
The HE White Paper & Bill

Teaching Excellence Framework



What’s happened?

• Jo Johnson, Minister for Science and 
Universities, announced aspirations for a TEF in 
July 2015

• Budget announced ability to raise tuition fees 
with inflation for highest performing institutions 
from 17-18

• Green paper consultation in autumn 2015

• Around 1 in 8 responses were from an SU

• HE White Paper & Bill published in May

• House of Commons vote on 21st November



What is a White Paper & Bill?

A White Paper lays out in more detail the 
government’s plans for change.

Some of this will require primary legislation. Some 
of it won’t.

The implementation of TEF did not require 
primary legislation. It was approved as delegated 
legislation by the Government Minister.



The Bill

After the bill passed on the 21st November, it has now reached 
the House of Lords where it will be discussed and potential 
amendments will be put forward to the government before 
Royal Assent. As of yesterday, the bill has passed the second 
reading.



So what’s in it?



Quite a lot really…

“Success in a Knowledge Economy” has four main themes:

• Regulatory reform to open up competition
The government is seeking to introduce a higher degree of competition between HE 
providers by reforming the regulatory framework  so that’s cutting “red tape”,  for 
example shorter “probation period”, a smaller number of enrolled students, and so 
on… to make it easier for an institution to have degree-awarding powers.

• Driving up teaching excellence
Increased competition and marketisation (which means turning education into a 
market where students are consumers rather than service-users) with the aim of 
increasing teaching excellence at existing institutions. 

• Increasing social mobility
The Government also wants to hold University to account in terms of widening 
participation, by ensuring that data are published regularly with regards to the 
numbers of disadvantaged students going to each university and the socio-
demographic context of those institutions. 

• Reshaping research funding
Research is touched by the reform as well, but the allocation of funds will not change 
dramatically and the reform only tidies up the existing Research Excellence Framework 
without major consequences for Universities or students.



Regulatory reform

• Creating a new “Office for Students”
HEFCE (Higher Education Council Funding for England) and OFFA 
(Office For Fair Access) will merge into one body called Office for 
Students (OfS). This will have a “duty to ensure high quality HE 
experience is available to students from all backgrounds.” NUS 
have succeeded in lobbying the Government to have a student 
representative on the panel. 

• Changing degree awarding powers
The best “new providers” will be allowed to compete against well-
established universities, introducing a “clearer and faster route to 
degree awarding powers”. The new system will make it easier for 
high quality institutions to “secure University status”.



Teaching excellence

• The TEF uses 3 different metrics: NSS, graduate 
employment data and retention data

• TEF is linked to tuition fees – the implementation of TEF 
will allow an annual increase in tuition fees from 2017-18 
(see next slide)

• Government’s response to the technical consultation: 
universities to be given medal awards – Bronze, Silver or 
Gold. Universities could also fail.



Timelines

TEF year 1

Fee rises 2017/18 in 
line with inflation:

All universities who 
”meet expectations”

Awarded summer 
2016

Based on a recent 
quality check

TEF year 2

Fee rises 2018/19: 

All who “meet 
expectations & 
above”- bronze, 
silver and gold.

Awarded April 2017

Submitted Oct 2016

TEF year 3

Fee rises 2019/20:

50% inflation for 
”meets expectations” -
bronze

100% for above –
silver and gold

Awarded April 2018

Submitting Oct 2017

*RPIX will be the inflationary measure used by the Government to allow fee rises.



So, where did the idea of an NSS 
Boycott come from?



What’s happened this year

• Motion 201 at NUS Conference 2016 mandates 
NUS to consult SUs on whether to boycott, 
sabotage or abstain from completing the NSS

• Consultation over the summer over what action 
to take

• Consultation published in September with the 
result being boycott

• Debates across the UK over the result

• National ballot called by 28 Unions asking NUS 
to develop a risk assessment 

• Brings us to now: the decision is too big for 6 
elected officers so now we’re asking you 





• NSS is the only metric used in TEF that we can control
• If a university goes into TEF, their fees will be raised
• If a university does badly (Plymouth will most likely be in 

the bronze category), degrees will be devalued causing 
reputational damage and the university will receive less 
funding leading to potential closures of courses

• We should be fighting TEF nationally to have a nation-wide 
impact

• NSS doesn’t measure teaching excellence - it is known to 
be abused by universities meaning it doesn’t reflect reality, 
e.g. students being pressured to fill it in

• It is important that students demonstrate a clear stance 
against TEF 

• The university can get student feedback elsewhere such as 
through alternative surveys or the student rep system

FOR…



• NSS is a helpful tool for student feedback and is used 
university-wide and in the SU to make meaningful 
changes on campus

• The university puts a lot of money into the survey to get 
returns and we would not see this allocated to other 
surveys

• If only a small number of unions participate, it won’t 
have the argued impact of delaying TEF – only 20/137 
unions have confirmed they will boycott the NSS so far

• Reputational damage – if we go down in league tables 
because of not having NSS data, it will be detrimental 
for UoP (affecting current students, alumni and staff)

• Boycotting would negatively impact our relationship 
with the university, making it a lot harder for us to fight 
for students in the future and accomplish what students 
want us to do

• Officer and staff time could be better spent elsewhere
• We should be fighting TEF by lobbying our own 

university 

AGAINST…



University of Plymouth

What does the University “do” with the NSS Results? 

