
 

 
 
 
 
 
Middlesex University response to the Independent Review of 
the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework 
(TEF) 
 
 
10. Do you support the aim of assessing the quality of teaching excellence and student 
outcomes across providers of higher education? Please explain why. The Government has 
stated that the purpose of the TEF is to: 
 
• better inform students’ choices about what and where to study; 
• raise esteem for teaching; 
• recognise and reward excellent teaching; and 
• better meet the needs of employers, business, industry and the professions. 
 
We have serious concerns about the ability of the TEF to meet its aims. The added value of the 
exercise is unclear. Student choice is already informed by data such as Unistats and institutions’ 
own course descriptions (which must be CMA compliant). Our promotion criteria and staff awards 
are already designed to raise the esteem of teaching. Our course approval and review processes, 
and employer engagement at a number of levels, already address the needs of employers and 
the professions. We do not believe that it is in the public interest to add the TEF to these 
processes, especially as this adds considerable cost, particularly subject-level TEF. 
 
The three ‘cliff edge’ classifications of gold, silver and bronze are misleading when performance 
across institutions is much more graduated and multi-faceted. Many of the metrics are 
problematic. The DLHE/LEO data are skewed in favour of higher paid professions compared to 
many other occupations that benefit from graduate skills; the continuation data fails to capture 
conditions specific to institutions such as high proportions of commuter students; and the metrics 
are weighted towards student outcomes rather than student voice.  
 
UCAS research shows the main factors considered by applicants are range of modules, student 
reviews and location of provider. NUS research found that employment outcomes ranked 7th 
among factors students regard as indicative of excellent teaching. Non-continuation was also 
ranked low. This challenges the current choice and balance of metrics in TEF. We are aware of 
no evidence that TEF meets employer needs.   
 
11.These purposes fall into two main areas: providing information, and enhancing the 
provision of higher education. 
 
a. Which of these is the most important (select one option only)? 
 
• Providing information 
• Enhancing provision 
• Both are equally important 
• Neither are important 
 
Enhancing provision 
  
 

Consultation response 



 

 
 
 
 
 
b. Please outline below the reasons for your answers 
 
The subject-level benchmarks and split metrics on disparities are useful for universities’ own 
enhancement cycles but do not provide especially useful information outside these processes.  
 
These metrics point to areas needing further investigation within the diversity of institutional 
contexts rather than provide ready-interpreted data. The TEF itself is unnecessary. Universities 
already have rigorous processes for enhancing the quality of provision, with governing bodies 
directly responsible for ensuring the rigour of these processes, based on regular reporting. These 
data cannot be used easily to assess and judge institutions due to issues such as different 
institutional contexts, different compositions of student bodies and spurious correlations (e.g. 
what may appear to be an ethnic effect may be due to variation in ethnic composition across 
subjects and be a subject effect). As with much of the regulatory burden faced by the sector, a 
more efficient approach would be to introduce scrutiny of existing university strategies and 
performance against those strategies, including a required core set of metrics. This would greatly 
reduce the amount of paperwork and reporting that these processes demand and focus 
accountability on university strategies as the point of reference. 
 
12.Should there be any other purposes for TEF? 
 
No. It is an exercise looking for a purpose rather than an exercise with a purpose. There is no 
robust evidence that the TEF is raising the quality of teaching or improving outcomes. Those are 
important aims, but are more effectively addressed in terms of regulation and accountability by 
focusing on universities’ actual strategies. 
 
13. Are the criteria used in TEF (see Figure 1 for a list of the criteria) appropriate? 
 
The criteria are broadly appropriate in that these are criteria that should be the focus of every 
university strategy. In fact, university strategies normally go beyond the TEF and are much more 
balanced in terms of what higher education is for, e.g. the wider student experience and social 
mobility.  
 
