Annex A: Outcomes of the consultation on developing the TQI/NSS
Background

1. The TQI and NSS were evaluated as part of the review of the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF).  Outcomes of this review were published in HEFCE 2006/45, which outlined how we would implement the changes to the TQI and the NSS, and the implications for institutions.

2. The review recommended that the TQI site should focus more on the needs of applicants and their advisers, and that its design and development should be driven by user testing and user need, while maintaining the accuracy and integrity of the information. It also recommended that data should be presented at a useful and meaningful level of detail, while providing a good level of coverage across the sector. Circular letter 2006/23 outlined more specific plans and proposals for developing TQI and the NSS, and invited comments on some of these proposals. 

Consultation responses

3. We had a total of 118 responses to the consultation:

· 86 higher education institutions (HEIs)

· 28 further education colleges (FECs)

· three sector bodies (the Quality Assurance Agency, GuildHE and the 1994 group of universities) 

· one Scottish institution.
4. The TQI/NSS steering group, which has a UK-wide remit to oversee the development of the TQI site and the NSS, considered the consultation responses in finalising its recommendations and decisions. Overall the proposals received broad support from the sector; the group’s decisions are outlined below.
Use of level 3 in the JACS-based subject hierarchy

	Consultation question 1
Do you agree that the data should be presented at level 3 in the subject hierarchy, wherever possible?


5. The proposal to present data on the site at JACS level 3 in the subject hierarchy, wherever possible, was supported by 89 per cent of respondents. They recognised that data at level 3 would provide more specific information, closer to course level. However, institutions did welcome the move towards providing course level data in the future, as this will be more useful for potential students.
6. The steering group agreed that data should be presented at JACS level 3, and that course level data will be incorporated at the earliest opportunity.

Lowering the NSS publication threshold

	Consultation question 2

Do you agree that the threshold for publishing NSS results should be lowered to a 40 per cent response rate, and 20 students responding?


7. The proposal to reduce the threshold for publishing NSS results to a 40 per cent response rate, and 20 students responding (from the current minimum of 50 per cent and 30 students), was supported by 76 per cent of respondents. However, a number suggested a threshold of a 50 per cent response rate and 20 respondents, on the basis that it would still require the majority of students to have informed the data and hence prevent a minority view prevailing. 

8. The steering group considered these options and is seeking further advice from an expert group of statisticians. Its decision will be presented to the sector in due course. Notwithstanding this, the steering group agreed that the survey should continue to aim for a 50 per cent response rate for each institution and subject combination. 
9. The steering group also considered whether the revised threshold should be applied retrospectively. A few respondents argued that this would not be appropriate as the data were collected under the previous threshold. The group decided that as the students who responded were not made aware of the threshold that would be used, it is unlikely to have influenced whether or how they responded. In addition, the group was concerned that having different thresholds for different years could confuse users of the site. Given the recommendations of the QAF review that usability was the key criterion, the group decided that whatever response threshold is applied in the future, it should also be applied retrospectively.
10. A high proportion of respondents suggested that providing the sample sizes and response rates for the NSS would help users to interpret the data on the site. A number of respondents commented that if the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data were reported as percentages, the cohort sizes would also provide important information for users.

11. The steering group agreed that this would help to re-focus the site towards students and their advisers and that therefore, subject to user testing, details of cohort sizes and response rates should be reported alongside the NSS and HESA data.

Aggregation of data
	Consultation question 3

Do you agree that data should be aggregated across years and/or subjects, where it is unavailable at level 3 using one year’s data? Are there any options for aggregating data that should not be offered to users?


12. Even with a lower threshold, NSS results will not be publishable for a significant proportion of ‘cells’ (combinations of a specific subject at a specific institution) on the basis of one year’s data. We therefore proposed two options for aggregation of data:
a. Aggregate data to broader subjects. (This would involve moving up each level of the subject hierarchy, including, where necessary, to the whole institution.)

b. Combining data across years.

13. The responses to these proposals were mixed. Thirty-three per cent agreed that, in principle and subject to user testing, data should be aggregated across subjects rather than years. Respondents were concerned that aggregation across years could mask changes over time. However, 29 per cent agreed that aggregation using subjects and years was viable, and some said that the site should provide users with options to aggregate data by subject and/or by year.

