
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our Response to the Office for 
Students’ 
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We look forward to working with the OfS in the months ahead to ensure the new 
approach provides universities with the flexibility they need to deliver their ambitions 
in widening access, participation and student success. 

 

Proposal 1: Risks to equality of opportunity 
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institution-specific risks that are in line with a university’s context, mission, 
capacity and strategic objectives. 

3. The OfS must be clear about what impact the annual updating of the EORR 
will have on universities, and of its expectations relating to the updating of 
APPs if a university does not address a particular risk in its plan. The inference 
is that universities would need to request a variation to their plan in order to 
update them should new sector-wide risks be identified through EORR 
updates. However, this would create significant burden for universities – 
particularly smaller universities – and would undermine the strategic focus of 
an APP. 

4. If the EORR is updated annually and universities are not expected to request a 
variation to their plan as a result of these updates, it is unclear what benefits 
this approach would provide. Universities cannot practically utilise the 
updated risks to equality of opportunity until the next cycle of APPs, leading to 
plans becoming outdated. We recommend that the OfS considers the benefits 
of updating the EORR annually and is explicitly clear about the expectations of 
universities in updating plans accordingly. 

5. We recommend the OfS publishes the first iteration of the EORR sooner than 
February 2023 to give universities more time to consider what this might 
mean for their future approach, which is due for submission in the spring
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Proposal 2: Plan duration and publication of 
information about a provider’s delivery of a 
plan 

Proposal 2: Plan duration and publication of information about a provider’s 
delivery of a plan 

• We propose to reduce the normal maximum duration of plan approval to four 
years. 

• We propose a plan is written as a strategic document that is set out over a four-
year period. 

• We propose that we should normally expect to publish information about our 
judgement about whether or not a provider has appropriately delivered the 
commitments in its approved access and participation plan. 

To what extent do you agree with our proposals relating to a  
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and evaluate longer-term activity within the four-year period. We believe that 
universities should not be required to continually update their APPs as this 
could disrupt the strategic and long-term focus of the plan, and instead 
should be invited to update their plans at the end of the four-year cycle with 
regard for an updated EORR. 

10. Likewise, we are concerned that this proposal could have unintended 
outcomes and work against what a university is trying to achieve. We are 
unclear about who benefits from the publication of information – particularly 
a negative judgement – as it could potentially stifle innovation and risk-taking, 
as well as collaboration with a university. We believe that universities should 
not be penalised if their activities do not lead to the desired outcome, as 
instances such as this also contribute to the sector’s evidence around ‘what 
works’ and what does not, as stated in proposal 5. By publishing information 
about 



 

6 

Proposal 3: Format and content of an APP 

Proposal 3: Format and content of an APP 

• We propose that a provider should include an accessible summary in its access 
and participation plan.  

• We propose that a provider’s access and participation plan should include 
intervention strategies which are linked to named objectives and address the 
provider’s risks to equality of opportunity. 

• We propose that a provider should follow a standard format when writing its 
access and participation plan which includes introduction and strategic aims, 
risks to equality of opportunity, objectives, intervention strategies, whole 
provider approach, student consultation and provision of information to 
students. 

• We propose that a provider’s plan should not exceed 30 pages. There is no 
minimum length for an access and participation plan. This page limit would 
exclude any annexes detailing a provider’s assessment of performance, the 
accessible summary, and supporting documents setting out fees, investment 
and targets. 

To what extent do you agree with our proposals related to the 
format and content of an APP? Please provide an explanation 
for your answer. 

Answer: Tend to agree 

13. We are generally supportive of the proposals related to the format and 
content of an APP. However, the OfS must recognise the increased regulatory 
burden being placed on universities compared to previous APP cycles.  

14. Universities are being asked to include significantly greater levels of detail in 
their plans compared to previous years which is reflected in the additional 
page limits and template structure. For smaller universities with less resource 
and capacity, this will create particular levels of burden. In these instances, 
other regulatory activity such as submissions for the TEF may disincentivise 
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smaller teams from producing detailed and innovative plans due to 
constraints on resource. 

15. We welcome the increased page limit to ensure consistency of the length of 
APPs across the sector and to encourage universities to be concise in their 
plans. However, the proposal will prove challenging for many universities due 
to the increased expectation from the OfS to include more detail about 
interventions, evaluation and justification for the risks being addressed.  

16. A university will be required to justify why it has not addressed a particular 
risk in its plan. This could take up considerable space in a university’s plan. We 
encourage the OfS to accept short justifications for why a university has not 
addressed a particular risk. It is important that universities retain autonomy 
over their access and participation activity and a short justification should be 
understood in the context and mission of the university. 