14.There is no direct measurement of teaching quality currently available. As a result, the 
TEF uses existing data as indirect measures of teaching quality. These measures are 
known as “proxies”. 
 
a. Are the metrics used in TEF the best proxies for measuring the TEF criteria (see Figure 
1 for a list of the criteria and metrics)? 
 
The proxies do not map well to the criteria. For example, the continuation metric does not 
necessarily reflect the learning environment of an institution. It is a crude measure which risks 
oversimplifying the range of complex issues often involved in a student’s decision to end their 
studies. For example, at Middlesex the main reasons are financial problems and (often pre-
existing) mental health issues. Similarly, DLHE/Graduate Outcome/LEO data are a poor guide to 
the quality of a programme because they are affected by so many definitional, coding, 
occupational and geographical factors. For example, in subjects such as psychology and the 
creative arts, it can take several years of low paid experience before professional earnings start 
to increase substantially.  
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
The proposed approaches to subject-level TEF risk providing prospective students with 
unreliable, out-of-date and potentially misleading information. Encouraging students to rely on 
cliff-edge, simplified ratings may divert them from seeking out more up-to-date, granular 
information provided by existing datasets such as Unistats and institutions’ own course 
descriptions.  
 
b. If you answered no, what metrics would be more suitable proxies? 
 
The proportion of teaching staff with a higher education teaching qualification should be a key 
metric. The learning gain question included in the HEPI student academic experience survey 
could be considered as an addition to the NSS, although student self-assessment of learning gain 
may not be reliable. 
 
A new metric which measures social mobility could be considered.  This could be a composite 
variable taking into account prior attainment, index of multiple deprivation and employment 
outcome. 
 
15.The TEF metrics are benchmarked to account for factors such as the subject of study, 
prior attainment, ethnicity and educational disadvantage of the provider’s student intake 
(see that ‘What is TEF?’ section for detail). 
 
a. Should the metrics be benchmarked to allow for difference in a provider’s student 
population? 
 
Benchmarking is essential to support informed interpretation of the data and like-with-like 
comparison. However, it must be recognised that benchmarking is imperfect in capturing all the 
factors that contribute to an outcome. At subject-level, greater transparency about the 
methodologies used to create benchmarks is needed, and with clear ‘health warnings’ about their 
limitations. For example, large numbers of live-at-home students, commuter students, students 
living in areas/households that are deprived but do not officially fall within lower POLAR3/4 
quintiles and geographical effects all influence outcome measures in ways not captured well by 
current benchmarking variables.  
 
b. Does TEF benchmark for the right factors? 
 
There is scope for the benchmarks to account for differences in the student population more 
effectively, especially complex interactions of factors and overlaps across multiple characteristics. 
 
16.The TEF process uses both quantitative evidence (for example, the core metrics) and 
qualitative evidence (for example, the written submission). 
 
a. What are your views about the balance of quantitative and qualitative evidence 
considered in arriving at ratings? 
 
The current metrics are relatively poor proxies for the wider TEF criteria. This implies giving 
greater weighting to qualitative evidence, but this may just reward how well the story is told rather 
than how good the story actually is. Ultimately, the TEF is redundant if university strategies are 
demonstrably evidence-based, evaluated and include a core set of metrics. Regulation should be 
based on evaluating university strategies rather than creating an additional planning and 
reporting exercise. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
b. Are there any other aspects of the process that you wish to comment on? 
 
The TEF will never entirely replace institutions’ own internal data and quality monitoring as 
institutions need more up-to-date data so they can monitor progress and ensure enhancement 
each year and within year. As such, the TEF creates a significant additional regulatory burden for 
providers. It will also always be retrospective in its analysis due to the lag in the metrics it uses, 
so is neither valid nor reliable regarding an institution’s current or future state.  
 
We would welcome an approach that is based on the institution’s existing strategic enhancement 
priorities, KPIs and targets, with performance measured through a standardised core dashboard 
of measures. This would ensure that the TEF process is forward looking, adopting a similar 
methodology as the new Access and Participation Plans. This would reduce the burden on 
institutions and ensure resources are focused on enhancements aligned to the strategic aims of 
an institution. 
 