14. The steering group considered these views and decided that, as there was no clear overall preference, various options will be developed and tested with potential users. 
15. Some respondents argued that a maximum of two years’ of data should be aggregated. There was concern that aggregation over a longer period could mask changes in the quality of the provision. The group agreed and decided that, where aggregation over years is used, it should be aggregated over a maximum of two years.

Summary pages

	Consultation question 4

Do you have any comments about the suitability of the proposed items for a summary of key data?


16. The proposal to present an up-front summary of key data, drawn from the various categories of more detailed data, was supported by 64 per cent of respondents. A number of respondents also felt that it would be useful to provide a distribution of responses to the question about overall satisfaction with the course. The steering group agreed that this would enhance the site for users and, subject to user testing, that it should be developed for implementation in summer 2007.
Student profile data

	Consultation question 5

Do you have any comments about the proposed student profile data?


17. The proposal to present contextual data on the students at an institution, which gives some indication of the diverse nature of institutions, was supported by 61 per cent of respondents, subject to user testing. The steering group agreed this should be developed for the re-launched TQI web-site.

18. A number of respondents suggested that data should also be included on, for example, students’ ethnicity, proportions of disabled students, and the percentage from low participation neighbourhoods and state schools. The steering group expressed concerns about how these data could be used to inform student choice. Therefore, the group is seeking advice from the Equality Challenge Unit; subject to its views, these data will be tested with users.
Data for higher education in further education colleges
	Consultation question 6

Do you have any views on whether the NSS or DLHE surveys should, in principle, be extended to include directly funded higher education (HE) students in further education colleges (FECs)?


19. The proposals, in principle, to extend both the NSS and DLHE surveys to include directly funded HE students in FECs were supported by the majority of respondents. Sixty-four per cent (76 respondents, of which 25 were from FECs) felt that this would help potential students choose what and where to study by providing a more complete picture of HE in FECs, in line with the information already available for HEIs. The steering group agreed with this view, and that both the NSS and DLHE surveys should be extended to directly funded HE students in FECs.  This will clearly require further work to implement and we will keep the sector informed about developments.
Relationships between HEIs and FECs

	Consultation question 7

Do you have any comments on the options to present franchised students with the FEC’s data, and also make it available with the HEI’s data?


20. We proposed two options for representing franchised students’ data on the site:

a. Including franchised students within the HEI’s data as well as with the FEC’s data, but enabling users to exclude them by choice. The disadvantages of this option are that it is contrary to the principle of franchised students’ data being shown at the point of delivery, and that such students’ NSS responses will appear twice.

b. Excluding franchised students from an HEI’s data, but enabling users either to include them or to view them as a separate group of franchised students.

21. The relationships between FECs and HEIs involved in collaborative provision can be complex, as was clear from the responses to this section of the consultation: 
· 17 per cent (20 respondents, of which nine were from FECs) of respondents supported option ‘a’ 
· 31 per cent (37 respondents, of which four were from FECs) agreed with option ‘b’. 
However, it was clear from the responses that many did not see the responsibilities as clearly delineated: instead they focused on the problems of over-simplifying the varied relationships between HEIs and FECs.

22. In addition, we have explored the quality of the Individualised Learner Record data in more detail and believe that this requires more work to ensure it resembles, and is as robust as, the HESA data for HEIs. In view of this, and the mixed responses to the consultation, the steering group believes that the options for presenting data on HE in FECs and franchised students require further consideration. Therefore, implementation will be delayed until 2008. This will give us the opportunity to have further discussions with the sector on how franchised data could be presented effectively. 
23. A further issue raised through the consultation, and elsewhere by the sector, is how other collaborative arrangements can be represented on the TQI web-site, such as the Peninsula Medical School. Students apply directly to these partnerships, but they are not represented on the site. We will consider options for presenting such arrangements.
Commentaries on data about HE in FECs

	Consultation question 8

Do you have any comments on the proposed approach for institutions to provide commentaries on the data?


24.  Fifty-three per cent of respondents (63 respondents, of which 20 were from FECs) agreed that FECs should be able to provide commentaries on the data about their HE provision, to be included on the TQI site. However, the steering group felt that, given the complexity of collaborative arrangements, further work needs to be done to develop a protocol for consultation with partner institutions on the content of such commentaries. 
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