• Identify the “big issues” that matter to students

• Track progress…and a lack of progress

• Benchmark ourselves against the sector

• Targeted intervention and support in programmes 
where students are dissatisfied

• Inform policy and practice

• Rewarding for staff when things are going well



University of Plymouth

How does the University use the results of the 
NSS?

The NSS has both quantitative and qualitative elements.  
The quantitative element includes a bank of questions 
that ask the respondent to “rank” their level of 
agreement with a question from “definitely agree” to 
“definitely disagree”.  “Satisfaction” is measured by 
calculating the proportion of respondents who “definitely 
agree” or “agree” with the statement in that particular 
questions.  



University of Plymouth

• In the University, satisfaction levels among students are 
compared to what is going on nationally, so we can see 
whether students on a programme are comparatively 
more satisfied, about as satisfied, or less satisfied, than 
students on similar programmes in other institutions, or 
how satisfaction levels among all students at Plymouth 
compare nationally.  In this way, the NSS results can be 
used to identify both where action is needed to give the 
students a better experience (so for example improving 
the range of specialist material in a particular subject 
area in the library), or where something is working 
particularly well (such as the enthusiasm of staff for 
their subject).  



University of Plymouth

• These data are also used to track change over time, so 
we have seen for example that efforts to improve 
assessment and feedback in one programme have 
increased satisfaction, and so improved the student 
experience, but in another programme, changes to 
assessment that were not well explained to students 
resulted in a decrease in satisfaction.  For many 
professional programmes in areas like engineering, 
health and medicine, the NSS results are reported to 
the national professional accrediting body as part of the 
annual monitoring requirements.



University of Plymouth

How does the University use the results of the NSS? 
(con’t)

• The qualitative component to the NSS invites the 
respondent to comment on “particularly positive” and 
“particularly negative” aspects that can be highlighted.  
These qualitative results are sent through to the 
University anonymised, so only the respondent’s 
programme of study is known.  These comments are 
widely read by a range of people, including the Pro-Vice 
Chancellor Teaching and Learning, Deans, Associate 
Deans (Teaching and Learning), Heads of School, 
Programme Leaders, and Heads of Service.  They are 
also analysed and placed into “themes” by the 
University’s applied social research team.  



University of Plymouth

• These qualitative comments help us make sense of the 
quantitative data, and so where for example students 
express dissatisfaction with the organisation of the 
course in responding to one of the quantitative 
questions, we can see from the qualitative results it is 
problems with the organisation of placements that is the 
source of that dissatisfaction. The qualitative responses 
also give the University feedback on aspects of the 
student experience that the set questions don’t address 
– job opportunities on campus, the temperature in 
classrooms, lab equipment, all sorts of things.  



University of Plymouth

• We know from comments about the library for example, 
that the introduction of 24/7 opening is very popular, 
and that the subject librarians provide strong support 
for students, but that the library can be very noisy and 
crowded, and that it can be very difficult to book study 
space. 

• Finally, we see some really positive comments about the 
staff who work in the institution.  As well as telling the 
University who students think is doing an excellent job, 
these comments are really welcomed by the staff 
concerned.



UPSU (Organisational view)  

• The NSS results are used by all SU’s as a benchmarking tool 
to help us learn from each other and share best practice 
across the sector. This has also helped to develop 
relationships with HEIs and offered SU’s opportunities to 
increase block grant funding to develop services and support 
for students.

• At UPSU the NSS results are used within Academic 
Representation, with School Reps and Course Reps, to support 
exploration of areas where positive change could be made 
(i.e. At course level)

• At UPSU the NSS results are reviewed with the Senior and 
Executive teams to identify students who are less satisfied 
with their Union and target engagement with those students 
to identify ways in which their Union could better meet their 
needs (e.g. over the past year this helped us to identify a 
need to focus upon Nursing students and has led to great 
results with the Union having a much better understanding of 
their needs).

• The NSS SU question is changing this year to focus upon 
representation; at an organisational level we hope to utilise 
the results to help drive forward improvements within this key 
Union activity.



NUS
 Mandated by Conference to hold a consultation, and this was commissioned 

over the summer with results in favour for boycotting.
 It is recognised by NUS and SU’s across the country that for the campaign 

to work it ‘needs broad support from member students’ unions’ whilst still 
respecting Students’ Union’s autonomy to campaign locally.

 Recognises that whilst some Students’ Unions are against a boycott, we are 
unified in our opinion on the TEF and the linking of tuition fee rises to the 
NSS.

 ‘45% of [student’s unions] said that [they] would be willing to undertake an 
NSS sabotage or boycott, if that's what it took to stop the government. A 
further 27% of [them] weren’t sure, but said [they] might be willing to 
boycott or sabotage.’

 For Unions who want to boycott, they will be supported and provided with 
the tools and resources they need to make the biggest possible impact on 
their campuses. There will be two campaign planning days to support Unions 
thinking about what campaign they want to run, how to make it successful 
and how to plan for each SU’s own unique scenario. For Unions who don't, 
NUS will provide support outside of the boycott action so all Unions can have 
their voices heard.

http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/the-next-stage-of-our-quality-doesn-t-grow-on-fees-campaign


