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Foreword 

This report has been produced by UCU members at the University of Nottingham. It 
explains why the UCU branch believes the decision by university management to 
suspend 42 courses is a serious mistake and how an alternative approach can avoid the 
disastrous consequences of the Future Nottingham proposals.  

We understand that the UK higher education sector faces very serious problems – the 
result of years of under-investment and a broken fees-based funding model. This report 
recognises that. However, it is the case that many of the serious problems faced at the 
University of Nottingham are unique to the university and, sadly, have been well and truly 
‘made in Nottingham’. 

Botched IT projects, the purchase of a white elephant campus and the adoption of 
accounting models rejected by similar institutions elsewhere have all contributed to the 
crisis the university now faces. As a union we have consistently highlighted these 
problems, and we have sought to engage constructively to address them. For example, 
in 2021 UCU members with specialisms in finance and accounting, together with an 
external consultant with expertise in higher education finances, developed an Alternative 
Financial Strategy (AFS). Our proposals were summarily dismissed by university 
management and we were prevented from even presenting them to University Council 
members. In 2024 the branch developed and submitted a revised and updated strategy 
– AFS 2.0. We are confident that if our alternative financial proposals had been accepted 
the university would not be in the situation it is in today. 

Many of the people responsible for those decisions have now left the university. 
However, it seems the current management has learned nothing from past experience. 
Once again there is a reluctance to engage in full debate, signalled by the unwillingness 
to be transparent about the methodology used to justify widescale course closures. At 
the same time, top-down change is imposed and staff are told there is no alternative. 
The university must, apparently, ‘rightsize’. This report rejects the notion of ‘rightsizing’ 
with its bogus connotation of some optimal institutional configuration. These are choices 
being made by university management based on a specific, and in our view 
impoverished, vision of the university’s future. The UCU branch at Nottingham is clear - 
‘rightsizing’ is the wrong approach. 

Other choices are available - there is an alternative. It is to be found in a recommitment 
to the mission of a public university, grounded in public service values. It is also to be 
found in the commitment of university staff who have served the university so well, 
despite a catalogue of institutional level decisions that have hindered, rather than 
helped, their efforts. This approach is based on mobilising the energy and commitment 
of the university’s most valuable asset – the people who work in the institution. It stands 
at odds with an approach that dismisses that commitment and devalues the huge 
contribution staff have made to the university’s achievements. 
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The contents of this report are guided by a much more ambitious and optimistic vision of 
what the University of Nottingham can be – as an institution that is truly international in 
its orientation, but which never loses sight of its commitment to its local community. But it 
is also hard-headed in its approach. As members of an academic community the 
importance of reasoned argument and the power of robust evidence is well understood. 
That is why these proposals are based on a firm evidence base and a transparent and 
rigorous methodology. Drawing on this data the report shows how the university’s 
strategy of hiking up student-staff ratios is an irresponsible risk that threatens 
Nottingham’s status as a research-intensive institution within the Russell Group of 
universities. It will lead to a deteriorating student experience, while simultaneously 
undermining, not enhancing, research quality. It will set the university on a trajectory that 
will be impossible to reverse. 

We urge you to read this report and engage with UCU branch members as we work 
alongside others to prevent the irreversible damage that will result from the proposed 
course closures. It is understood that change is necessary, and the branch want to work 
with university management to find the best way forward. However, this requires the 
management to put an embargo on their proposed course closures, engage in a 
genuinely transparent discussion about future options and commit to working with the 
whole university community to identify an agreed way forward. 

Signed 

Professor Lopa Leach (UCU UoN President) 

Howard Stevenson* (Professor Emeritus, School of Education, UoN).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Howard has researched and published widely on higher education in the UK and internationally. He recently 
authored Education International’s submission to ILO/UNESCOs global review of working conditions in 
higher education institutions. 
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Executive Summary 
This counter-proposal responds to the University’s Future Nottingham 2 (FN2) plan to 
suspend 42 programmes for the 2026/27 academic year. It is written in a constructive 
spirit, recognising the financial and strategic pressures facing the sector, but with serious 
concerns about the transparency, robustness, equality implications and governance of 
the current process. Our goal is to challenge the rationale behind certain course closures 
and offer ways forward, which may include ideas for how to consolidate related modules 
within future programmes.  

This document is not intended as a full counter-proposal to the FN2 business case, 
which may be developed in the future. However,  it does touch on several aspects of the 
University’s Strategic Case for Change, which have been used to support the case for 
course suspensions This includes a critical analysis of the University's proposal to raise 
the University-wide student–staff ratio (SSR) to a target band of 18–22.  

The counter-proposal argues that the FN2 approach, as currently designed and 
implemented, presents significant academic, regulatory, reputational and financial risks 
to the University. These risks arise from three interconnected elements: 

●​ the programme performance model used to identify courses for suspension 
●​ the financial strategy, including high surplus targets 
●​ The so called ‘rightsizing’ strategy centred on SSR, which would significantly 

increase student–staff ratios across the institution. 

1. Methodological weaknesses in the programme performance model 
The model underpinning the suspension proposals has not been shared in full, and key 
components — including data sources, weightings, indicator definitions and thresholds 
— have not been disclosed to Schools, Faculties, Senate or Council. 

Concerns include: 

●​ over-reliance on metrics (tariff, market share, NSS, bibliometrics) that are volatile 
or structurally biased 

●​ crude comparison of disparate disciplines using Russell Group quartiles 
●​ potential breaches of the University’s Responsible Metrics policy 
●​ unclear integration of financial performance indicators 
●​ absence of sensitivity analysis or systematic error checking. 

Without much more transparency, internal scrutiny or methodological validation, the 
model cannot safely support decisions of this magnitude. 
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2. Equality and civic risks, including potential PSED non-compliance 
Although a high-level EIA has been referenced, no programme-level or subject-level 
EIAs have been shared. This is especially concerning because many proposed 
suspensions disproportionately affect: 

●​ mature, widening-participation and local students 
●​ ethnic minority and disabled students 
●​ programmes with significant civic or workforce importance (e.g. Mental Health 

Nursing, Social Work, Public Health, Education, Agriculture, Languages and 
some Arts disciplines). 

Proceeding without transparent EIAs before decision-making represents a material 
equality risk and may undermine the University’s Access and Participation Plan and 
broader EDI commitments. There are also wider civic implications where programmes 
serve regional workforce needs and public services. 

3. Governance concerns and departures from established processes 
The University’s Quality Manual sets out clear processes for programme suspension, 
requiring: 

●​ School and Faculty endorsement 
●​ scrutiny by Senate-level committees 
●​ meaningful academic consultation and the use of Annual Programme Review as 

the main vehicle for programme enhancement. 

In the FN2 process, proposals have moved rapidly towards Council with limited evidence 
of School/Faculty endorsement and without the full sequence of Senate governance. 
This weakens institutional checks and risks compliance failures. 

4. SSR-based ‘rightsizing’ and risks to the University’s academic standing 
Alongside programme suspensions, FN2 proposes raising the University-wide SSR from 
around 14:1 to a target range of 18–22:1 as a central mechanism for so-called 
“rightsizing” the academic workforce. A separate technical paper provides detailed 
modelling of the consequences of this policy for national and international rankings and 
for Nottingham’s position within the research-intensive sector. 

In summary, that analysis shows that: 

●​ no Russell Group university currently operates at SSRs in the 18–22 range 
●​ SSR is tightly coupled to league-table metrics such as QS Faculty–Student Ratio 

and multiple Guardian indicators 
●​ an increase to the proposed SSR range would, over time, be expected to move 

Nottingham decisively out of the global top-100.  
●​ these effects are lagged but structurally embedded: reversing them would require 

years of reinvestment in academic staff. 
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Increasing SSR to this level is therefore not a neutral efficiency measure; it constitutes a 
significant strategic re-positioning of the University away from the research-intensive 
cohort. 

5. Academic and reputational risks from programme withdrawals 
The proposals would substantially narrow the University’s academic breadth in areas 
central to: 

●​ interdisciplinary research ecosystems 
●​ civic and regional partnerships 
●​ local workforce pipelines 
●​ global strategic priorities (e.g. sustainability, food systems, public health, 

education, culture and languages). 

In several cases (e.g. Arts programmes following Curriculum Transformation and Arts 
Reimagined), suspension is proposed before redesigned curricula have even run, 
preventing evidence-based evaluation. This carries clear reputational risks. 

6. Faculty-level evidence challenges several suspension rationales 
Detailed programme submissions demonstrate that many programmes proposed for 
suspension: 

●​ recruit well or have clear potential for growth 
●​ align closely with major institutional research strengths 
●​ contribute to high-priority regional workforce needs 
●​ or have credible, cost-conscious enhancement plans already in progress. 

Examples include Agriculture and Agricultural Business Management, Microbiology, 
Plant Biology, Mathematical Physics, Mental Health Nursing, Public Health and several 
Arts programmes. In these cases, the evidence suggests that the programmes are 
strategic assets rather than liabilities. 
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Introduction and Purpose 
The purpose of this document is to provide a clear, evidence-informed response to the 
course suspension proposals and associated student–staff ratio (SSR) changes outlined 
in Future Nottingham 2 (FN2). It was developed in response to the University's promise 
to meaningfully engage with trade unions over course suspensions.  It is written in 
recognition of the significant financial and strategic pressures facing the University and 
the wider higher education sector, and in support of the institutional goal of long-term 
sustainability. At the same time, it reflects concerns raised across Schools, Faculties and 
professional services that the current proposals, as presented, carry substantial 
academic, equality, governance and reputational risks. 

This counter-proposal has three primary aims: 

1.​ To evaluate the Strategic Case for Change and the evidence base underpinning 
FN2, including the programme performance model, SSR proposals, financial 
assumptions and the processes by which decisions have been reached. 

2.​ To present programme-level and faculty-level evidence which demonstrates that 
several areas proposed for suspension are academically strong, strategically 
relevant, civically important, or capable of enhancement through targeted support 
rather than withdrawal. 

3.​ To offer a constructive alternative pathway, grounded in transparency, academic 
governance and institutional values, that provides a credible route to portfolio 
sustainability without the risks associated with immediate programme 
suspensions and substantial increases in SSR. 

The document draws on: 

●​ internal FN2 documentation, 
●​ programme-level submissions from Schools and Faculties, 
●​ data provided through dashboards and performance indicators, 
●​ equality and governance obligations set out in the University’s policies and 

regulatory frameworks,-  
●​ modelling on the implications of SSR changes for institutional positioning, 
●​ and comparative evidence from across the Russell Group and the wider sector. 

The scope of this document is deliberately comprehensive. Programme suspensions, 
SSR changes, and the programme performance model are interdependent elements of 
FN2; therefore, each must be considered in relation to the others. The intention is not to 
resist change, but to ensure that change proceeds on a sound analytical foundation and 
through processes that fully meet the University’s academic, legal, civic and governance 
obligations. 
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The recommendations set out in the concluding section are offered in a constructive and 
collaborative spirit. They aim to support the University in developing a sustainable, 
high-quality portfolio that strengthens its position as a research-intensive, civic-minded 
institution while protecting disciplinary integrity, student opportunity and long-term 
reputation. 

This document is not a counter-proposal to the business case for FN2 and any 
associated job cuts.  This will be developed separately as part of a future consultation 
should the need arise. 
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Part I – Critique of the Strategic Case for 
Change 
 

Summary of the University’s Published Rationale 
The FN2 Strategic Case for Change sets out the University’s intention to achieve 
“sustainable academic excellence” through a combination of programme suspensions, 
structural rebalancing of the academic workforce, and the introduction of new efficiency 
measures including increased student–staff ratios (SSR). The rationale rests on three 
key propositions: 

1.​ Excellence – concentrating investment in areas of established or emerging 
international strength, improving competitiveness, and enhancing global profile. 

2.​ Academic Breadth – maintaining a balanced portfolio aligned with a 
research-intensive institutional identity while withdrawing from areas deemed to 
have persistently low demand or limited strategic contribution. 

3.​ Sustainability – ensuring the University maintains sufficient operating surplus to 
invest in infrastructure, digital systems, research capability and long-term 
strategic initiatives. 

To support these aims, the Strategic Case outlines a staged analytical process: 

●​ Stage 1: School-level performance review using dashboards and cost–value data 
to identify potential areas of concern. 

●​ Stage 2: Subject-level positioning within the Russell Group, using quartile 
analysis of market share, tariff, revenue, citations, research income and other 
indicators. 

●​ Stage 3: Programme-level performance modelling, applying a series of 
metrics—including tariff, income per FTE, market growth/decline, continuation, 
NSS scores and international recruitment—to generate composite performance 
scores. 

