TRAC (T) Update.   November 2008

Briefing note to institutions

This is a briefing note to institutions in preparation for their production of TRAC (T) data for 2007-08.  This data is to be reported to HEFCE (via the extranet) no later than 27 February 2009. 

It is now mandatory for all institutions in England to report TRAC (T) data.  Scottish institutions will take part in the return on a voluntary basis.

There is no additional information required on the mandatory tables that all institutions must complete since that collected in 2006-07.  There are a few relatively minor changes to the optional tables.  Although some tables are optional, all institutions are strongly encouraged to complete these, as the reliability of the Subject-FACTS data can only be assured by review of the underlying figures and additional results shown through these additional figures.  Please try to complete all tables, as it will add significant value to your own use of the data, funding council reliance on the data, and to benchmarking review by others.

Some reminders were issued in the TRAC (T) Update April 2008 – a paper issued by J M Consulting summarising points made at the March 2008 benchmarking workshops.  You should find it useful to refer to this update again as you prepare your costing model for 2007-08 data.

1.  Institutional review and use of data

You are strongly encouraged to consider how to use TRAC (T) data in your institution.  As you are no doubt aware, information on TRAC surpluses and deficits, and on Subject-FACTS differentials, is increasingly being referred to by the funding councils and by the Government to inform funding and policy decisions.  It is therefore very important that the data you provide reflects the cost profile in your institution and that your senior managers have reviewed it carefully and consider that it is reasonable and fit for this purpose.  You may find that your data are an outlier in some areas – you are strongly advised to consider the reasons for this and by doing so, to confirm that the outlying data has been properly calculated.

The methods behind TRAC (T) have been designed so that you can generate useful information to aid you with your own internal management.  They help to validate TRAC results (e.g. the surplus/deficits by activity, and your Research cost rates), and to provide information that can be useful (if you wish) in developing course costing and other information.  Costs per student by department (readily produced as part of a TRAC (T) model) can be invaluable in informing internal resource allocation, financial management, and pricing decisions. 

You should now be very familiar with the TRAC (T) methods and reports, and we hope therefore that (where necessary) you will have increased the robustness of your data over the last couple of years.  We have included additional validation checks to give you further reassurance in this.  By using these checks proactively, you should be able to have significant confidence in the data as you use it, and as external funding bodies refer to it in their planning and decision-making processes.

Although there are no formal internal or external quality assurance processes in place for 2007-08 data, as part of the quality assurance of TRAC, the funding councils will be considering what quality assurance will be required on TRAC (T) figures in future years.  

2.  Use of TRAC (T) data in reviews of price groups

HEFCE has recently published their 2008 review of the subject price groups  -  Circular letter 23/08 (http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/circlets/2008/cl23_08/).  They believe that the data reported on 2006-07 costs are sufficiently robust to inform a review, and that there are a number of ways in which it might be appropriate in the long term to adjust both the assignment of cost centres to price groups and the price group weightings.  Nonetheless, HEFCE have not proposed any changes to price group assignments or weightings for 2009-10.  This will help to ensure that there is no unnecessary volatility in the funding method. They plan to reconsider this in spring 2009 and this will provide the opportunity of considering change in conjunction with a review of other sources of income, including income from fees. HEFCE then expects to use TRAC (T) to reconsider the price group assignments and weightings periodically in the future.
The Scottish Funding Council is considering a reduction in its number of subject prices.  TRAC (T) data returned from this year onwards will be one of the sources used to inform future subject prices.

3.  TRAC (T) Governance

The TRAC (T) Steering Group, set up to develop the method for collecting TRAC (T) data, has successfully fulfilled this brief. Further work of this nature will be undertaken by the new TRAC Development Group.  (This is the new name for the recently convened TRAC Development and Implementation Group.)

4.  Sustainable costs of Teaching

As previously notified, an exercise is being carried out to look at the long-term sustainable costs of Teaching.  This is not the same as the TRAC costs.  TRAC costs reflect the historic expenditure which is partly determined by the funding available and undesirable practices such as an unsustainable level of spend on infrastructure.  

The work is being overseen by a sub-group of the Financial Strategy and Sustainability Group.  It aims to produce evidence by the end of 2008 which may be used to inform the next Spending Review and the review of the fees cap.  It is unlikely that it will be possible to increase funding for Teaching in the way that was achieved for Research, through TRAC, in the early 2000s, but nevertheless it is very important to defend and justify the current level of funding.  This is of course not helped by some institutions reporting surpluses on publicly-funded Teaching.  In addition, it may be possible to make the case for some specific targeted investments in Teaching in areas where there may be evidence that the UK is falling behind its international competitors or that the quality of the student experience is under threat.  

