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Higher Education Directorate,

Department for Business,

Innovation and Skills, 

2 St Pauls Place, 

125 Norfolk Street,

Sheffield, S1 2FJ; 

Technical Consultation: A New Fit-For-Purpose Regulatory Framework for the Higher Education Sector

Response from the Guild of Healthcare Pharmacists

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this consultation.  The Guild of Healthcare Pharmacists represents UK wide around 4,000 pharmacists including the majority of hospital pharmacists, pharmacists employed by NHS Primary Care organisations and pharmacists employed by other public bodies such as Prisons and the Care Quality Commission.  The Guild is part of the health sector of the union Unite. 

Our response to consultation questions is as follows:
Question 2: We have set out our proposals on what responsibilities HEFCE should have in its role as the lead regulator. In implementing these functions, are there any processes that could be improved, reduced or removed while still protecting the student interest and public funds? 

We are unclear as to how in its new role, HEFCE will judge ‘high performing’ and ‘high risk’ behaviour / organisations and what measures will be used to inform this decision making process? Is this based on external or internal audit of adherence to guidance, on student feedback/evaluations, a combination of the above or another route?

We agree that HEFCE has an important role in gaining the ability to ‘police’ the use of funding allocated and the need to fine organisations who do not uphold the recommendations if a suitable time frame for support is provided – perhaps more detail could be provided on how this support from HEFCE will be delivered, over what time frame and how HEIs are advised to implement any behavioural changes.

A clear new role for HEFCE is the upholding of the rights of students, which we support, and the document includes issues of competition and anti-competitive behaviour including price fixing etc – in relation to Pharmacy undergraduate courses, the Heads of School for each Pharmacy course are likely to decide upon a fee for Pharmacy which is then mirrored across the country, does HEFCE intend to influence  “high” and “low” performing universities to adjust their fees according to their ‘ratings’ or what will HEFCE’s role be in this scenario?

Question 3: Do we need to consider anything additional to the proposals set out to enable HEFCE’s role as a student champion in terms of protecting the collective student interest? 

In relation to ‘student number controls’ and ‘student interest’ – this is vitally important to the profession of pharmacy where over-training of undergraduate pharmacists can lead to a lack of suitable pre-registration training places for graduates, this will be even more apparent if the Modernising Pharmacy Careers (MPC) Workstream 1 recommendations are implemented in England from 2016 and pre-registration places are tied into the undergraduate course as 2 fixed 6 month placements.  Currently England is a net under-producer of undergraduate pharmacists and both Northern Ireland and Scotland over-produce, however, if England moves with MEE MPC recommendations to tie in pre-registration places, decisions made in England will have a very large effect on training numbers and the viability of Pharmacy Schools elsewhere in the UK.  Will HEFCE take a UK view or are they just considering student numbers in relation to England alone?

Despite falling numbers applying to Universities in the recession, Pharmacy applications have continued to rise – how will HEFCE act as the student’s champion to ensure that increasing numbers on their undergraduate course will not affect their teaching time and clinical/community placement opportunities? Currently employers are increasingly under pressure to find capacity to offer observational or active educational placements for undergraduates, how will HEFCE support both students and employers in the provision of high quality experiential education?

In relation to student support and interest, will HEFCE liaise with the accrediting bodies (General Pharmaceutical Council in England/Wales and Scotland, and Pharmaceutical Society Northern Ireland) if concerns are raised with University performance.

Question 4: With regard to HEFCE’s role as a student champion, which of the two options is preferred around awarding compensation for collective interest cases – Option 1 where HEFCE would have this ability, or Option 2 where HEFCE would have to refer such cases to the OIA for its decision? 

Having HEFCE gain the power to administer this would streamline the provision of funding for these cases; however, having an external body review via OIA may provide an extra layer of ‘sense-checking’ on the process and how it was conducted.  Currently we would support remaining with the OIA, option 2.

Question 5: Should this remain as an ability to recommend compensation awards, as now with OIA (Option 1) or should we introduce new provisions which will require the governing body to pay compensation (Option 2)? 

We do have an opinion on this

Question 6: This document sets out the regulatory framework for designation for student support and HEFCE teaching grant – are there any processes within this framework that could be improved or reduced to make it more risk-based and ensure proportionate requirements and a level playing field while still protecting the student interest and public funds? 

No, none that we have identified.

Question 7: While it is not Government’s role to underwrite independent providers that have become unviable, how can we best protect the interests of students in the event a provider fails in some way or becomes insolvent? 

Again we refer to the need for HEFCE to take a UK view instead of a local English view as training for local provision particularly in light of the MPC workstream 1 recommendations may mean that fewer trained pharmacists are available in certain areas and the need to integrate 2 x 6 month training places, agreed pre-student recruitment at the start of a 5 year degree may mean that some Pharmacy courses which are not close to large employers such as hospitals / community pharmacies and industry, may struggle to provide these placements on an ongoing basis.  If a UK view is taken, this will also enable HEFCE to consider the desires of students to move closer to their home during these placements, particularly if a bursary is not paid and students have to bear the cost of travel and accommodation in a new area.  There may be some Schools who will need extra support in these scenarios, particularly at the start of the implementation phase.