Programmes falling below specified thresholds, particularly where the associated subject 
area sits in the lowest Russell Group quartile, were identified as candidates for 
suspension. The Strategic Case also links the programme performance model to the 
broader strategy for raising SSR to between 18–22:1 through so-called workforce 
“rightsizing”. 

The University asserts that these proposals are necessary to address financial 
pressures arising from frozen home fees, inflationary costs, estate commitments and 
rising pension contributions. The FN2 documentation frames the proposed suspensions 
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as essential to unlocking future investment, improving institutional competitiveness, and 
aligning the academic portfolio with long-term strategic goals. 

However, the Strategic Case provides limited detail on the construction, validation or 
weighting of the programme performance model; the basis for setting SSR targets; how 
equality duties have been met; or how governance requirements under the Quality 
Manual have informed the process. These gaps are addressed in the following sections. 

Methodological Concerns in the Programme 
Performance Model 
The programme performance model plays a central role in determining which 
programmes are proposed for suspension. As such, its methodological integrity and 
transparency are critical. The evidence reviewed indicates several significant concerns. 

Lack of transparency and replicability 

The University has not published: 

●​ the full list of metrics used, 
●​ the weightings assigned to each metric, 
●​ the data sources from which metrics were drawn, 
●​ the thresholds or cut-offs applied, 
●​ any sensitivity analyses, 
●​ or information about model validation. 

Without this information, Schools, Faculties, Senate and Council are unable to 
understand how the model produces its outputs or to test the robustness of its 
conclusions. The lack of transparency limits the ability of academic bodies to fulfil 
scrutiny responsibilities and undermines confidence in the decision-making process. 

Issues relating to Responsible Metrics and disciplinary comparability 

The model appears to rely on a form of ranking subjects and programmes within crude 
Russell Group quartiles for indicators such as tariff, market share, citations and research 
income. This approach risks breaching the principles of the University’s Responsible 
Metrics policy, which cautions against: 

●​ using bibliometrics or research funding as proxies for educational quality, 
●​ comparing disciplines with fundamentally different publication cultures or funding 

models, 
●​ relying on composite scores without contextual interpretation. 
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Disciplines such as Languages, Music, American and Canadian Studies,1 Social Work 
and Nursing are structurally disadvantaged by such comparisons. 

Tariff, market share and structural bias 

Tariff and market share are strongly influenced by: 

●​ regional demography, 
●​ patterns of school attainment, 
●​ socio-economic factors, 
●​ local labour market conditions, 
●​ and national subject-level supply and demand. 

Using these indicators as primary determinants of programme viability risks embedding 
disadvantage and penalising programmes that make essential contributions to widening 
participation, local recruitment and civic responsibility. 

NSS volatility and cohort effects 

We understand that NSS scores have been used ‘holistically’ in course closure 
decision-making. NSS scores are known to be highly volatile year-on-year, sensitive to 
changes in assessment or cohort characteristics, unreliable for smaller cohorts, and 
influenced by institutional rather than programme-level factors. 

There is no evidence that appropriate statistical adjustments (e.g., confidence intervals, 
cohort-size weighting) have been applied. As a result, NSS performance may be 
overinterpreted or used inappropriately as a closure trigger. 

Unclear integration of financial metrics 

The Strategic Case suggests that financial sustainability is a central consideration, yet 
the relationship between the performance model and financial indicators (e.g., 
controllable margin, contribution, cost centres) remains opaque. Programme-level 
evidence shows: 

●​ financially positive programmes appearing on the suspension list, 
●​ financially negative programmes not included, 
●​ and no clear articulation of how financial data interacts with model outputs. 

1 Within the Russell Group, only one other institution (Manchester) maintains a Department of 
American Studies, making intra-group comparisons unreliable. The University’s own RAG 
comparator documentation reflects this, noting that American Studies does not meet the 
comparator threshold for inclusion. More broadly, only a small number of institutions across the 
sector (approximately five to six) offer American Studies programmes, which further limits the 
usefulness of comparative metrics in this area.  
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This raises concerns about consistency and whether financial judgments have been 
applied systematically. 

Absence of sensitivity testing and impact modelling 

There is no evidence that the University has tested: 

●​ how variations in weightings would affect programmes, 
●​ how sensitive the outputs are to small changes in tariff or NSS, 
●​ how the model performs across different disciplines, 
●​ or whether the model inadvertently reproduces or amplifies structural inequalities. 

Given the significance of the decisions being taken, the absence of such validation 
represents a material methodological risk. 

Equality, Regulatory and Civic Risks 
The Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) requires the University to have due regard to 
the need to eliminate discrimination, advance equality of opportunity, and foster good 
relations between people who share protected characteristics and those who do not. 
These duties apply at the point at which decisions are made, not retrospectively. They 
therefore require robust, transparent equality analysis prior to any decision on 
programme suspension. 

Lack of Programme-Level Equality Impact Assessments (EIAs) 

While the Strategic Case references a high-level EIA on FN2 as a whole, no 
programme-level or subject-level EIAs have been published or shared with Schools, 
Faculties, Senate or Council. This raises several concerns: 

●​ Decisions appear to have been made without evidence that equality impacts 
were understood or mitigated. 

●​ Programmes serving high proportions of widening-participation, mature, local and 
international students have been proposed for suspension without documented 
assessment of impact. 

●​ Several subject areas with large proportions of ethnic minority or disabled 
students appear disproportionately represented among suspensions. 

The absence of transparent EIAs creates a significant risk of indirect discrimination, as 
well as a risk of procedural non-compliance with the PSED. 

Structural Bias in the Programme Performance Model 

Many of the metrics used in the programme performance model — tariff, market share, 
continuation and NSS — are known to correlate strongly with: 
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●​ socio-economic disadvantage, 
●​ school type, 
●​ ethnicity, 
●​ disability status, 
●​ age and background. 

Using these metrics without appropriate contextualisation risks embedding existing 
inequalities into institutional decision-making. It may also conflict with commitments 
made in the Access and Participation Plan and OfS expectations regarding the 
monitoring of equality impacts. 

Risks to Regional Workforce and Civic Obligations 

Several programmes proposed for suspension — including Mental Health Nursing, Child 
Nursing, Public Health, Agriculture, Education and Languages — make critical 
contributions to local and regional workforce pipelines. Suspension of these programmes 
risks: 

●​ exacerbating workforce shortages in health, social care and public services, 
●​ weakening regional partnerships with the NHS, local authorities, schools and 

third-sector organisations, 
●​ reducing the University’s contribution to local cultural and civic life. 

Given increased regulatory and political scrutiny of universities’ civic responsibilities, 
these risks are non-trivial. 

Governance Concerns 
Programme suspension is a significant academic decision governed by the University’s 
Quality Manual, which sets out specific requirements for consultation, scrutiny and 
approval. A review of the FN2 process raises important questions about adherence to 
these frameworks. 

Departure from Quality Manual procedures 

The Quality Manual states that programme suspension: 

●​ requires School and Faculty endorsement, 
●​ should typically follow Annual Programme Review, 
●​ should engage relevant School/Faculty committees, 
●​ must be considered by Senate-level bodies (ESE, QSC) before submission to 

Senate and Council. 

These steps are intended to ensure that decisions are informed by academic judgement, 
educational quality considerations, PSRB requirements and local expertise. 
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Senate and Committee oversight 

Evidence indicates that FN2 proposals: 

●​ were not consistently developed through School or Faculty governance channels, 
●​ did not systematically use Annual Programme Review as the primary 

enhancement mechanism, 
●​ were not presented to Senate-level committees for detailed scrutiny prior to 

moving toward Council. 

As a result, key academic questions — regarding pedagogic quality, viability, strategic 
alignment, PSRB implications and enhancement potential — have not been fully 
scrutinised through established academic governance processes. 

The programme performance model has been treated as a central determinant of 
suspension decisions, yet: 

●​ it has not been reviewed by academic governance bodies, 
●​ there is no record of Senate or its subcommittees scrutinising the model, 
●​ Schools and Faculties have not been able to test or validate its outputs. 

This raises concerns about whether Senate is able to fulfil its statutory responsibility for 
academic standards and academic oversight. 

Governance Risks Associated with SSR Changes 

Raising SSR to the proposed FN2 target range (18–22) constitutes a major academic 
and strategic decision with long-term implications for: 

●​ teaching quality, 
●​ league-table performance, 
●​ research environment, 
●​ staff workload, 
●​ student experience. 

It is unclear whether Senate has been able to fully scrutinise these implications or 
whether alternative scenarios have been formally considered. 
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Part II – Student–Staff Ratio (SSR) and 
Rightsizing Analysis 
The University of Nottingham’s so called ‘rightsizing’ method places the student-staff 
ratio (SSR) at the centre of decisions on course viability, workforce reduction and 
identifying “over-staffed” areas. A target band of 18–22 students per academic staff 
member is proposed as the benchmark for scaling back the academic workforce. This 
metric is then used to identify areas for contraction and to underpin potential course 
closures and redundancies. 

Although the University concedes that “SSR is an imperfect measure of academic 
capacity,” it nevertheless elevates SSR to the principal tool for determining staffing 
levels. This approach is analytically flawed, operationally risky, and strategically 
catastrophic. As our analysis will show, it presents an existential risk to Nottingham’s 
status as a research-intensive, Russell Group institution. 

Why a blanket SSR target is fundamentally 
misconceived 
SSR reduces the entire complexity of academic work into a single crude number. It takes 
no account of: 

●​ variations in teaching intensity (labs, studios, clinical provision, PSRB 
requirements, fieldwork, placements); 

●​ assessment volume and modes of delivery; 
●​ pastoral, welfare and safeguarding duties; 
●​ the uneven distribution of administrative and leadership responsibilities; 
●​ the reality that some programmes are structurally far more staff-intensive than 

others. 
●​ budgeted vacancies 
●​ staff on study leave or secondment 
●​ casually employed staff 

The premise that a uniform SSR target of 18–22 represents “appropriate” provision 
across all disciplines is fundamentally incorrect. Many subjects cannot credibly or safely 
operate at these levels. The SSR metric is therefore not an indicator of academic 
capacity; it is simply a headcount ratio that obscures the real labour required to deliver 
high-quality teaching. 

Generic SSR targets take no account of the staffing requirements set by PSRBs, clinical 
regulators, lab safety frameworks and accreditation bodies. As a result, the proposed 
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approach creates not only compliance risks but also direct risks to the safe operation of 
laboratory and clinically governed teaching. 

A case study in Physics & Astronomy  

A subject-level look at the Guardian 2026 data for Physics shows very clearly why a 
uniform SSR target of 18–22 across the University is neither realistic nor compatible with 
maintaining a research-intensive profile. Physics & Astronomy at Nottingham is a Nobel 
Prize winning school, with a world leading research profile in many areas,  ranging from 
medical physics to cosmology.  

Across the 44 UK institutions listed for Physics in the Guardian 2026 table, student-staff 
ratios cluster tightly in the 9–11 range, with a median of 10.6 and an upper quartile of 
11.4. Values above 14 are already outliers, and anything approaching 18–22 is almost 
entirely absent from the physics landscape. 

Within the Russell Group, the picture is even more striking. Physics SSRs for Russell 
Group universities are as follows (Guardian 2026): 

●​ Cardiff: 7.6 
●​ Exeter: 8.1 
●​ Newcastle: 8.5 
●​ Birmingham: 9.0 
●​ Liverpool: 9.1 
●​ Queen Mary: 9.2 
●​ Oxford: 9.3 
●​ Warwick: 9.5 
●​ Southampton: 9.5 
●​ Leeds: 10.1 
●​ Durham / Glasgow: 10.6 
●​ Edinburgh / UCL / Imperial: 10.7–10.8 
●​ Queen’s Belfast / Sheffield: 11.0 
●​ Nottingham: 11.3 
●​ King’s College London: 11.4 
●​ Bristol: 11.8 
●​ Cambridge: 12.1 
●​ Manchester: 14.2 

Physics at Nottingham already has one of the highest SSRs in the Russell Group. Only 
KCL, Bristol, Cambridge and Manchester operate with a higher SSR in this subject. In 
other words, Nottingham Physics is already at the “thin end” of Russell Group staffing, 
even before any proposed “rightsizing”. 

Pushing physics at Nottingham to an SSR in the 18–22 range would therefore be totally 
out of step with research-intensive norms. In the 2026 physics table, the only universities 

20 



 

with SSRs approaching these levels are non-Russell Group institutions with very 
different profiles: 

●​ Around 18–19: Sheffield Hallam (18.8) 
●​ Above 20: Hull (23.4) 

There are no traditional Russell Group physics departments operating with SSRs 
anywhere close to 18–22. At those levels, Nottingham Physics would no longer 
resemble its current peer group (Oxford, Imperial, Durham, Leeds, etc.) but rather a 
cluster of institutions that do not share its research reputation, funding base, or mission. 