We also believe that absolute values should be discontinued within the TEF as they are at odds 
with the principle of comparing like-with-like. 
 
17. Are the purpose(s) of TEF met by: (Please explain your answers) 
 
a. awarding a single rating? 
 
The award of a single rating is too blunt and, if the TEF has to continue, should be replaced by a 
set of evaluative statements reflecting areas of performance mapped to the wider TEF criteria. 
This also reflects the principle that the TEF is about excellence above a satisfactory quality 
threshold. This would more accurately reflect the diverse range of providers and missions within 
the sector. We argue above that this should not be based on a separate, burdensome TEF 
exercise but on scrutiny of university strategies. 
 
It is also unclear how subject-level TEF awards alongside institution-level awards will help 
students make informed decisions about where to study. It will add further complexity to the 
potentially confusing range of information available to students.   
 
b. with three levels of differentiation, plus a fourth rating for those unable to be assessed? 
 
The three levels of differentiation do not provide sufficient granularity and information for 
students. The bronze category in particular is too broad, with potentially damaging consequences 
for any provider rated within this category, which is still meant to be a level of excellence above 
an acceptable quality benchmark.  
 
c. ratings named Gold, Silver, Bronze and Provisional? 
 
These ratings are not well understood by wider stakeholders and undermine the international 
perception of UK higher education as of high quality across the sector. There is an incorrect 
perception that bronze indicates that a provider fails to meet national standards, and the awards 
in general create the impression of a patchwork quilt of significantly differing levels of quality.  
The ratings lack context and fail properly to explain and articulate the contribution, strengths and 
value of individual institutions. They are simplistic and suggest the sector is populated by winners 
and losers. We favour replacing the rating names with statements which better reflect the  
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
judgements that have been made which, as noted above, should be based on existing university 
strategies. 
 
18. If you answered no, what alternatives you would suggest: 
 
a. For provider-level TEF? 
 
The award of a single rating is too blunt and should be replaced by a set of evaluative statements 
that reflect areas of excellence mapped to the wider TEF criteria.  This would more accurately 
reflect the diverse range of providers and missions within the sector. Rather than a separate, 
costly and burdensome TEF exercise, assessments should be based on periodic review of 
institutional strategies, evaluating how well the strategies use evidence, the progress made and 
the contribution to national policy objectives.  
 
b. For subject-level TEF? 
 
We regard subject-level TEF to be an extremely costly exercise with little benefit. Applicants are 
interested primarily in course descriptions, student reviews and location of provider. Course 
descriptions are currently provided in prospectuses and on websites, and have to comply with 
CMA rules. Additional information is provided on Unistats which, although needing some 
improvement to its usability, is a good source of comparative data for students wanting to make 
subject-level comparisons.  
 
c. If your previous response(s) reflected on the impact of the TEF on the international 
reputation of institutions and/or the UK as a whole, we would welcome any evidence or 
information you can provide that might support your view or help inform the independent 
review. 
 
With almost 5,000 international students at our campus in London, and 18,000 students on 
Middlesex courses worldwide at our overseas campuses in Mauritius and Dubai and our 
franchise and validation partners, Middlesex is very involved in transnational education. Our 
experience is that the TEF is seen as largely irrelevant compared to league tables, but also that 
league tables have little relationship to students’ actual experiences. International partners and 
authorities are interpreting TEF ratings in a range of ways, from irrelevant to regarding anything 
less than gold as a marker of poor quality. Overall, our experience is that the TEF is irrelevant to 
the international reputation of UK higher education and in fact could cause damage to that 
reputation. 
 
19. Has the introduction of TEF positively changed the educational experience of students 
(e.g. teaching and learning)? If yes, how? 
 
