practice-advice/
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Survey respondents were most positive about the telephone 

surgeries run by the OfS, with visits from the Director for Fair 

Access and Participation (DFAP) a close second (67 per cent and 

61 per cent respectively stated that they were very or extremely 

helpful). These findings were reflected in qualitative survey 

responses and consultations with the sector. Many staff 

stakeholders lamented the limited opportunities to engage w ith 

staff directly following the move to the OfS from HEFCE, not just 

in relation to access and participation activity but more broadly. 

The sector appreciated the opportunities to discuss and 

contextualise their issues with a member of staff and often 

praised individuals that they had dealt with. Those that received visits from the DFAP 

appreciated the level of understanding displayed regarding providersõ circumstances as well as 

an explanation for the rationale for the way the reforms had been designed.  

Staff stakeholders were least satisfied with email communication, which they felt had been 

impersonal and slow at times.  

ôOfS staff were very helpful in discussing specific queries and I appreciated their support. It 

used to be very helpful to have a specific named contact to discuss issues with, who knew 

about our university. I would welcome a return to named contacts in the future .õ  

Senior leader, lower tariff, large HE provider 

ôWe had difficulty contacting OfS ð there was no named contact and so it was impossible to 

get any quick answer to queries.õ  

Senior leader, lower tariff, small HE provider 

3.3 Providersõ experience and needs differed when developing 

plans  

All smaller providers consulted expressed concerns over the proportionality of the OfSõs 

approach and around 15 per cent of qualitative survey responses from smaller providers 

referenced this directly. They felt that the level of resource required to develop and implement 

the plans was disproportionate to their  size, especially when they were already recruiting and 

supporting very high proportions of students from underrepresented groups.  This was often 

exacerbated by resources which they saw as being tailored to larger providers.   

ôIn a small institutionêthe demands of the APP preparation were severe.  We concentrated 

resources on deliveryêbut the documentation and data analysis have to be accommodated 

within remits of posts (or in some cases a single post) that are already very full.õ 

Senior leader, lower tariff, small HE provider 

ôYou have to jump over the bar whether you are a big or small organisation ð interesting 

because if we set that against the students we are trying to support, it wouldnõt work.õ  

Principal, small FEC 

ôPolicy Advisors remain 

the most useful resource 

available to us when 

preparing APPs. It is 

unfortunate that they are 

not as accessible to HE 

providers.õ  

APP Manager, medium, 

lower tariff HE provider 
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3.3.1 The data dashboard was valued but not usable for all  

Overall, staff stakeholders felt that the OfSõs access and participation dataset had supported a 

more in-depth understanding of access and participation issues than previously existed, as 

shown in Figure 5. It had allowed comparisons with other providers and provided useful sector 

context on national issues such as the awarding gap. However, respondents from medium (8 2 

per cent), large (75 per cent) and other higher education (75 per cent) providers were much 

more likely to agree than those from small (51 per cent) and FEC (50 per cent) providers. 

Notably, there was disagreement that the dataset had supported understanding from 

respondents at small (27 per cent) and FEC providers (33 per cent). Consultations and 

qualitative survey responses supported findings from Nousõ Part 1 report  that this was due 

largely to the suppression of data for small numbers of students, in some cases rendering the 

dataset unusable. This often meant that staff in small providers had to recreate the datasets, 

costing significant resources and made more challenging by limited data capabilities. 

ôThe data dashboard is a very useful tool for HE providers that are new to APP. It provides a 

rich source of data which helps in setting specific targets which are evidence-based where a 

provider does not have its previous data.õ 

Member of access and participation team, lower tariff, small HE provider  

ôWe donõt have a data person in post as a small and specialist; because we have small 

numbers, a lot of the data we would like is not available on the dashboard.õ  

Access and participation lead, lower tariff, small and specialist HE provider 

Figure 5 | The OfS's data dashboard supported understanding of issues  
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3.3.2 The evaluation self -assessment toolkit was less useful for smaller 

providers   

The evaluation self-assessment toolkit was similarly less popular 

with smaller providers and FECs. Staff stakeholders from smaller 

providers reflected in consultations that the evaluation self-

assessment had been ôset up with large providers in mindõ and 

that the process had been challenging. This was echoed in the 

quantitative responses shown in Figure 6, where small and FEC 

providers (46 per cent and 42 per cent respectively) were much 

less likely to agree that the toolkit had supported  the 

development of a more robust evaluation strategy compared to 

large and other HE providers (68 per cent and 63 per cent 

respectively).  

Figure 6 | The OfSõs evaluation self-assessment toolkit supported the development of a 

more robust evaluation strategy  than previous years  

 

Note: ôI did not use thisõ or ôDid not experienceõ reflect responses from those who did not have personal experience 

of resources or processes. 

3.3.3 Smaller providers and FECs require d more support   

Smaller providers and FECs were more positive that the suppor t received through telephone 

surgeries and briefings effectively communicated the OfSõs expectations. Consultations with 

larger providers suggested that the briefings and workshops did not provide a lot of new 

information , whereas smaller providers were less familiar with the requirements. 

 

ôThe resource that is 

required to deliver access 

and participation is large 

and evaluation is really the 

difficult part ð there is a 

gap in the sector around 

the expertise available.õ  

Member of access and 

participation team, lower 

tariff, small HE provider 
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ôVerbal briefing events were very well received, to sit alongside the written guidanceêthe visit 

from the Director was very useful and also very reassuring, it helped to cement the level of 

ambition in the institution.õ  

Access and participation manager, lower tariff, small HE provider 

ôThe launch events were not quite a waste of time but had a real mixed bag of people and it 

was hard to find something in common. Generic sessions were also not helpful.õ 

Member of the executive, high tariff, large HE provider 

3.4 The assessment process was challenging  

Survey respondents were less positive overall about the assessment process, with 55 per cent 

agreeing that the process was clearly communicated, 58 per cent agreeing that the process 

supported a more robust plan  than previous years, and 42 per cent agreeing that the process 

was fair and reasonable for their provider, as shown in Figure 7.    