This has three key implications: 

1.​ Physics is already “high SSR” within the Russell Group​
Imposing a generic university-wide target of 18–22 would hit Physics particularly 
hard, because it is starting from a position where SSR is already stretched 
relative to its research-intensive peers. There is simply less headroom to cut 
without damaging quality. 

2.​ A blanket target ignores the structural realities of Physics​
Physics is a lab-intensive, equipment-heavy discipline with small-group teaching, 
practical classes, project supervision and significant safety responsibilities. As we 
argue elsewhere, SSR is a crude number that takes no account of: 

○​ lab and practical contact time; 
○​ project and dissertation supervision; 
○​ specialist equipment and safety oversight; 
○​ the high level of staff input required to deliver problem-based learning and 

mathematical skills support. 

An SSR of 18–22 in Physics is not simply “leaner delivery”; it is a fundamental 
redefinition of what Physics teaching looks like, and one that is incompatible with 
elite research-active provision. 

3.​ Ratcheting Physics up to 18–22 would reposition Nottingham out of the 
research-intensive cohort​
At these SSR levels, Nottingham’s physics provision would statistically sit 
alongside institutions such as Sheffield Hallam and Hull, not alongside Oxford, 
Imperial, or even mid-ranking Russell Group departments. That is not a marginal 
adjustment; it is a change in sector identity for the subject. 

In short, the Guardian Physics data demonstrate that you cannot impose a blanket SSR 
target of 18–22 across all disciplines without doing severe, disproportionate damage to 
laboratory-based, research-intensive subjects like Physics. Physics at Nottingham is 
already operating with one of the highest SSRs in the Russell Group; forcing it towards 
18–22 would move it out of the research-intensive peer group altogether and align it with 
institutions that do not share its elite research reputation or mission. 
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Problems with the data being used 

The staff FTE snapshot overstates real teaching capacity 

The University relies on TRAC data based on a single July payroll snapshot. While there 
has been little hiring, many colleagues have left, and vacancies arising throughout the 
year are not reflected in this single-point measure. This means the TRAC snapshot can 
overstate the real teaching capacity available in Schools. 

At a time when many units have seen a steady erosion of staff numbers, using a static 
snapshot produces an inflated impression of “surplus capacity” that is out of line with 
lived reality.  

Student numbers rely on methodologically allocated, not actual, 
teaching demand 

Student FTEs are drawn from the Latest Revised Forecast (LRF), which incorporates 
methodological allocations, including allocating activity to Budget Units using a 
partially-historic Load Matrix rather than using contemporaneous teaching loads. These 
numbers lag curriculum change, elective choice patterns, programme redesign, and 
variations in actual semester-by-semester teaching intensity. 

The combination of methodologically allocated student numbers and single-point staff 
snapshots produces an internal SSR metric that is not measuring real capacity or 
demand, but a modelled approximation. Using that approximation to drive possible 
redundancies is reckless. Furthermore, the internal SSR metric uses different snapshot 
dates and datasets to the league table providers, meaning that the data which is being 
used to make decisions internally does not match the data that we are being 
benchmarked against externally. The lagged release of both the internal and league 
table SSR calculations also means that they are not a reliable indicator of current 
teaching load. 

PGT teaching should be treated differently 

The University of Nottingham has around 5000 FTE PGT students. The majority of these 
students are registered on Masters level courses. For purposes of calculating a School 
level SSR, postgraduate taught (PGT) students need to be viewed differently to 
undergraduate (UG) students. The rationale for this is: 
 

●​ UG students normally complete 120 credits over the course of 9 months. PGT 
students generally complete 180 credits over a full year. 

●​ PGT students are studying at a more advanced and specialised level, requiring 
more preparation and specialist supervision. 
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●​ PGT students require personal tutoring as the ‘Here for You’ programme is 
geared towards UG. 

●​ A high proportion (80%) of PGT students are international, paying high fees, but 
needing support to quickly adjust to UK higher education. 

 
It is therefore problematic to count PGT students as equivalent to a UG student. This 
severely penalises disciplines that have a high number of PGTs, and will undermine the 
quality of the offer at this level. Our proposal is that an appropriate SSR for PGT is 
weighted to take account of the additional credits these students take and the higher 
income they generate. Therefore, each student should be regarded as 1.5 FTE, and the 
SSR calculations adjusted accordingly.  
 

Strong research areas risk being disproportionately 
targeted 
SSR is blind to research buy-out. In research-active Schools: 

●​ grant-funded colleagues appear in the SSR denominator even though they are 
not available to teach; 

●​ this inflates apparent staffing levels; 
●​ successful research units then look “over-staffed” compared with teaching-only 

units. 

The policy references RKE “deciles” as a contextual analysis, but makes clear that these 
rankings are indicative only and do not protect units from SSR-driven cuts. The result is 
a system where research-intensive Schools — those contributing most to REF 
performance, doctoral education, external income and global reputation — are 
paradoxically the most exposed to workforce reduction. 

It is also worth noting that small research units such as Music can be disproportionately 
affected by the current methodology. In addition to Teaching Associate cover, they have 
also been allocated NRF and ECR staff FTE by the Faculty; in a department as small as 
Music (just over 10 FTE), even a single additional FTE significantly shifts their SSR, 
making them appear less efficient despite the fact that this staffing reflects genuine 
research commitments rather than surplus capacity. 

We recommend that all externally funded FTE time be removed from internal SSR 
calculations.  

The University’s reversal on SSR direction 
The University’s own data shows that, over several years, Schools were encouraged — 
and pressured — to drive SSRs downwards in order to improve league-table 
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performance and enhance student experience. This was achieved through “improved” 
reporting, including staff who may only have a minimal teaching load due to research 
buy-outs. 

The new policy abruptly reverses that direction, reclassifying previously “good” SSRs as 
signs of over-staffing. This inconsistency is not only unfair; it exposes Schools to 
structural penalties for following institutional strategy. 

Modelling risks to the University rankings 
The University’s rightsizing proposals present a series of profound strategic risks that 
have not been adequately recognised in the institutional analysis. Our modelling 
demonstrates that the decision to raise SSR across the University—particularly to the 
level implied by the proposed 18–22 benchmark—has consequences far beyond those 
acknowledged in the University’s own documentation. The scale of the impact on 
national and international rankings is significantly greater than the institution appears to 
realise, and threatens to destabilise the University’s global standing, research reputation, 
and long-term viability as a research-intensive, Russell Group institution. 

While the University notes that higher SSRs will negatively affect league-table 
performance, its mitigation rests on the assumption that sector-wide deterioration will 
offset this impact. This assumption does not withstand scrutiny. Our analysis shows that 
Nottingham is front-running towards a steep and avoidable decline, taking 
disproportionately severe action ahead of peers. Other institutions are unlikely to 
replicate this approach at the same scale—indeed, they may observe its adverse 
consequences and avoid following altogether. Even if some domestic competitors were 
to raise their SSRs in line with Nottingham, our preliminary modelling shows that this 
would offer only negligible protection in global rankings. UK universities would still be 
competing against international institutions that continue to invest in low SSRs as a core 
element of student experience and research excellence. 

The modelling presented in this section shows clearly that the proposed SSR increase 
would drop Nottingham more than 20 places in the QS World University Rankings, 
driving it well outside of the top 100. Such a fall would have catastrophic effects on 
international student recruitment, global partnerships, high-value collaborations, and the 
University’s overall brand identity. We have also modelled the impact of reduced 
research time on global rankings and found even more dramatic falls in the global 
rankings.  

The outlook for national league tables is equally bleak, with the University again 
expected to fall more than 20 places in the Guardian league table. The idea that raising 
entry tariffs could compensate for this decline in national rankings is similarly flawed: our 
data explicitly shows that tariff uplift cannot realistically counteract the negative 
effects of sharply rising SSRs in the metrics used by the Guardian.  We also expect a 
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negative effect on teaching provision and pastoral care due to staffing limitations, 
resulting in worsening NSS scores, although we have not included this in our modelling. 
In addition, the University also consistently underperforms in the spend per student and 
value added score measures, neither of which can be remediated by an increase in 
entry tariff.  

Beyond the immediate numerical impacts, the rightsizing strategy accelerates a 
structural drift away from a research-intensive model. Increased SSRs diminish 
academic presence, reduce time for research, depress grant capture, and fragment 
research groups. Over time, this pushes the University towards a teaching-intensive 
profile, undermining its REF performance, doctoral training capacity, and international 
competitiveness. The cumulative effect represents a direct threat to Nottingham’s 
Russell Group status, its ability to recruit top staff and students, and its long-term 
reputation as a leading research university. 

The sections that follow present the detailed modelling behind these conclusions. They 
make clear that the University’s approach is not a manageable adjustment but a 
strategic miscalculation with existential implications. 

The fact that the University has rushed into targeting higher SSR to address financial 
problems without modelling the potential risks is highly negligent. Whilst our work goes 
far beyond what the University has presented so far, it should not be seen as a complete 
analysis.  It is clear that a much more thorough and mathematically robust investigation 
is required to properly understand the implications of raising the SSR to such 
dangerously high levels.  

QS World University Rankings 

The University’s proposal to increase the staff–student ratio from its current level to a 
target range of 18–22:1 represents far more than a simple operational adjustment. 
Because SSR feeds directly into the Faculty–Student Ratio (FSR) component of the QS 
World University Rankings—and indirectly into the University’s research capacity 
through reduced time available for scholarship—this change has major implications for 
Nottingham’s global standing. 

At present staffing levels, academic workload allocations allow for roughly 33% 
protected research time in most areas. Under the proposed rightsizing model, that 
figure falls to approximately 25%, a reduction that will weaken grant capture, 
publications, doctoral supervision and the overall research environment. Combined with 
the mathematical deterioration of the FSR indicator itself, this creates a dual pressure on 
Nottingham’s QS position: a direct hit to FSR and an indirect hit to Citations per Faculty 
(CPF), Academic Reputation, and Employer Reputation over the medium term.  

To understand the scale of this risk, it is essential to examine the structure of the QS 
methodology. Far from being a marginal or easily absorbed component, the FSR metric 
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carries a 10% weighting, and CPF an even larger 20%. Both are highly sensitive to 
reductions in staffing, increases in SSR, and declines in research intensity. Nottingham’s 
current strategy underestimates this sensitivity and assumes that sector-wide 
deterioration will neutralise the impact. In reality, where many global competitors 
continue to invest in low SSRs and high research capacity, Nottingham’s proposed move 
represents a unilateral, self-inflicted disadvantage. 

The QS World University Rankings assess universities across a broad set of indicators, 
each contributing to the overall score: 

●​ Academic Reputation (30%) 
●​ Citations per Faculty (20%) 
●​ Employer Reputation (15%) 
●​ Faculty–Student Ratio (10%) 
●​ International Faculty Ratio (5%) 
●​ International Student Ratio (5%) 
●​ International Research Network (5%) 
●​ Employment Outcomes (5%) 
●​ Sustainability (5%) 

Nottingham currently performs strongly on measures of internationalisation and research 
network breadth, and solidly in academic and employer reputation. However, its FSR 
score is already relatively weak, and its CPF score is highly vulnerable to any reduction 
in research time. In the 2026 QS World University Rankings, Nottingham sits at 97th 
place, with an overall QS score of 69.3—a position that depends critically on the delicate 
balance of these indicators, and as demonstrated by achieving ranking positions within 
the Top 100 in only two out of the most recent 5 iterations.  

The analysis that follows demonstrates that the proposed SSR increase would break this 
balance. Raising SSR into the 18–22 range would sharply worsen the FSR metric and, 
through diminished research intensity, depress CPF and reputation-based indicators. 
Our modelling shows that this combination would push Nottingham significantly 
outside the top 100, with a fall of sufficient scale to threaten international recruitment, 
diminish the value of global partnerships, and pose an existential risk to the University’s 
status as a research-intensive, Russell Group institution. 

Although SSR is a prominent indicator in the Guardian league tables, it does not appear 
explicitly in the QS World University Rankings. This makes direct comparison difficult 
and highlights the need to understand how changes in SSR affect the broader 
ecosystem of QS indicators. 

To investigate this relationship, we analysed data from the Guardian University Guide 
2026 and the QS World University Rankings 2026, examining how the relevant 
indicators correlate across UK institutions. Figure 1 presents the resulting correlation 
matrix, incorporating the Guardian SSR alongside all major QS metrics. 
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Figure 1: Correlation matrix for 88 UK universities showing QS indicator scores and 
Guardian Student-Staff Ratio. All indicators show strong negative correlation with SSR, 

demonstrating tight coupling between staffing levels and ranking performance. 