This has been a challenging exercise to undertake.  It is partially dependent upon case studies at institutions and the group is very grateful for the evidence and information being provided by a number of institutions.

5.  TRAC (T) Guidance

The September 2006 draft TRAC(T) Guidance has now been confirmed as final.  No updated version is currently planned. 

This Guidance should be read in conjunction with the TRAC (T) Updates of September 2007, and March 2008.

There are no new changes to the TRAC (T) Guidance.  Those likely to be considered by the TRAC Development Group over 2008-09 include:

· a standard method of allocating the expenditure associated with partnership arrangements (in particular, those with FEC partners) to cost centres;

· good practice or guidance on allocating academic and central departments’ costs to cost centres;

· similar guidance on how to exclude some non-subject related costs (e.g. those relating to strategic alliances where you, the HEI, do not report the student numbers so need to exclude the costs).

6.  Student numbers

Certain aspects around student numbers require clarification:

a) Non-Credit Bearing students

The Non-Credit Bearing return to HESA ceases to exist from 2007-08, but there are still likely to be non-credit bearing students within your institutions and resources (costs) should be allocated to them.  You will however need to enter these student numbers yourself in Table D.2 (columns (e) and (f)).

b) Other students not reported to HESA

There are other categories of students who are not reported to HESA – for example, students studying for the whole of their program of study outside of the UK and those not funded for study by distance learning. These numbers will not be included anywhere on the pre-filled student numbers on your TRAC(T) template.

There is a useful list of students who will not be in the HESA student population (see the HESA website 

http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php/component/option,com_studrec/task,show_file/Itemid,233/mnl,07051/href,coverage.html/). For institutions in England there is also a list of students who are returned to HESA but are excluded from the TRAC(T) student FTE outputs (see paragraphs 31-32, Appendix 16 of '2007-08 statistics derived from HESA data: Guide to HEFCE web facility':
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2008/08_30/08_30_16.pdf). 
These student FTEs may not be significant at an institution level, but they are likely to be significant in the NPFT (or non-Funding Council fundable) population in any cost centre.  Their FTEs should be entered into two new columns (e) or (f) of Table D.2 – stating whether they are NPFT or non-Funding Council fundable. 

Please note that the same student numbers should also be used in your main TRAC model.  It may be useful to consider weighting some of these FTEs when they are used to allocate costs, to reflect their different use of resources (e.g. students studying overseas).

c) Franchised-out provision

You are asked to consider the number of franchised-out students and report these in column (f) of Table D.1 as per last year. All franchised activity should be recorded here – including HEI to FEC and HEI to HEI. Note, this data will not be pre-filled with data from your HESA record on this occasion. This student information is requested to give further useful information about the type of students in any one cost centre that might be affecting its average costs.

d) Students studying for equivalent or lower qualifications (ELQs)

For institutions in England, changes in funding of students studying for equivalent or lower qualifications (ELQs) will be reflected in the student numbers for 2008-09 (not the year for which data is now being reported i.e. 2007-08).   

Please note that the changes in funding of students studying for equivalent or lower qualifications (ELQs) means that these students will be classified as non-HEFCE-fundable in 2008-09 and in subsequent years.  This does not affect the 2007-08 TRAC models or the data reported for 2007-08.  

However, TRAC models for 2008-09 need to reflect the shift in these students from HEFCE-fundable PFT to NPFT.  Both student numbers and costs for ELQs need to be reported under NPFT.  Under TRAC (T), the HEFCE-fundable student numbers provided to you on the proforma will exclude students studying for ELQs from 2008-09.  In the calculation of the subject-related costs of HEFCE-fundable provision the costs of this provision should also be excluded. 

e) Scotland

Last year, some Scottish institutions had difficulty reconciling the HESA-derived student numbers in the TRAC (T) templates with their own internal records.  Scottish institutions were permitted to over-write their student numbers in this situation.

For the 2007-08 return, SFC will provide details of how they have derived the pre-filled student numbers from HESA.  Scottish institutions should use the pre-filled numbers where possible.  However, if this is not possible or does not best reflect patterns of provision and cost ratios, Scottish institutions can over-write the pre-filled figures.  If the pre-filled numbers are changed institutions should ensure that overall totals remain the same.