Figure 7 | Questions relating to the assessment pr ocess 

 

Note: ôI did not use thisõ or ôDid not experienceõ reflect responses from those who did not have personal experience of resources or 

processes. 

Smaller providers, including FECs, were more likely to agree that the assessment process had 

supported the development of a more robust plan  than previous years (76 per cent small 

providers and FECs, compared to 49 per cent large and 57 per cent other higher education 

providers). This most likely reflected the fact that smaller providers, particularly independent 

providers who had not been through the access agreement process, would have required 

greater levels of support when developing their plans. The assessment process provided a 

point of contact to discuss challenges relating to provider context that was not available 

elsewhere.  
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Target setting was challenging and inconsistent  

A common theme from the staff stakeholders was that the sector felt the OfSõs rigorous 

negotiation process had encouraged providers to set overly ambitious access targets aligned 

to the OfSõs KPMs, which were insufficiently context specific. Of the 137 staff members who 

provided qualitative survey responses, 15 per cent noted these concerns and all but one of the 

28 consultations revealed this theme. The result was that the assessment process was often 

time-consuming and created challenges obtaining sign-off from governing bodies in already 

tight timeframes. The concern was most prevalent among small and medium-sized providers.  

The reasons for this included: 

¶ Providers were competing for a finite pool of target students.  Students from low 

participation neighbourhoods (quintile 1 students in the POLAR4 classification) were often 

provided as an example where competition was strong.  

¶ Providers recruiting in their local communities, mainly lower tariff providers and FECs, were 

more limited in their access to students from broad -ranging target  groups. For example, 

students from Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) backgrounds were unlikely to travel 

to rural areas to study at an FEC. 

ôêGet institutions which are good at recruiting and supporting certain groups of students 

to work on getting more of them rather than expecting all institutions to chase the same 

groups of students out of context. KPMs should also be contextualised to the region each 

institution is in, [our area] has four HEIs, and all have worked collaboratively for a number 

of years to reduce P4Q1 neighbourhoods with successêthis target should be 

disaggregated.õ  

Senior leader, high tariff, medium HE provider  

ôOur targets had to be focused on national KPMs rather than using our own access profile. 

As we are a small provider who has moved away from franchised to validated provision, our 

data trends were not always stable. We would have preferred to have been able to set less 

ambitious and more realistic targets in some areas.õ  

Senior leader, lower tariff, small FEC provider 

3.5 Providers raised concern with communication  

Staff and representative body stakeholders raised concerns over the consistency, frequency, 

and tone of the OfSõs communications.  

3.5.1 There were reported inconsistencies in communications   

Inconsistency of messaging in relation to the assessment process came up in half the 

consultations and 14 per cent of the qualitative staff survey responses. Where this was raised, 

staff stakeholders felt they received inconsistent advice on their own plans as well and, in some 

cases, conflicting advice compared to other providers. The main area of confusion related to 

the alignment of targets with the national KPMs. The RN1 2020-21 guidance and messaging 

from the DFAP made it clear that providers should set targets relating to the KPMs only where 

they made sense in their contexts. However, the majority of providers , consulted through 

interviews and focus groups, reported that  they had been encouraged to set targets aligned to 
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the national target groups. This created more significant concerns for smaller and lower tariff 

providers where their target groups were less likely to align with the national KPMs. 

ôPoints from the Director's initial briefing were not always reflected in the assessment 

process (particularly the Director's emphasis on each provider identifying its own strategic 

priorities and focus).õ  

Head of access and participation team, lower tariff, large HE provider 

ôThe messages seemed mixed in terms of 'targets meaningful to your organisation' and 

national targets we had to engage in even if they weren't demonstrably a necessary priority 

for the University.  It felt that in the end there were some 'must do' things, irrespective of 

the evidence of data priorities.õ 

Head of access and participation team, lower tariff, medium HE provider  

3.5.2 The tone  inhibited an open dialogue with the sector  

Approximately half the consultations with staff stakeholders and representative bodies raised 

concerns that the OfS took  an adversarial rather than a collegiate approach to enforce access 

and participation regulation . Some raised concerns that the tone and methods of 

communication prevented an honest and open dialogue about the challenges they faced, 

which could present a risk for the OfS in understanding upcoming problems. Despite this, 

there was acknowledgement that the OfS needed to take a different stance to HEFCE and 

OFFA and that a more forceful tone was likely to lead to greater compliance. Staff and 

representative body stakeholders also acknowledged a recent shift towards a more supportive 

and collegiate tone from the OfS as a whole. 

õHE is a human interaction and the OfS lost the human element. The tone towards the 

whole sector was not helpful... the whole experience could be so much more effective ð 

weõre scared about reporting events and picking up the phone and asking.õ  

HE manager, FEC provider 

ôThough it has improved during 2020, the tone of communications was slightly adversarial 

in the beginning. It could have done with being more supportive and collaborative. õ  

Access and participation manager, lower tariff, medium HE provider 

ôêall providers are part of a movement to affect positive change, but it felt at the start that 

it was an authoritative approach. On reflection, this has led to bigger institutional buy -in 

and greater weight on APP than before.õ 

Access and participation manager, high tariff, large HE provider 




























