The pattern is striking: SSR is negatively correlated with every QS indicator. In plain 
terms, universities with higher SSRs consistently perform worse across the board. This 
is entirely consistent with what these metrics are measuring. The QS 
indicators—Academic Reputation, Citations per Faculty, Employer Reputation, FSR, and 
others—are all, in different ways,  reflections of institutional staffing capacity and the 
academic environment it enables. 

The implication is clear: raising SSR does not only depress the FSR metric—it tends 
to pull down all of the QS indicators simultaneously. No institution can meaningfully 
increase SSR without triggering declines across the major components of the QS 
ranking system. 
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This analysis provides the basis for the two complementary modelling approaches 
described in detail in the appendix. In both cases, we begin with the current position: an 
SSR of 13:1 (Guardian University Guide 2026) and a QS World Ranking of 97 (QS 
2026). We then model the effect of increasing SSR across the range proposed in the 
rightsizing plan. 

 

Figure 2: Projected QS World Ranking vs Student-Staff Ratio. The proximity model (blue) shows 
direct FSR impact only. The causal model (orange/red) shows full cascade effects at years 2, 5, 

and 10. 

The results, shown in Figure 2, are stark. Moving towards an SSR in the 18–22 range 
produces catastrophic declines in Nottingham’s QS position. Even under the most 
conservative assumptions, an SSR of 18 drives the University down to a QS rank of 118, 
while an SSR of 20 pushes it further to 122. 

Remarkably, the conservative model is unable to properly predict a ranking for an SSR 
of 22, so we had to extrapolate. This is because its methodology relies on comparison 
with peer institutions—and no credible comparator universities operate at such a high 
SSR within the global research-intensive sector. The model cannot operate in a space 
where Nottingham would no longer resemble institutions of similar status. 
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University management has suggested that other institutions are likely to follow 
Nottingham’s policy and move towards higher SSRs. We are sceptical of this claim, but 
have nonetheless performed an analysis of its potential impact. Using our most 
conservative assumptions, we simulated a scenario in which all UK universities shift to 
an SSR of 20. Even under this highly favourable premise, Nottingham’s QS ranking still 
falls—from 97 to 120. In other words, a universal SSR increase across the UK sector 
would mitigate Nottingham’s decline by only two places. The scale of international 
competition ensures that Nottingham’s ranking would still deteriorate sharply. 

The clear implication is that raising SSR into the proposed range would push Nottingham 
decisively out of the global research university cohort and into territory occupied by 
institutions with fundamentally different missions and reputations. 

Further details on the modelling of QS World Rankings are given in Appendix A.  

Guardian University League Tables 

The Guardian University Guide is one of the most influential domestic rankings for 
undergraduate recruitment in the UK. Unlike international frameworks such as QS, it 
focuses almost entirely on the teaching and student-experience environment, with no 
weighting for research. This makes the Guardian particularly sensitive to staffing levels, 
contact time, feedback quality and student satisfaction—all of which deteriorate when 
SSR rises. 

Crucially, the Guardian assigns 15% of its total score directly to the student-staff ratio, a 
weighting 50% higher than the equivalent FSR component in QS. SSR also indirectly 
affects multiple other indicators, including continuation, career outcomes, value added, 
and even NSS responses, because these metrics deteriorate as teaching capacity 
becomes stretched. For a university operating close to the boundary of the Russell 
Group’s teaching-intensive tolerance, increases in SSR have amplified, system-wide 
effects across the Guardian methodology. 

Nottingham’s current position—51st, with an SSR of 13:1—already places it at the upper 
end of the Russell Group range. It is worth noting that the rise of 11 places from our 
2025 ranking (62nd) was largely driven by the decrease in our SSR measure (which was 
15.7:1 in 2025). Our analysis of all 123 institutions in the Guardian 2026 dataset shows 
that no traditional Russell Group university operates above 14.3, and most cluster 
between 12.0–13.5. Moving Nottingham to an SSR of 18–22 would immediately push it 
into a group of universities that are not research-intensive, do not operate at Russell 
Group levels of academic intensity, and serve fundamentally different student markets. 

The implications of this shift are severe. At SSRs of 18 and above, Nottingham’s 
academic profile becomes directly comparable with institutions such as Manchester 
Metropolitan, Ulster, Bradford, Westminster, Roehampton, and Wrexham—not with 
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Leeds, Birmingham, Exeter, Sheffield or York. This is a wholesale repositioning of the 
University in the domestic market. 

Moreover, the University’s belief that increases in entry tariffs could offset the decline is 
completely unrealistic, as our analysis will show. The Guardian allocates only 15% 
weighting to tariff, and our modelling shows that the tariff uplift required to counteract 
the damage from an SSR rise to 18–22 would be implausibly large, far beyond what 
Nottingham could achieve within a competitive UCAS environment. No feasible increase 
in selectivity can compensate for a structural decline in teaching capacity. 

Finally, the argument that the sector will “all move together” towards higher SSRs is 
dangerously optimistic. The magnitude of the rise proposed at Nottingham—jumping 
from 13 to 18–22—far exceeds any sector-wide drift currently visible. Even if some 
universities modestly raise SSR in response to financial pressures, none are moving at 
this scale. Nottingham would therefore be front-running into a catastrophic 
repositioning, not sheltered by collective behaviour. And even if a slow domestic drift 
did occur, it would do nothing to mitigate the University’s decline relative to global 
competitors not raising SSR and who dominate reputation-based measures among 
prospective international students. 

In summary, the Guardian League Table is structurally sensitive to staffing levels, and 
the proposed SSR increases would place Nottingham far outside the norms of 
research-intensive institutions, collapse its comparative profile, and require implausibly 
large tariff increases to mitigate. The modelling that follows demonstrates how stark and 
destabilising this shift would be. 

We analysed three different modelling scenarios. In the most conservative model, we 
adjust only the SSR value and recalculate the resulting Guardian rank. In the two 
cascading models, we incorporate additional negative effects that are highly likely to 
accompany a rise in SSR. These include: 

●​ declines in teaching satisfaction due to larger class sizes and reduced contact 
time; 

●​ weaker career outcomes as students receive less staff support, guidance and 
networking; 

●​ reductions in value-added scores, which depend on close academic engagement 
and personalised learning. 

Together, these models provide an alarming picture of what will happen to Nottingham’s 
ranking  as SSR increases. The results are presented in the table below: 

Scenario SSR 18 SSR 20 SSR 22 

Direct SSR only 74 82 92 

Moderate cascade 86 100 107 
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Severe cascade 94 105 119 

Range 74–94 82–105 92–119 

 

We see that even in the most conservative scenario (Direct SSR only) a move towards 
an SSR of between 18 and 22 will result in a fall of between 23 and 41 places in the 
Guardian league table.  

We also examined the role of entry tariff, in light of the University’s claim that tariff 
increases could offset the negative effects of a rising SSR. Using the Direct SSR 
scenario—the most conservative of our models—we calculated the minimum average 
entry tariff required for Nottingham to maintain its current 51st place in the Guardian 
league table while raising SSR. 

At present, Nottingham sits at 51st, with an SSR of 13 and an average entry tariff of 151. 
The table below shows the tariff levels that would be required to stand still at rank 51 if 
SSR were increased. For context, the University of Oxford, ranked first in the Guardian 
league table, has an average entry tariff of 197. 

SSR score Required tariff to stand still 

13 (current) 151 

18 193 

19 202 

20 210 

21 210 

22 210 

These comparisons make clear that the tariff increases required to compensate for the 
proposed SSR rise would be unrealistically high and far beyond anything achievable in 
Nottingham’s current recruitment market. 

Further details on the modelling of Guardian league tables are given in Appendix B.  

Conclusions 

The evidence presented in this report makes one conclusion unavoidable: the proposed 
use of a generic SSR target of 18–22 as the core instrument for “rightsizing” is 
analytically indefensible, strategically reckless, and institutionally self-destructive. 
The metric is too crude, the data underpinning it too weak, and the consequences of 
implementing it far too severe for it to serve as the basis for any credible workforce 
strategy.  
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Across every dimension we have analysed—teaching quality, research capacity, 
regulatory compliance, national league tables, global rankings, recruitment markets, and 
long-term institutional identity—the conclusions all converge on the same point: raising 
SSR to the proposed levels would inflict lasting, possibly irreversible damage on 
the University of Nottingham. 

1. SSR is not an appropriate tool for sizing academic activity 

SSR collapses the complex realities of academic work into a single headcount ratio that 
bears no meaningful relationship to actual workload or academic capacity. It ignores 
discipline-specific teaching intensity, laboratory and clinical requirements, PSRB 
constraints, supervision loads, and uneven task distribution. In the case of subjects like 
Physics & Astronomy, forcing SSRs into the 18–22 range would move Nottingham out of 
the research-intensive sector entirely and into a comparative group of teaching-focused 
institutions with fundamentally different missions. This would undermine both quality and 
safety.  

2. The modelling shows catastrophic impacts on rankings 

Our QS modelling demonstrates that an SSR increase to 18–22 would push Nottingham 
far outside the top 100 globally, with conservative long-term outcomes around rank 
120+. Modelling also suggests that reputation declines would continue for five to ten 
years due to lagged effects in citations and academic visibility. 

The Guardian analysis shows Nottingham falling from 51st into the 74–119 range even 
under conservative assumptions, placing it squarely among post-1992 institutions. No 
feasible increase in entry tariffs can compensate for the ranking collapse induced by 
higher SSR. 

Together, these outcomes represent a dramatic erosion of the University’s domestic and 
international competitiveness. 

3. The policy undermines the University’s research-intensive identity 

Raising SSR by reducing staff numbers cuts directly into research time. Even modest 
increases in SSR produce large declines in protected research time, which in turn 
depress grant activity, publications, doctoral supervision, collaboration networks, and 
academic reputation. Over the medium term, these effects shift Nottingham structurally 
towards a teaching-intensive profile. 

This is incompatible with maintaining REF performance, sustaining research groups, or 
preserving the University's standing within the Russell Group. It is also inconsistent with 
the University’s stated mission and international positioning. 

4. The University’s modelling is insufficient, and the risks are unassessed 
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The University has not presented any serious modelling of the consequences of raising 
SSR across different disciplines, league tables, or research indicators. That omission is 
not merely a technical oversight: it is a fundamental failure of governance. 

Our analysis goes considerably further, but even this should not be taken as complete. A 
change of this magnitude requires mathematically robust scenario analysis, full risk 
assessment, and extensive consultation. None of this has occurred. 

5. Sector-wide “drift” offers no protection 

Some argue that other universities will raise SSR and thus soften the competitive 
impact. However, the scale of Nottingham’s proposed increase—jumping from 13 to 
18–22—is far beyond anything happening elsewhere in the sector. 

Even if domestic competitors raised SSR slightly, it would not mitigate global reputational 
losses, where Nottingham competes against institutions with stable or falling SSRs. The 
University would be front-running into a decline that others are unlikely to follow. 

6. Maintaining academic staff levels is essential to institutional success 

Every piece of analysis in this report—on teaching, research, reputation, rankings, and 
compliance—points to the same overarching conclusion: preserving academic staffing 
capacity is not optional, but foundational. 

Staff numbers underpin research time, student experience, safety, intellectual 
community, innovation, and external engagement. They determine the University’s ability 
to attract talent, secure funding, and maintain its international position. Cutting academic 
staff to raise SSR is therefore not a path to financial sustainability—it is a strategy that 
accelerates decline. 

Final Recommendation 
Given the scale and severity of the risks, and the absence of any evidence that raising 
SSR can be done safely or strategically, we recommend: 

1. The University should immediately abandon the use of SSR as a rightsizing 
tool. 

It is not fit for purpose, cannot reflect discipline-specific realities, and produces perverse 
and damaging outcomes. 

2. The University should commit to maintaining academic staff capacity at levels 
compatible with a research-intensive institution. 
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This is essential to protect the University’s reputation, performance, and long-term 
sustainability. 

3. Any workforce planning exercise should be rebuilt from first principles. 

It must be evidence-based, discipline-sensitive, financially transparent, and developed 
collaboratively with academic staff expertise. 

The findings of this report are clear: SSR-driven rightsizing is not a strategy for 
stabilisation—it is a mechanism for accelerated institutional decline.​
Protecting the University’s excellence, reputation, and sustainability requires 
maintaining—and where necessary, rebuilding—academic capacity, not dismantling it. 
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Part III – Faculty-Level Evidence 

Sustainable Academic Excellence and FN2 pillars 
 

This section demonstrates that the programmes proposed for suspension do not fail on 
sustainability, academic excellence or breadth. Instead, financial and academic evidence 
shows that they are already aligned with the FN2 pillars and, in many cases, deliver 
strong recruitment, shared-teaching efficiencies, and strategic value far exceeding their 
marginal costs. Across the portfolio, closures would generate minimal savings while 
creating high risks of net income loss, reputational damage, and long-term rebuilding 
costs. Enhancement—not withdrawal—offers the most financially efficient and 
academically coherent route, with each programme showing clear potential to contribute 
to a sustainable, high-quality academic environment. 