7.  The TRAC (T) report for 2007-08 data

A blank proforma is attached.

Institutional proformas pre-filled with data from your HESA student record will be available to download from the HEFCE extranet, from mid December. Details on how to access the extranet will be sent to Heads of Finance and TRAC managers at this time.   

The income proxies for use in TRAC (T) given in Appendix 10, (and Appendix 12-2 for Scotland) have been updated for 2007-08 and are available on the JCPSG website (http://www.jcpsg.ac.uk/guidance/2008/). You will again need to use these as proxies for your non-subject related costs.  In certain circumstances, you may need to change these figures (e.g. where you capitalise expenditure, or pass monies to another institution) – if you do so, please give full details in the box provided.  Please note that funding for very high cost and vulnerable science subjects is now included amongst the proxies for non-subject related costs.

When reporting student numbers, in Table D.1, Analysis of Funding Council-fundable student numbers, you will need to enter franchised-out student numbers into column (f). All other columns will be pre-filled with data from your HESA student record.

In Table D.2, you will need to:

· provide an analysis of your Non-fundable student FTEs (column (a)) reported to HESA  by Non-Funding Council-fundable and NPFT. These should be entered in columns (b) and (c).

· include all non-credit bearing student FTEs in columns (e) or (f).

· include all FE students in columns (e) or (f)

· enter any other student numbers that you do not report to HESA (see note under section 5 above) in columns (e) (non-Funding Council-fundable) and (f) (NPFT). 

The proforma is basically the same as that used for 2006-07 data.  The changes that have been made are as follows:

· as described above, two additional columns have been added in Table D.2 to record student numbers not returned to HESA;

· a box has been added in Table A.1 to ask if you produce a cost per student for each department for use by management;

· further validation checks are included;

· In Table C.4 all bursaries and scholarships etc should be reported in row 109 of the spreadsheet “Bursaries and any other academic department costs not included above”.
· Table C.5 now shows an analysis of Funding Council-fundable PFT.  Separate columns are now included: for O(CS), for the costs of franchised-out provision, and (as a negative) non-subject related costs.  A cost per franchised-out student will be shown in the benchmarking report if you have also completed Table D.1;

· in Table C.5 further notes have been included to give guidance on how to allocate costs between the various columns;

· in Table D.2, no weightings for PGT or UGT students are now included.  The benchmark reports will show total costs per student (unweighted) in each HESA academic cost centre for non-Funding Council-fundable PFT and for NPFT provision, compared to a total cost per student for Funding Council-fundable provision.  The latter will now include both subject-related and non-subject related costs – excluding bursaries.

8.  The 2007-08 benchmarking process

Benchmark results will be made available by the end of March 2009.  As per previous years, you will be able to access data for your institution, compared to data for your peer group and for the sector as a whole.  

The peer groups used for 2006-07 benchmarking will form the basis for the 2007-08 reports:  these will incorporate a few changes requested by individual institutions last year (received too late to include at that time).  The 2007-08 list is attached. 

There will be no formal benchmarking workshops, however, you are encouraged to hold a self-help group meeting, or another meeting of your peer institutions, in early April, to discuss your figures between yourselves.  

In April, Melanie Burdett will also be contacting institutions who are showing unlikely data and asking them to confirm that it is correct.  

By 24 April 2008, institutions in England and Northern Ireland should sign off their data as being correct. A sign-off sheet will appear in your “results package” once you have submitted your return via the HEFCE extranet. The data should be signed off by the vice-chancellor or principal of the institution, or their most appropriate deputy, on the institution’s behalf.

Use of the 2007-08 Subject-FACTS data by the funding councils to inform their teaching funding methods is likely to be informed by their normal consultation processes.

9.  Costing non-subject related areas

There are no developments currently planned in this area that will affect reporting in 2007-08 or 2008-09.

Melanie Burdett at J M Consulting Ltd is still responsible for the Helpdesk on TRAC (T) for institutions in England and Northern Ireland.  If institutions in those countries have any questions on any aspect of this note, or on TRAC (T), please contact Melanie on 0117 959 3687 or  director@jmc1.org
Institutions in Scotland should contact Sarah Kirkpatrick, Senior Funding Officer, SFC on 0131 313 6613 or skirkpatrick@sfc.ac.uk