Question 8: we welcome views on how flexible provision such as two year courses could be encouraged. 

Flexible 2 year courses will not apply to Pharmacy as the course is currently 4 plus 1 and may become 5 year integrated in 4 years time i.e. pharmacy degrees are outwith such a provision as there are EU provisions stipulating a 5 year course, including one year in supervised and accredited practice. 

Where two years could be of value, however, is the underpinning knowledge required for another types of staff, bringing the UK in line with a number of other EU countries that have prescriptionists.

Question 9: Do you agree that it is important to retain the Privy Council as an independent element in the process for awarding, renewing and removing degree awarding powers and university title? 

Yes, we agree with this

Question 10: We have set out the action that we are going to take to establish HEFCE as the single gateway for entry to the HE sector and to clarify and streamline processes for designating HE providers for student support purposes and for HEFCE funding, for administering the application processes for both degree awarding powers and university title and for compiling, maintaining and publishing the Recognised and Listed Bodies and Recognised Awards Lists. Are there any other processes we should consider in this context? 

No, we would support the streamlining of bureaucracy in relation to validation of degrees undertaken in the UK.

Question 11: Are there any requirements as set out within the current TDAPs criteria (see Annex), including evidence requirements, which would preclude non-teaching bodies from being eligible to apply for taught degree awarding powers? 

No, none that we have identified.

Question 12: Would it be helpful to specify in the criteria that non-teaching bodies must demonstrate that their delivery partners were competent in the required areas? 

Yes, we feel that this would be helpful.

Question 13: What evidence requirements should the non-teaching bodies themselves be expected to meet over and above what their delivery partners are able to demonstrate? 

Quality of tutors / mentors and QA processes for these employees, including details of training and assessment and ongoing updating which is undertaken.  Also, evidence from students who have completed work-placements etc. to support this information.

Question 14: We would welcome your views on our proposal to link track record to the length of the degree programmes on offer and whether you see any risks with this approach. 

We are quite concerned about this particularly in relation to uniformity of provision across Universites.

We have some concerns regarding the method with which you propose to judge ‘track record’ and what information sources are used to determine this ranking.  

Do you intend that e.g. Pharmacy in University A could be 5 years whereas in University B is could be 4? How would this be justified to ensure that the end product was the same and fit for purpose?

Question 15: We would welcome views on how else the track record criterion might be applied more flexibly. For example are there different types of track record or experience you think could be taken into consideration? 

None that we have come across.

Question 16: Do you consider that alternative models for entry e.g. single subject taught degree awarding powers would give more scope for new providers to enter the system? Would you be interested in the development of a single-subject model? 

We would like to see more information on this process and also details of how this would be linked to market forces and also the accrediting bodies for pharmacy to ensure parity of provision and the need for new University courses providing pharmacy degrees.

Question 17: Do you consider a six year period for renewals of degree awarding powers in the first instance is appropriate? If not, what period would you like to see and why? 

This is fine and ties in with existing arrangements.

Question 18: Would you like to see a longer period between subsequent renewals? 

No.

Question 19: What do you consider a reasonable number of renewals before being eligible for consideration for degree awarding powers indefinitely, subject to continuing satisfactory outcomes of periodic quality assurance reviews? 

We do not have an opinion on this.

Question 20: Do you agree with our proposal to reduce the numbers criterion for university title to 1,000 full-time equivalent higher education students of which at least 750 are studying for a degree alongside a requirement that more than 50% FTE of an organisation’s overall student body is studying HE? If you do not agree with this proposal could you please explain your reasons and also suggest an alternative proposal and why you think this would be better. 

We have some concerns that this might devalue the term ‘university’ and are unsure what the advantages of this approach will be.

Question 21: Would you welcome legislative change to make the process of changing legal status easier? 

We do not have an opinion on this.

Question 22: If so, why? It would be helpful to understand how and why this has been problematic in the past and what the benefits would be of making this process easier. 

As above 

Question 23: Do you have any other comments on any area of the document 'A new fit for purpose regulatory framework for the higher education sector'?
Although the proposal states that HEFCE’s ability to require the repayment of grant has been a necessary sanction for the control of public expenditure it is unclear if this would be in the form of a ‘fine’ for an organisation that provides placements. We feel that such a ‘fine’ would not be reasonable if the HEI is actually not making a contribution or there is no 'mirrored' allowance through the NHS Education & Training funding. 
We do not have any further comments.

Our reply may be made freely available.

Yours faithfully

Barry Corbett





Roisin O’Hare

Professional Secretary




Chair of Education and Development Committee

Guild of Healthcare Pharmacists
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