Course Sustainable Academic Excellence Tables 

Across the programmes proposed for suspension, the financial evidence indicates: 

Minimal cost savings from closure: many programmes (microbiology, mathematical 
physics, theology, languages) run on shared teaching modules, meaning that closing 
them does not release significant staff or cost savings 

High risk of net income loss: for nearly all programmes, students would not re-enrol 
into alternative Nottingham degrees. They would go to competitor institutions, resulting 
in:  

-​ Loss of home fee income 
-​ Loss of international fee income 
-​ Reputational damage that affects future demand 

Microbiology, mental health nursing, mathematical physics and languages are especially 
high risk.  

Several programmes generate strategic financial value beyond tuition including:  

-​ NHS placement funding (nursing) 
-​ International partnerships (languages agriculture) 
-​ Strengthened research bids (public health, plant sciences) 
-​ Cross-subsidy for postgraduate programmes (biosciences, physics) 

Reinstating programmes later is extremely costly: once a programme is closed: 

-​ PSRB approvals lapse 
-​ Specialist staff disperse 
-​ Partnerships dissolve 
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-​ Reputational rebuilding takes years 

Relaunch costs can exceed ten times the marginal savings 

Enhancement plans are preferable to withdrawal. Most programmes have:  

-​ Strong enhancement plans 
-​ Curriculum redesign already completed 
-​  Low marginal delivery costs 
-​ Stable or recoverable demand  

This makes improvement more financially efficient than closure. The tables below 
demonstrates the financial efficiency and sustainability, and alignment with FN2 pillars of 
a sample of the courses threatened with closure  

 

Course/Area Sustainability Academic 
Breadth 

Excellence FN2 Pillars 
Excellence Breadth  Sustaina

bility 
Agriculture Stable 

recruitment; 
strong 
international 
appeal;clear 
enhancement 
pathway 

Contributes to 
sustainability, 
food systems: 
interdisciplina
ry  

Aligned with 
leading research 
in crop science, 
livestock, 
agri-tech 

Yes Yes Yes 

ABM Good recruitment; 
viable; strong 
market niche 

Bridges 
science/busin
ess; supports 
sustainability 
agendas 

Strong academic 
alignment to 
business/ag 
innovation 

Yes Yes Yes 

Microbiology Strong 
recruitment; 
closure risks net 
loss; financially 
positive 

Supports 
medicine, 
biosciences, 
Env. Sci 

Aligned with 
molecular 
biology, biotech, 
AMR research 

Yes Yes Yes 

Plant Biology Stable 
recruitment; 
strong 
international 
demand 

Key to 
sustainability, 
food security 

Aligned with 
world-leading 
plant science 

Yes Yes Yes 

Mathematical 
Physics 

Prestige Subject; 
strong 
recruitment; 
sustainable  

Supports 
modelling, 
quantum, 
cosmology 

Attracts high-tariff 
students; aligned 
with major 
research centres 

Yes Yes Yes 

Mental 
Health 
Nursing 

High civic value; 
strong 
employability; 
enhancement 

Specialist 
discipline; 
interdisciplina

Strong academic 
outcomes; PSRB 
aligned 

Yes Yes Yes 
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options; diverse 
cohorts 

ry; civic 
contribution 

Public Health 
& Health 
Promotion  

Essential 
workforce 
pipeline; diverse 
cohorts 

Interdisciplina
ry 
health/social 
sciences 

Aligned with 
health 
inequalities/digital 
health research  

Yes Yes Yes 

BA 
Education 

Strong 
employability; 
viable; 
enhancement 
feasible 

Civic/public 
service; 
interdisciplina
ry  

Outstanding NSS 
outstanding 
research profile; 
leading national 
and international 
reputation 

Yes Yes Yes 

American 
Studies 

Longstanding 
counterproposal 
for accessing new 
markets and 
realigning to 
sector norms to 
secure stable 
recruitment; low 
cost; ability to 
enhance 
recruitment in 
multiple other 
units 

Global 
engagement; 
civic literacy; 
critical 
thinking; 
strengthens a 
range of 
disciplines 
elsewhere in 
the university 

Outstanding 
research profile; 
leading national 
and international 
reputation 

Yes Yes Yes 

Modern 
Languages  

Stabilising 
recruitment; 
strong cultural 
value  

Global 
engagement; 
interdisciplina
ry 

Strong research 
quality  

Yes Yes Yes 

Music Stable 
recruitment; 
revised curriculum 
pending 

Civic cultural 
contribution; 
interdisciplina
ry 

Research-active 
in multiple 
subfields 

Yes Yes Yes 

Theology Stable; low cost; 
enhancement 
available 

Civic literacy; 
interdisciplina
ry 

Strong research; 
ethics/social 
thought 

Yes Yes Yes 
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Financial Evidence Table 
 

This briefly summarises the financial implications of suspending programmes under 
FN2. The evidence indicates that suspensions would generate minimal savings while 
creating significant risks of revenue loss, civic contract disruption and long-term strategic 
cost.  
 

Course Recruitment and 
Demand 

Cost 
efficiency 

Risk of 
Income 
Loss 

Contribution to 
Portfolio 

SSR vulnerability 

Agriculture Stable; strong 
international 
appeal 

High – 
shared 
teaching 

High Supports food 
systems and 
sustainability 

High – risk to 
lab-dependent 
teaching quality 

ABM Strong demand Low delivery 
cost 

Medium – 
high 

Bridges 
Science/business 

Medium 

Microbiology Strong 
recruitment 

Very high 
(shared 
modules) 

Very high Supports 
bioscience 
research  

High – reduced 
staffing damages core 
labs 

Plant Biology Stable: strong 
international 
appeal 

Low 
marginal 
cost 

Medium  Supports plant 
science research  

Medium - high 

Mathematical 
Physics 

High tariff 
students 

Low cost  High  Strengthens 
maths/physics 
research  

High – staff cuts 
reduced advance 
module viability 

Mental health  
and Children’s 
nursing 

Stable demand, 
diversity of 
applicants 

Stable 
regulated 
costs 

High  Essential NHS 
pipeline 

High- staffing levels 
required to fulfil 
PSRB placement 
requirements 

Public Health Strong diverse 
recruitment 

Low cost High  Supports 
population health 
research 

Medium  

Social Work Stable 
recruitment 

Moderate 
cost 

High  Civic and 
workforce 
essential 

High – PSRB and 
placement limits 

American 
Studies 

Stable within 
new markets 

Very low 
cost; 
already has 
minimal staff 
base 
appropriate 
for delivery 
of 
streamlined 
programme
s 

Medium Supports 
internationalisation 
and civic literacy; 
provides breadth 
of teaching and 
research not 
available 
elsewhere in Arts 
or Social Sciences 

Low 

Modern 
Languages  

Recovering; 
international 
demand 

Low: 
Shared 
teaching  

High Supports 
internationalisation 

Medium - high 
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Music Stable  Moderate 
cost 

Medium  Civic cultural role Medium  

Theology Stable Very low 
cost 

Low  Supports ethics 
and civic literacy 

Low  

BA Education 
 

Strong WP Very low 
cost 

Low Civic, workforce 
and cultural role  

High: specialist 
pedagogy 

 
 
Please find counter proposals for courses currently ‘suspended’ in the following pages. 
Please note that the information contained here is updated on a regular basis. For the 
latest versions of the counter proposals, please check the faculty specific FN2 counter 
proposal webpages 
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Faculty of Arts 
 
Introduction 
 
Between 2022 and 2024, all Faculty of Arts degrees underwent substantial redesign 
through the University-wide Curriculum Transformation Project (CTP) and the Faculty’s 
Arts Reimagined initiative. This work drew on sector and competitor analysis, 
labour-market intelligence, alumni research, and detailed curriculum analysis, and 
resulted in a streamlined and refreshed portfolio approved in October 2024 through 
Quality Manual processes. The programmes now proposed for closure have therefore 
not yet run in their revised form, and further adjustments are being developed to respond 
to the sector-wide and institutional challenges cited in Future Nottingham. 
 
The proposed closure includes all courses in American and Canadian Studies (ACS) 
(already suspended), Modern Languages and Cultures (MLC), and Music. For this 
reason, the Arts counter-proposal is structured by department (with the exception of 
Philosophy).  
 
Given the tight timeframe, granular details and counter-proposal for these courses will 
be made available on the UoN UCU website and updated accordingly.  
Please check the FN2, faculty specific web-pages here: University of Nottingham UCU 
 
 

American and Canadian Studies 
 
Introduction 

 
This counter-proposal sets out a practical, market-aligned route to sustainability for 
American and Canadian Studies by exiting the shrinking interdisciplinary “American 
Studies” market and repositioning their three strongest recruiting degrees inside larger, 
more stable discipline-specific markets in English, History, and Politics. Earlier versions 
of this proposal were shared with the Size and Shape team, Faculty PVC, and University 
leadership in February and November 2025; its existing approach has remained 
consistent, and has been strengthened further through alignment with the metrics and 
datasets used in the Portfolio Review and Future Nottingham documentation. The full 
text of their proposal, alongside separate, comprehensive and detailed, Business Cases 
for each of the three programmes concerned, will be made available to the University as 
part of the formal counter-proposal process it has promised for courses threatened with 
closure.  
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Rationale and Evidence Base 

 
The key problem is not student interest in US content, but a sector-wide shift away from 
interdisciplinary “American Studies” degrees over the last five years. High-tariff students 
increasingly choose discipline-specific programmes (in English, History, Politics) 
elsewhere that include US-focused content. Continued operation of ACS in its current 
configuration has increasingly pushed recruitment into Clearing and constrained tariff 
management.  
The market analysis the Department has carried out, detailed in its full counter-proposal 
and Business Cases, shows that recruitment on three of its programmes can be more 
than doubled by comparison with their 2024/25 intake through leaving behind the 
declining interdisciplinary “American Studies” market. This will return each of these 
programmes to a stable recruitment position and allow them to attract higher tariff 
students. 
 

Proposed Restructure (Streamline, Rebrand, Relocate) 

 
The proposal streamlines the Department’s existing programmes from six to three, with 
each degree relocated into the most relevant disciplinary unit elsewhere in the University 
and rebranded with clearer disciplinary markers: 

●​ Existing American Studies and English degree → relocated into English; 
rebranded (e.g.) English and American Literature and Culture 

●​ Existing American Studies and History degree → relocated into History; 
rebranded (e.g.) American and World History 

●​ Existing Politics and American Studies degree → relocated into Politics; 
rebranded (e.g.) American Politics and International Relations 

American Studies staff—already trained in and working in the fields of English, History, 
and Politics—would be redeployed into these units to deliver the refreshed programmes 
alongside other teaching and research. 
 

Strategic Benefits 

 
Reorienting the degrees toward larger recruitment markets and integrating them into 
larger units enables: 
 
1) a sustainable return to  pre-2020/21 recruitment levels allowing for much greater tariff 
selectivity  ; 
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2) stronger performance against competitors by aligning with new sector norms for 
Americanist provision; 
3) significant revenue benefits and administrative efficiencies through integration into 
larger units in the new College structure; 
4) reduced internal competition between cognate disciplinary areas and better alignment 
of SSRs with institutional targets; 
5) boosting University league table performance by closer alignment of Americanist 
programmes with other units’ metrics and identifiers; 
6) preservation and enhancement of Americanist research excellence for the next REF; 
7) improved student choice and wider access to high-demand ACS modules while also 
further streamlining the number of modules on each programme; 
8) enhanced attractiveness of Nottingham’s English/History/Politics offers by adding 
visible Americanist routes and content to them for the first time.  
 
The financial modeling the Department has carried out, detailed in its full 
counter-proposal and Business Cases, shows that: 
•​ Collectively the three rebranded programmes will generate a net income of at 
least £6 million per year once at full capacity which would otherwise be lost, set against 
reduced staff and administrative costs compared to the programmes they are replacing. 
•​ Each of the three programmes taken on its own terms will operate at a 
controllable margin at or above 50%. 
•​ When integrated into the existing structures and financial positions of the units 
that currently comprise English, History, and Politics each of the three programmes 
proposed will markedly raise fee income, QR income, controllable margin percentage, 
net surplus percentage, and staff-student ratio for these units. 
 
A core strategic risk of full closure is that Nottingham would fall behind key competitors 
in several areas by offering no US-focused content across multiple disciplines – 
becoming an outlier in the Russell Group and the wider sector. 
 