There is no evidence that the TEF has changed the education experience of students at 
Middlesex. From the NUS research referred to above is clear that students do not use the TEF in 
their decision-making or particularly value the criteria it measures. The TEF says little to students 
about factors they value, such as the institution’s location, cultural diversity or co-curricular offer. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
20.Has the introduction of TEF negatively changed the educational experience of students 
(e.g. teaching and learning)? If yes, how? 
 
Yes. There is a risk that institutions will become more selective and instrumental because of the 
TEF, and drive priorities that an institution or its students do not consider to be the most 
important, e.g. changing the course portfolio to programmes that perform better in the TEF rather 
than offering choices that students want. TEF metrics fail to account for the wider student 
experience or the complex causes of outcomes, especially for students from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Students become labelled with the TEF award of their institution. As referred to 
above, the regulatory burden created by TEF distracts from work that would otherwise directly 
benefit students. 
 
21. Has the introduction of TEF impacted positively on research and/or knowledge 
transfer? If yes, how? 
 
No. There is a disjunction between TEF, REF and KEF, which further separates these processes 
from institutional strategies, which generally seek to create relationships and synergies across 
and between them.  
 
22. Has the introduction of TEF impacted negatively on research and/or knowledge 
transfer? If yes, how? 
No. See answer to q. 21. 
 
23.Does TEF help you as a student/student union/provider/employer/other? Please explain 
the reasons for your answer. 
 
No. Our view is that the TEF is a costly and burdensome exercise without a clear purpose given 
that its aims are met by other processes. The benchmarked data provided through the TEF 
process, however, is useful for comparative purposes, and we do see value in a periodic review 
of university strategies, which could encompass the TEF’s aim that teaching and student 
outcomes have a high priority in these strategies.  
 
24.Explaining your reasoning, what are the most significant costs of: 
a. Provider-level TEF? 
 
The staff time required to collect data and process and create written submissions is a very 
substantial cost. There is also considerable duplication with existing strategy and enhancement 
processes and access and participation requirements, and it is demoralising for staff involved that 
regulatory requirements with no clear benefit have to prioritised over other work. The TEF also 
creates extra complexity for university processes and governance, with submissions needing a 
decision making and assurance route through the institution. This collective drain on staff 
resource is particularly damaging at a time when resources are tight and many institutions are 
engaged in cost cutting programmes to ensure their financial sustainability in a challenging 
external environment with real terms cuts to student fee income.  
 
b. Subject-level TEF? 
 
The Subject-level TEF duplicates the provider level process with much of the whole university 
experience being reassessed through the subject level assessment. It is unnecessary. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
25.Explaining your reasoning, what are the most significant benefits of: 
 
a. Provider-level TEF? 
None. 
 
b. Subject-level TEF? 
 
Subject level benchmarks are a useful enhancement tool which are now incorporated into our 
internal quality enhancement processes. 
 
26.Are there particular types of students, provision or providers that are disadvantaged by 
the current design of TEF, in a disproportionate way? If so, what changes could be made 
to address this? 
 
Students who fall into a combination of at-risk or widening participation categories are 
disadvantaged as the approach simplifies to groups of students but does not address the overlap 
between student characteristics. The particular circumstances of distance learning, commuter 
and live-at-home students are also unaccounted for in the TEF. It disadvantages any student who 
follows an alternative route to the traditional three year degree, such as apprentices, part time 
and mature students and those on Foundation degrees. This may create a disincentive for 
institutions to seek to engage these types of student as it may adversely affect their TEF rating.  
 
27.Are there particular types of students, provision or providers that are advantaged by 
the current design of TEF, in a disproportionate way? If so, what changes could be made 
to address this? 
 
The TEF favours students on traditional three year degree programmes whose subject choices 
and institutional prestige enable them to go into highly paid jobs soon after graduation. 
 
For more information contact Jessica Strenk, Policy and Public Affairs Manager, 
j.strenk@mdx.ac.uk 
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