17. We ask that the OfS provides further clarity on what constitutes ‘sufficient 
detail’ in the context of assessing whether an intervention will make a 
meaningful and effective contribution to equality of opportunity. This will 
differ based on the size of the team developing a university’s plan and the 
activity itself. While headlines of what should be covered in the plan are 
provided, the expectations of the level of detail needed for the OfS to make 
an assessment remains unclear. 

18. The proposed APP template includes information on the university’s 
consultation with students. Within the current timescales, we believe that 
universities will find it challenging to be able to engage meaningfully with 
students. Universities are concerned about the timeline, and the OfS should 
be alive to these concerns and consider what flexibility there might be in 
pushing back the APP submission deadline. 

19. We are not supportive of the term ‘intervention’. The term suggests that 
young people and students are a problem and carries a different meaning for 
different universities. With students being one intended audience for 
accessible summaries, the OfS should consider terminology here. For clarity 
and consistency across the sector, we ask that the OfS uses ‘activity’. 



 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/uni-connect/how-uni-connect-works/
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23. The inclusion of milestones to monitor progress is welcomed. However, we 
encourage the OfS to ensure that a university is not automatically made to 
change its plan if outcomes data is unavailable within the four-year period (for 
example, if it relates to progression, particularly employment). The OfS should 
therefore consider whether intermediate outcome targets could be 
appropriate in a wider variety of contexts, and allow room for continued 
evaluation within a university’s targets. 

24. Most targets are derived from the OfS data dashboards which is welcomed 
due to its consistency. However, we ask for flexibility where there is a strong 
argument that a university has used its own reliable data source. 

If you consider our approach should differ, please explain how 
and the reasons for your view. 

25. We encourage the OfS to provide further guidance on how targets for access 
and participation and external outreach activity intersects in APPs, and to 
ensure that universities are not penalised for including continued evaluation 
in their targets beyond the four-year period. 

 

Proposal 5: Evaluation 

Proposal 5: Evaluation 

• We propose that a provider should be expected to significantly increase the 
volume and quality of evaluation across its access and participation activity. 

• We propose that a provider should be expected to supply more information 
about what it will evaluate and when. 

• We propose that a provider should be expected to set out how and when it 
intends to publish its evaluation results 
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To what extent do you agree with our proposal related to 
evaluation? Please provide an explanation for your answer. 

Answer: Tend to agree 

26. We support the OfS’ call for enhanced efforts to evaluate interventions, in 
support of understanding ‘what works’ and what does not. To support the 
sector in this space, we would like to see a renewed financial commitment in 
Transforming Access and Student Outcomes (TASO), which plays a key role in 
developing the sector’s evidence base in access and participation, and skills in 
evaluation. 

27. To support universities with evaluation, the OfS must be aware that 
evaluation should allow for activities not to work, and universities encouraged 
to adapt their activities to emerging evidence without being penalised. If 
students are on a journey through a particular activity, removing this before 
completion could negatively impact students. We believe the OfS should allow 
universities flexibility to adapt, pivot or phase out activities if evaluation data 
suggests an activity is ineffective. This should also be built into the timeframe 
around evaluation. We welcome further clarity on whether universities  (n)11(it)-1 (l)2 (a)5
[(u)-1 (n)-18723 0 Td
[(e)5 (n)1 (c)-4 (o)2 
[(u)niverged 

https://taso.org.uk/
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commitments for the programme from government, this has led to a 
reduction in the services regional partnerships are able to provide; thereby 
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partnerships, the OfS must be mindful of the importance of universities being 
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Are there aspects of the proposals you found unclear? If so, 
please specify which, and tell us why. 

We have outlined the aspects of the proposals we found unclear throughout our 
response and are explained in detail under the previous questions. 

Do you have any comments about the potential impact of these 
proposals on individuals on the basis of their protected 
characteristics? 

55. The definitions outlined in the consultation must be widened to include 
disadvantaged young people beyond ‘students from low socioeconomic 
background or low participation areas.’ We recognise the importance the OfS 
places on disadvantaged young people but urge that sufficient focus and 
thought it also given to other groups of students for whom equality of 
opportunity has a long way to go. These include: 

• Black, Asian and minority ethnic students 

• students from Gypsy, Roma and traveller communities 

• refugees 

• care leavers 

• disabled students  

56. Linked to the above, we are concerned about the potential impact on groups 
that are harder to evaluate, for example students from the Gypsy, Roma and 
traveller community, and refugees. The focus on enhanced evaluation could 
discourage work with these communities as there are difficulties that come 
with evaluation, including using post codes or participation of local areas 
(POLAR) as a method of evaluation which these students may not easily fit 
into. If these students are overlooked, there will be limited evidence around 
‘what works’ to support these students and ensure they have equality of 
opportunity in higher education. 

57. While we are supportive of the focus on schools, we urge the OfS to maintain 
focus on driving the sector forward across different characteristics beyond 
socioeconomic background. We want to see the OfS continue to provide good 
practice across all protected characteristics. 
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