A more detailed counter-proposal will be submitted by the department.  
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Modern Languages and Cultures 
 

Introduction and Strategic Context 

Modern Languages and Cultures (MLC) degrees were comprehensively redesigned 
between the 2022–23 and 2023–24 academic years as part of Group 1 of the 
University-wide Curriculum Transformation Project (CTP) and the Faculty of Arts’ Arts 
Reimagined initiative. This work covered all Faculty of Arts programmes containing an 
MLC component, which at the outset comprised 29 degree programmes. (Programmes 
owned by other Faculties, such as Economics and Law, were scheduled for separate 
redesign processes within their respective units.) 

The redesign represents a recent, institutionally endorsed restructuring of provision. The 
resulting portfolio was approved through established quality-assurance processes and 
accepted by senior management in October 2024. As with other Arts programmes 
affected by FN2, the redesigned MLC degrees have therefore not yet run in their revised 
form, and no recruitment or performance data from the new curricula are available to 
inform suspension decisions. 

Evidence Base and Sector Analysis 

The redesign of MLC programmes was informed by extensive research undertaken by 
specialist University teams, ensuring alignment with sector trends, student demand, and 
graduate outcomes. This included: 

●​ Market Research and Insights (External Relations): sector-wide and 
competitor analysis, offer-holder behaviour, and detailed competitor deep dives; 

●​ Careers and Employability Service: labour-market intelligence based on 
destinations of University of Nottingham MLC graduates and national Modern 
Languages graduate outcomes; 

●​ Alumni Relations: survey evidence on skills acquisition during MLC degrees 
and their application in the workplace; 

●​ Faculty of Arts Curriculum Design Team: detailed examination of programme 
structures, coherence, and progression. 

This evidence base directly informed decisions on portfolio scale, programme structure, 
and curriculum design, and reflects precisely the kinds of considerations cited in FN2 as 
necessary for sustainable academic provision. 

Restructuring and Streamlining of the Programme Portfolio 

As a result of this evidence-led process, the Department of Modern Languages and 
Cultures undertook a substantial rationalisation of its undergraduate portfolio. The 
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number of programmes was reduced from 29 to 13, with several degrees retitled to 
improve coherence, visibility, and clarity for applicants, while better reflecting curriculum 
content and disciplinary focus. The revised portfolio combines single-subject and joint 
degrees, strengthening clarity in the recruitment market while maintaining disciplinary 
breadth. 

This revised portfolio was explicitly designed to strengthen market intelligibility, reduce 
unnecessary duplication, and ensure that provision remained distinctive within the 
Russell Group and the wider sector. 

Curriculum Co-Creation and Academic Sustainability 

The curriculum redesign was developed through an intensive programme of staff and 
student co-creation during 2023–24. These parallel staff- and student-led frameworks 
were subsequently integrated into a single set of learner journeys and programme-level 
outcomes, grounded in principles of programme-level design, constructive alignment, 
inclusivity, and authentic assessment. This approach aligns closely with best practice in 
curriculum design and with the University’s stated pedagogic priorities. 

In parallel, the curriculum was substantially streamlined. Shared core modules were 
introduced across language pathways, the overall number of modules was reduced from 
over 160 in 2021–22 to 87 from 2025–26 onwards, and greater use of team-teaching 
and stable curricula was embedded to improve resilience, workload management and 
delivery efficiency. 

Implications for FN2 and Course Suspension Proposals 

The proposed suspension of all MLC degrees therefore cuts directly across a recently 
completed, institutionally mandated redesign process that was evidence-led, 
governance-compliant, and strategically aligned. Suspending provision before the 
redesigned curricula have had the opportunity to recruit, run, and be evaluated prevents 
any meaningful assessment of their effectiveness and undermines the rationale of 
curriculum transformation as a mechanism for sustainability. 

A more detailed counter-proposal for Modern Languages and Cultures—setting out 
enhancement pathways and strategic options consistent with FN2’s stated 
objectives—will be submitted by the department. 
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Music 
 

Sector context  

The Strategic Case for Change argues that Music is a “low demand” area of the 
University’s offering and has dwindling recruitment. Contrary to these narratives of 
decline, the evidence of a growing market for Music more broadly, and in new areas of 
student preference in particular (Musical Theatre, Music Technology, Music and AI), is 
clear:  

●​ 15% increase in the market for UG Music between 2014/15 and 2022/23 
including 6 years of growth out of 8 (CAH3 market analysis)  

●​ GCSE Music is on the rise (+8.7% in 2024, +6.1% in 2025 [OCR]); also, 
+8.2% increase in Performing/Expressive Arts GCSE entries (from 6640 in 
2023/24 to 7190 in 2024/25)  

●​ UG and A-Level numbers broadly static in line with population change (Music 
Mark)   

●​ Grade 8 certificates awarded by the Associated Board of the Royal Schools 
of Music increased by 44.7% from 5595 in 2023 to 8100 in 2024; current 
figures for 2025 are comparable to 2024 (Vocational Qualifications Dataset)  

●​ DfE’s Curriculum Review (2025) recommends repositioning and prioritising 
Music within the National Curriculum  

 

Curriculum Development  

The Department of Music has responded agilely to shifting demand. Since 2016, we 
have made strategic hires in the areas of growth listed above. Aware of the increase of 
new target markets, in addition to our commitment to APP, we were recently among the 
first RG Music Departments to recognise alternative music qualifications. This process of 
transformation was to reach its culmination with the inception of our newly designed 
Music degrees, as part of wider Arts Reimagined innovations. The recent suspension of 
Music programmes has deprived us of this essential opportunity to capture new market 
share. In the lead-up, moreover, the Faculty prevented us from making substantive 
alterations that might have responded more quickly to developing student demand.  

Proposed Restructure  

The Department proposes to consolidate the current offering of five programmes into 
one core undergraduate degree in Music that amplifies our interdisciplinary, civic, and 
research and teaching strengths. We envisage future provision that more fully reflects 
music’s place in contemporary society, as a borderless art form that reaches all corners 
of the globe, transforms lives and fuels a growing multi-billion-dollar arts and culture 
industry that promises further opportunity as one of the eight pillars of economic growth 
as detailed in the Industrial Strategy (2025) and outlined further in The Creative Sector 
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Plan (2025 – DCMS). Reinforcing the Strategic Case for Change’s core priority of 
interdisciplinarity, our undergraduate degree can be more closely integrated with 
complementary degree programmes, to broaden its appeal and relevance whilst 
delivering operational efficiencies.    

In January 2026, we will present a comprehensive, evidence-based case for this 
streamlined programme with the ambition to resume admissions for 2027/28. Our full 
counterproposal will highlight Music’s excellence in research leadership, civic 
engagement, and knowledge exchange. It will speak to a wider strategic plan for our 
long-term sustainability.  

 

 

For further, updated Faculty of Arts course-specific counter proposals, including 
Theology and Religious studies BA, please check the FN2, faculty specific web-pages 
here: University of Nottingham UCU. 
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Faculty of Engineering 
 
UCU accepts all of the proposed course closures within the Faculty of Engineering.  
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Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 
 
Introduction 
This section presents an evidence‑based challenge to the proposed suspension of three 
programmes within the Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences: BSc Children’s 
Nursing, BSc Mental Health Nursing, and BSc Health Promotion and Public Health; all of 
which are within the School of Health Sciences. Drawing on recruitment data, tariff 
profiles, teaching structures, student outcomes, and regional workforce needs, the 
evidence demonstrates that the stated rationales for suspension are not supported. 
Closure would weaken the University’s strategic position in healthcare education, reduce 
national and regional visibility, undermine local NHS workforce pipelines, and restrict 
access to socially mobile professional routes. The programmes collectively represent 
areas of high civic value, strong student outcomes, and significant future growth 
potential. 

Equality Impact in the School 

Courses across the School of Health Sciences collectively exceed the University’s 
average for diversity of student cohorts. The table below reflects some examples of 
these for the three suspended courses. The proposed closure of the BSc courses in 
Children’s Nursing, Mental Health Nursing and Health Promotion & Public Health 
disproportionately impacts students who are mature, disabled, and socio-economically 
disadvantaged. The reduction in courses appealing to students with these characteristics 
is a significant loss to aspiring university students and healthcare professionals, reducing 
opportunities to study these courses at a Russell Group university with access to 
research driven education. Similarly, the loss of these students in our classes would 
harm the university’s overall reputation as a welcoming and supportive university, 
instead creating a reputational profile of exclusion. 

Demographic characteristics of courses in School of Health Sciences 5 year average 
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Characteristic All UON UG Child Nursing Mental Health 
Nursing 

Health Promotion 
and Public Health 

Mature 7.6% 13.6% 30.2% 7.5% 

Disabled 18.8% 22.6% 24.5% 32.5% 

BAME 38% 61.4% 58.3% 64.1% 



 

49 

Widening 
Participation 

26.3% 51.9% 67.7% 41.2% 

Free School 
Meals 

2.8% 12.1% 8.6% 15% 



 

BSc Mental Health Nursing 

 
Academic and Professional Strength 

 
The BSc Mental Health Nursing programme delivers high‑quality, professionally 
grounded education supported by a specialist and experienced staff team. Specialised 
clinical skills that are integrated into the BSc curriculum such as risk management, 
interpersonal and therapeutic skills, psychosocial interventions, leadership skills, 
Makaton, non-medical prescribing, and Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, providing 
graduates with marketable specialist skills and unique selling points. 
 
The clinical placements provided through this course are unique, engaging and high 
quality, with a wide range of specialist local providers offering opportunities not readily 
available at competitor institutions (i.e. mother and baby unit, specialist child and 
adolescent inpatient wards, and high secure wards). These placements are audited, 
supported and trained by our academic team to ensure safe and effective learning 
environments that comply with PSRB requirements. 
 
Student grades reflect consistently high performance within a demographically unique 
cohort, with mature and disabled students academically outperforming younger students 
(6.0pp) and peers without declared disabilities (14.7pp). Mature and disabled students 
on the BSc Mental Health Nursing also perform better than the university average of 
their peers. 
 
Students from this demographically complex cohort also receive personal tutoring and 
pastoral support that meets their needs and supports their success. Comprehensive 
academic and placement support through demanding clinical placements is provided 
through Clinical Supervision, the Academic Assessor role that requires sustained NMC 
registration, and robust placement support systems. 
 
As part of the School of Health Sciences’ Dean’s Academic Internship program, it 
provides access to the only paid internship opportunity for nursing students in the UK. 
Interns access teacher training, undertake research with established research teams 
and undertake projects that improve ESE, creating exceptional quality graduates that 
strengthen the University’s reputation with employers. Similarly, associated staff provide 
support to PGT, PGR and all UG courses in the School through teaching, supervision 
and other responsibilities that enhance provision in the School of Health Sciences. 
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Student Performance 

Graduates of the BSc Mental Health Nursing perform very well in accessing high skilled 
employment. For graduates in 2023, the course ranked 3rd in the region and across the 
Russell Group for graduate outcomes in mental health nursing. The course averages 
96.8% of graduates in high skilled employment of further study between 2017 and 2023, 
above the University performance by 10.68 percentage points in the same time. 
 
Despite a high proportion of mature, disabled, and widening‑participation students, the 
programme delivers exceptional outcomes. These data demonstrate strong value‑added 
education and directly contradict claims of underperformance. 
 
Student Profile and Performance (3‑year average) 

 

Demographic Proportion of BSc 
Mental health 
nursing cohort 
2425 

Proportion of all 
UON UG 2425 

Performance on BSc 
Mental health nursing 

Last 3 years 

Average performance 
across all UON courses 

Last 3 years 

Mature 26.5% 7.3% 77.8% achieve good 
degree 

74.8% achieve good 
degree 

Disabled 36.1% 25.6% 84.5% achieve good 
degree 

76.1% achieve good 
degree 

Widening 
Participation 

69.8% 27.7% 66.7% achieve good 
degree 

69.1% achieve good 
degree 
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Rebuttal of Stated Rationales 

 

Tariff 

The program has an entry criteria tariff of BBB (120), but typically recruits students who 
perform well above this at an average tariff of 133 in 2023/24 and a 5 year average of 
134.2, just 1.8 tariff points off AAB. This is achieved despite 69.8% students being 
eligible for contextual offers of BBC (112). Although the course tariff falls below the 
University’s average, the course itself achieves a higher tariff than is demanded by the 
University.  Additionally, in the rationale provided for the course suspension, it is 
identified that 0% of students achieved a “high tariff”, though the exact value of this 
descriptor is not provided. However, a 5 year average of 11% of students achieved a 
high tariff of at least 168, reflecting an achievement of A*A*A* at A level or equivalent 
Level 3 qualification. This suggests that the rationale provided for the course’s 
suspension of achieving a ‘low tariff’ is unsubstantiated. 

In comparison to Russell Group competitors in the same subject, the course tariff entry 
requirements are equal to or above all others, excluding Glasgow and Edinburgh who 
require ABB but are also the 1st and 2nd ranked for Nursing in the UK according to The 
Times. Therefore, in relation to this subject area the course has a high tariff performance 
in comparison to these competitors. 

For Nursing, many of the key competitors are those in the same geographical region, 
which may differ from the key competitors of other UoN courses as listed on Tableau. 
Therefore, for a more accurate comparison of how this course performs in relation to 
competitors, it is more appropriate to focus on the East Midlands where our entry 
requirements are the highest. 

Sustainability 

Every module on the mental health nursing degree course is shared with BSc Adult 
Nursing and BSc Children’s Nursing. Similarly, there is only one 10 credit optional 
module exclusive to the mental health nursing course, which is staffed by the PGDip 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy team. Therefore, the closure of this course would not 
generate teaching efficiencies, would result in no staffing reductions and would not 
reduce curriculum delivery resourcing, especially in the context of the planned increased 
numbers on the BSc Adult Nursing cohort. 
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Strategic Importance and Regional Need 
 

The closure of the mental health nursing degree course would have serious long-term 
consequences for health and care systems, while also actively undermining national 
policy, regional workforce plans and the Integrated Care System (ICS) statutory duty to 
ensure a sustainable workforce. This is particularly damaging at a time when demand for 
community mental health services in Nottinghamshire has grown by 35-45% in the past 
five years; Nottinghamshire faces rates of severe mental illness 0.95% above the 
England average; and children and young people’s mental health needs and risk of self 
harm are higher locally than national averages. 

Across mental health care services, there is a growing demand for specialist nursing 
care with caseloads growing in volume and complexity. There is also significant concern 
about workforce shortages, consistent vacancies and a direct consequence from 
understaffing on the safety and efficacy of patient care. Without locally trained 
Registered Nurse graduates, the system will face severe workforce collapse within a 
decade. 

The Nottinghamshire Integrated Care System (ICS) shows significant workforce 
shortages across adult and young people’s mental health services. Nationally, mental 
health nurse vacancies remain above 12%, and the NHS workforce plan projects further 
deficit unless there is increased access to training places such as those this course 
provides. The NHS Long Term Workforce Plan published in 2023 calls for an expansion 
of 92% in mental health nursing training. Graduate nurses are highly likely to continue 
working in the region where they study, with 40% of 22/23 graduates employed by 
Nottinghamshire Healthcare NHS Trust. Therefore, the loss of the Mental Health Nursing 
course would also result in more acute losses of visibility and reputation for nursing 
education in the region. 

The effect of suspending the courses with a proposal to close them is much greater than 
the changes it would make to University finances, and ultimately threatens the health 
and wellbeing of the most vulnerable people in society. Removing Mental Health Nurse 
training at a time when mental health care is facing significant increases to demand and 
national efforts are made to grow the NHS workforce, will reduce Nottingham’s visibility 
and reputation nationally. Additionally, there is an acute local need for mental health 
nurses with high quality training that the University of Nottingham is primed to fulfil 
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Forward Strategy 

 
1. Integrated Masters in Advanced Mental Health Nursing 

●​ Responds to applicant and employer demand for specialist pre‑registration 
training. 

●​ Builds on existing CBT, non-medical prescribing, advanced clinical skill, and 
research expertise and pre-existing curricula enabling efficient and rapid 
development 

●​ Increases income per student and strengthens graduate outcomes 
●​ Provides a nationally unique offering for nursing training to provide advanced 

clinical skill focused Masters provision in a single field 
●​ Responds to student demand for more specialist mental health training as 

reflected in NSS feedback comments from the past five years 
 

 
2. Dual Registration (Mental Health & Children’s Nursing) 

●​ Responds to applicant behaviour and workforce needs in both children’s and 
mental health services 

●​ Can be developed efficiently and rapidly by integrating existing curricula. 
●​ Distributes placement demand across broader clinical settings, reducing capacity 

limitations 
 
 
 

School‑Wide Strategic Considerations 
 

Should suspension proceed, redeployment of staff into remaining programmes across 
the current School of Health Sciences and future School of Health, Life and 
Psychological Sciences offers significant opportunity to enhance teaching quality, NSS 
performance, and interdisciplinary provision. Specialist expertise in mental health, 
learning disabilities, cognitive behavioural therapy, non-medical prescribing, Makaton 
communication, ethics, research methods, and preventive healthcare is already 
contributing across UG and PG programmes and could be expanded further, alongside 
growth in PGDip CBT provision. This expansion would have significant benefits to 
education and student experience for other courses delivered in the School. Additionally, 
a redistribution of teaching workload would also facilitate members of staff across the 
school engaging in more income generating research and public engagement activity. 
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BSc Children’s Nursing & BSc Health Promotion and Public Health 
 

Responses and counterproposals are currently being developed. Please see the latest 
details on the website linked. For further Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences 
course-specific counter proposals, please check the FN2, faculty specific web-pages 
here: UCU FN2 counter proposals 
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Faculty of Science 
 
Introduction 
 
This section presents a comprehensive, evidence‑based challenge to the proposed 
suspension of strategically significant programmes within the Faculty of Science: 
Agriculture, Agricultural Business Management, Microbiology, Plant Biology, and 
Mathematical Physics. Drawing on recruitment data, tariff profiles, NSS 
performance, teaching structures, research alignment, and financial modelling, the 
evidence demonstrates that the stated rationales for suspension are inconsistent with 
both institutional strategy and sector realities. Closure would weaken research‑led 
teaching pipelines, reduce international competitiveness, and erode areas of genuine 
disciplinary strength. 
 

List of course suspensions in the Faculty of Science 

The table below lists courses in the Faculty of Science that were suspended in 
November 2025.  

Course title School/Department Subject area Plan code Principle 
rationale for 
suspension 

Animal Nutrition 
MSc / PGDip 

Biosciences Animal 
science 

U7PANMNT / 
U7PANMNTD 

Low demand 

Plant Biology 
BSc 

Biosciences Plant science U6UPLNTB Low demand 

Plant Biology 
MSc 

Biosciences Plant science U7UPLNTB Low demand 

Microbiology 
BSc 

Biosciences Microbiology U6UMBLGY Course 
consolidation 

56 



 

Agricultural 
Business 
Management 
BSc 

Biosciences Agriculture U6UAGBSM Low tariff 

Agriculture BSc Biosciences Agriculture U6UAGCLT Low tariff 

Food Science 
and Nutrition 
BSc 

Biosciences Food science 
and nutrition 

U6UFSCAN Low demand 

Mathematical 
Physics MSci 

Mathematics/Physics 
& Astronomy 

Mathematical 
Physics 

U7UMTHPY low demand 
and course 
consolidation 
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In the following, we present challenges to the suspensions in Plant Biology, Microbiology, 
Agriculture and Mathematical Physics.  At this stage, we do not offer any challenge to 
the suspensions in Animal Nutrition or Food Science and Nutrition.  

 

Agriculture and Agricultural Business Management (ABM) 

Agriculture and ABM are high-tariff, research-embedded, internationally distinctive 
programmes for which Nottingham is exceptionally well positioned. The degrees operate 
at the highest tariff in the UK agricultural sector, draw 27% international recruitment, and 
are embedded in world-leading research environments spanning plant and crop science, 
biotechnology, and sustainability. The rationales of “low demand” or “low tariff” are not 
substantiated by sectoral evidence: demand is stable within a niche field, market share 
is maintained, and tariff levels align with the University’s strategic ambitions. 

Crucially, closure would remove high-value international fee income, weaken 
Nottingham’s position in a field where it enjoys genuine global credibility, and disrupt a 
teaching–research ecosystem central to the University’s identity. 

A constructive forward strategy is proposed, involving two globally facing flagship 
degrees—BSc Global Agricultural Transformations and BSc Agribusiness and 
Sustainability Management—and three agriculture-linked pathways across Biology, 
Environmental Science, and Business. These options provide a future-facing, 
internationally competitive academic offer aligned with the emerging College structure 
and global demand for sustainability-driven agrifood expertise. 

Academic Strength and Programme Quality 

The academic case for retaining Agriculture and ABM is strong. Teaching excellence is 
well evidenced: 

●​ NSS scores (3.14) exceed University (3.10), sector (3.02) and Russell Group 
averages (3.00). 

●​ The programme has received prestigious awards, including a Lord Dearing 
Award for Teaching Excellence and TEF Gold (2020) in subject-level evaluation. 

●​ Recruitment is stable: Nottingham maintains market share while operating at the 
highest tariff in the sector. 2022/23 students for UoN and main competitors 
(HESA, CAH3 Level): Nottingham: 25 students; Newcastle: 75 students; 
Reading: 20 students; Queen Belfast: 15 students 
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Importantly, the existing degrees draw on internationally recognised research in plant 
systems, biotechnology, microbiology, environmental modelling, sustainability science, 
agribusiness, and food security. This research-teaching alignment is not incidental—it is 
the defining strength of these programmes and the foundation of their international 
appeal. Closing them would weaken the teaching-research ecosystem and diminish 
opportunities for students to engage with world-leading facilities such as phenotyping 
platforms, controlled-environment laboratories, and the Food Systems Institute. 

Rebuttal of the Rationale for Closure 

The stated rationale of “low demand” or “low tariff” does not withstand scrutiny. 

1.​ Tariff: Nottingham’s Agriculture and ABM degrees have the highest tariff in the 
sector, aligning with the University’s aspirations to raise academic entry 
standards. Closure would remove one of the few high-tariff anchors in the 
biosciences portfolio.​
 FN2 - Course closures in Scienc… 

2.​ Demand: While absolute cohort size is modest—by the nature of this niche 
field—Nottingham’s market share is stable alongside far larger providers such as 
Newcastle. This is characteristic of specialist degrees rather than evidence of 
lack of demand. 

3.​ International recruitment: With a 27% international intake, these programmes 
generate culturally diverse classrooms and attract fee streams unavailable in 
many other bioscience offerings. 

4.​ Teaching efficiency: The closure would not materially reduce teaching load, as 
agriculture-related modules are structurally integrated across Environmental 
Science, Plant Science, and Animal Science degrees. 

Together, these points show clearly that the proposed closures are based on short-term 
numbers rather than strategic assessment of the programmes’ role in the University’s 
identity, market positioning, or research ecosystem. 

Forward Strategy: Strengthening the Academic Offer 

In line with the University’s stated ambition to build on areas of research strength, 
enhance international recruitment, and increase strategic distinctiveness within the new 
college structure, Agriculture presents a particularly strong foundation for a 
forward-looking academic portfolio. Rather than withdrawing from a globally significant 
domain, Nottingham has the opportunity to modernise, differentiate, and expand its 
provision through a two-part strategy: 

1.​ The creation of two globally facing flagship degrees that directly reflect 
Nottingham’s research strengths and expanding international footprint. 
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2.​ The development of three coherent agriculture-linked pathways within Biology, 
Environmental Science, and Business that embed agricultural expertise across 
the University’s evolving academic architecture. 

Together, these routes allow the University to maintain disciplinary integrity, strengthen 
interdisciplinary collaboration, and significantly enhance global competitiveness. 

BSc Global Agricultural Transformations (GAT) 

(Home: Biology / Biological Sciences / Environment & Earth; Campus: Sutton Bonington) 

The BSc Global Agricultural Transformations replaces and modernises the existing 
Agriculture degree, positioning Nottingham at the forefront of a rapidly evolving, 
technology-intensive agricultural sector. Its curriculum reflects a world in which primary 
food production is increasingly data-driven, technologically sophisticated, 
sustainability-led, and globally integrated. 

The programme integrates biotechnology, digital agriculture, environmental science, and 
plant and animal systems to train graduates capable of addressing food-security 
challenges across both developed and developing contexts. Designed for international, 
academically strong applicants, the GAT offers a distinctive global-facing identity built 
directly on Nottingham’s internationally recognised research strengths. 

Key features 

●​ Anchored in world-leading research in plant and crop science, digital 
phenotyping, biotechnology, livestock systems, sustainability, and global food 
systems. 

●​ Designed to attract high-performing international students seeking careers 
dedicated to sustainably feeding the world. 

●​ Creates a clear shift from a predominantly home-market recruitment model to a 
genuinely internationalised offer. 

●​ Accreditation sought through the Institute of Sustainable and Environmental 
Professionals (ISEP), expanding global recognition (including strong engagement 
in the Gulf region). 

Entry profile: At least one science at A-level; BBB rising to AAA by 2030, reflecting tariff 
ambition. 

High-calibre graduates will enter global careers in agri-tech, sustainability, biotechnology, 
environmental consultancy, and food-system transformation—domains experiencing 
accelerating global investment. 
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BSc Agribusiness and Sustainability Management (ASM) 

(Home: Nottingham University Business School; Campus: Jubilee) 

The BSc Agribusiness and Sustainability Management sits within Nottingham University 
Business School (NUBS) and opens a strategically important new market: applied 
business management for the global agrifood sector. This sector is undergoing profound 
transformation as sustainability metrics become as central to decision-making as 
financial performance. 

ASM positions Nottingham alongside leading international programmes such as Cornell, 
UC Davis, LSE, Leeds and Edinburgh, offering a business-centred route for students 
motivated by the managerial, financial, policy, and strategic dimensions of the agrifood 
economy. 

Key features 

●​ Built on NUBS’s strong reputation, high student intake, and global business 
networks. 

●​ Draws on agribusiness expertise, international industry links, and authentic, 
career-relevant assessments. 

●​ Highly competitive in both the home and international markets, with clear career 
pathways in sustainability-driven sectors. 

●​ Professionally accredited through the Institute of Sustainability and 
Environmental Professionals (ISEP). 

Entry profile: Any A-level subjects; BBB rising to AAA by 2030, ensuring strong tariff 
progression. 

Graduates will enter roles across sustainability consultancy, global agribusiness, policy, 
supply-chain management, finance, trade, and multinational organisations seeking 
expertise at the intersection of food systems and sustainability. 

Optional cross-school modules from Biosciences and Environmental Science enhance 
interdisciplinary choice and widen the programme’s appeal. 

Integrated Agriculture-Linked Pathways Across the University 

Recognising the University’s developing academic structure and increasing 
interdisciplinarity, a suite of three pathways strengthens agricultural teaching across 
Biology, Environmental Science, and Business. Each pathway is designed to expand 
student choice, reinforce Nottingham’s research strengths, and create visible specialist 
tracks aligned to global challenges. 
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These pathways can operate independently but retain flexibility for cross-pathway 
module choice should the final university structure permit it. 

BioDigital Crop Innovation Pathway 

(Within BSc Biology or BSc Environmental Science) 

This pathway addresses one of the most dynamic areas of global agricultural innovation: 
the fusion of plant biology, digital technologies, modelling, sensors, gene editing, and 
climate science. It equips graduates to design, analyse and optimise digitally enabled, 
biologically innovative agroecosystems. 

Students learn to integrate 

●​ Crop physiology and pathology 
●​ Gene editing and precision breeding 
●​ Remote sensing, imaging, modelling, and data-driven approaches 
●​ Microbiomes and environmental omics 
●​ Climate and environmental system dynamics 
●​ Agri-tech innovation and future food systems 

Key modules 

●​ Environmental Stress & Crop Health 
●​ Digital Plant Systems 
●​ Gene Editing & Precision Breeding 
●​ Microbiomes & Environmental Omics 
●​ Dynamic Plants 

Career destinations 

Consultancy, crop biotechnology, precision breeding, environmental monitoring, digital 
phenotyping, agri-tech innovation, and policy roles in food security and plant health. 

Nottingham USPs 

●​ Food Systems Institute 
●​ Access to world-leading phenotyping platforms (Hounsfield Facility, CE labs, field 

systems) 
●​ Integration of digital and biological sciences—rare within UK plant-focused 

degrees 
●​ Industry-linked teaching through agri-tech SMEs, breeders, DEFRA, and 

environmental bodies 
●​ Outstanding research environment in plant sciences, gene editing, crop 

resilience, and digital biology 
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This pathway speaks directly to Nottingham’s internationally recognised leadership in 
plant and crop science. 

Sustainable Landscapes Pathway 

(Within BSc Environmental Science, with optional integration for Geography) 

This pathway situates agriculture within broader environmental, social and policy 
landscapes. Students explore sustainable land management, rural economies, 
conservation, restoration, and land-use innovations that support food, nature, and 
community resilience. 

Key modules 

●​ Ecological Habitats 
●​ Global Geographical Challenges 
●​ Data-Driven Decision Making 
●​ Land and Agricultural Sustainability Management 
●​ Regenerative Land Practices 
●​ Plant, Crop and Livestock Opportunities & Challenges 
●​ AgriTech Innovation 
●​ Business, Policy & Practice 
●​ Sustainable Intensification 

Career destinations 

Sustainability consultancy, agritech innovation, environmental consultancy, land 
management, supply-chain sustainability, and policy roles in national and international 
organisations. 

Nottingham USPs 

●​ Access to phenotyping platforms and field facilities 
●​ Strength of the Food Systems Institute (especially the Centre for Agricultural 

Sustainable Systems) 
●​ Partnership opportunities with the University of Adelaide (Agronomy Field 

Course, Regenerative Agriculture) and joint teaching development 
●​ Industry links (e.g., Ceres Rural, ADAS) providing authentic field experience 

This pathway builds on strong student interest in Environmental Sciences and taps into 
an expanding international market. 

Sustainable Agri-Food Systems Pathway 

(Within BSc Business and Management, NUBS) 
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This pathway offers Business students a high-impact specialism at the intersection of 
business, global food systems, and sustainability—areas of rapidly expanding employer 
demand. 

Key modules 

●​ Agricultural Business in the Global Economy 
●​ Sustainable Agrifood Systems 
●​ Economic Evaluation for Sustainable Development 
●​ Practical Policy Making 
●​ International Agribusiness 
●​ Management Consultancy 
●​ Ecological Economics 

Career destinations 

●​ Sustainability advisers 
●​ National and international policy agencies (e.g., European Commission, DEFRA, 

NFU) 
●​ Agricultural bank managers 
●​ Agri-food trade bodies 
●​ International organisations (FAO, UN, OECD) 
●​ Commodity traders 
●​ Retail buyers 
●​ Procurement, logistics, and supply-chain management 
●​ Marketing and business development roles across the agrifood sector 

Nottingham USPs 

●​ Food Systems Institute: Centre for Equitable and Inclusive Food Systems; Centre 
for Food Policy and Foresight 

●​ Industry and policy links including banks, multinational agrifood companies, and 
OECD networks 

This pathway positions Nottingham as a leading provider of sustainability-focused 
business education with sector-specific depth. 

These proposed degrees and pathways reflect a coherent, ambitious and 
research-aligned strategy for Agriculture at Nottingham. They retain the strengths of the 
existing discipline, align naturally with the new college structure, and substantially 
expand the University’s ability to compete for international, high-tariff students in areas of 
accelerating global demand. 

Rather than stepping back from Agriculture, Nottingham has the opportunity to redefine 
itself as a national and international leader in sustainable, technology-driven, 
innovation-led agrifood education. 
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Strategic Opportunities and Institutional Fit 

The University has made clear its intention to build on areas of strong research and to 
expand international engagement. Agriculture and ABM sit at the intersection of these 
goals. They: 

●​ Anchor Nottingham’s identity in sustainability, food systems, and global 
challenges. 

●​ Strengthen alignment with major research drivers, including plant science, 
agri-tech innovation, and environmental systems modelling. 

●​ Provide natural bridges between the new colleges and schools (Science & 
Engineering, Environment, NUBS). 

●​ Offer potential for expansion through CPD, professional training, Master’s 
programmes, and international partnerships—including with Adelaide and 
partners in the Middle East and Asia.  

Closing these programmes would cut across these priorities and weaken the University’s 
ability to project strength in a globally competitive area. 

Conclusion 

The evidence is clear: Agriculture and Agricultural Business Management are 
academically strong, strategically important, internationally competitive, and central to 
Nottingham’s profile in a globally significant field. Closure would reduce tariff strength, 
diminish international presence, erode alignment with major research pillars, and forgo 
opportunities for growth in one of the fastest-evolving domains of global higher 
education. 

By contrast, adopting the proposed flagship degrees and pathways positions the 
University to modernise its provision, expand internationally, and strengthen an area 
where Nottingham has longstanding excellence. The constructive route forward is not 
withdrawal, but strategic renewal—developing a refreshed agricultural offering that 
reflects Nottingham’s research strengths, international ambitions, and academic identity. 

Microbiology 

Microbiology is a high-performing, high-tariff (AAB), financially positive, and strategically 
aligned core bioscience discipline. Its suspension under the rationale of “consolidation” 
is based on a demonstrably incorrect understanding of the teaching structure. Most 
Microbiology modules already teach large Biotechnology cohorts; closure would not 
reduce teaching load but would lower teaching efficiency by shrinking class sizes in 
modules that must continue. 
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Microbiology delivers some of the highest NSS scores in the School, sustains stable 
recruitment, and will generate ~£0.5M per year in tuition income from 2026. Alternative 
programmes (Biotechnology, Biology) cannot absorb displaced applicants, meaning 
closure would lead directly to lost recruitment and reduced income. 

Microbiology staff contribute substantially to Nottingham’s research profile—outstanding 
publication volume, high citations, significant grant income, and REF case development. 
Suspending the degree would disrupt this research–teaching pipeline and withdraw 
Nottingham from a central bioscience field of growing global importance. 

Strategic Context and Sector Positioning 

Microbiology is a cornerstone of contemporary biological science. Across the UK and 
internationally, it underpins biotechnology, infectious disease research, vaccinology, 
industrial bioprocessing, antimicrobial resistance, and environmental microbiome 
science. In the Russell Group, Microbiology degrees consistently attract academically 
strong applicants and maintain high tariff requirements, reflecting sustained and growing 
national demand. 

Nottingham is well positioned within this sector. The programme attracts students at AAB 
entry requirements, aligning with the University’s strategy to raise tariff and maintain 
competitiveness against its research-intensive peers. It also draws on a research 
environment of considerable strength, with high publication volume, major grant income, 
strong citation profiles, and internationally recognised expertise. Microbiology is not a 
peripheral subject: it is central to the identity and research culture of modern 
biosciences. 

Suspending the programme would remove Nottingham from a competitive national field 
where it is academically and reputationally well placed, ceding ground to peers at a time 
when microbiology’s strategic importance is increasing globally. 

Academic Performance and Teaching Excellence 

In the “Case for Change” document, the rationale for closing the BSc Microbiology 
course is given as Consolidation, which suggests these students would be expected to 
be recruited to other UoN degrees. It is notable that this course does not meet the 
criteria used to target other UG courses within Biosciences e.g.  

●       NSS Scores – BSc Microbiology consistently has higher NSS scores that other 
Bioscience degrees and scored 3.23 for 2025 against a Biosciences average of 3.03 and 
a Life Sciences average of 3.15. 

●       Low tariff – the entry requirements for BSc Microbiology is AAB, which is the same 
as Russel Group competitors and the same as the UoN BSc Biology degree and 
therefore our students are not pulling down overall tariff scores 
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●       Low student numbers - Current student numbers on the BSc Microbiology and BSc 
Microbiology with year in Industry courses is 53.5.  

●       The UoN forecast for Home Student Numbers is that this will be sustained and is 
predicted to increase to 56 so numbers are stable.   

Closing the programme would therefore lower the School’s average NSS score, do 
nothing to raise tariff, and reduce net income without offset, given the lack of credible 
alternative destinations for displaced applicants. 

Rebuttal of the Consolidation Rationale 

The stated rationale—that Microbiology requires “many dedicated modules” and that 
students could be “consolidated” into other programmes—is not supported by the 
evidence. 

1. The majority of Microbiology teaching is already delivered to Biotechnology students. 

Of the 11 modules offered by the Microbiology teaching team: 

●​ Only 5 modules are currently exclusive to Microbiology students. 
●​ From 2026, this will fall to just 2 modules, following course adjustments 

requested by Biotechnology students themselves. 
●​ Across shared microbiology modules, an average of 64% of students come from 

Biotechnology (range 59–79%). 

These modules cannot be removed without compromising the Biotechnology curriculum. 
Closing Microbiology simply reduces class sizes, undermining teaching efficiency and 
contradicting the aims of the restructuring programme. 

Module Number Title credit
s 

Optional/Core 
for BSc 
Biotechnology 
Course 

Av % 
Biotech 
students1 

Av No. 
students 
taking 
module1   

BIOS1027 The Physiology 
of Microbes 

30 Core 74 79 

BIOS1064 Introduction to 
Genetics and 
Biochemistry: 
Micro option 

30 Core option 60 43 
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BIOS2008 The Analysis of 
Bacterial Gene 
Expression 

10 Core 79 52 

BIOS2009 Virology 10 Optional 59 52 

BIOS3010/3116
2 

Microbial 
Fermentation 

10 Optional 59 22 

BIOS3018 Molecular 
Microbiology 
and 
Biotechnology 

20 Optional 63 30 
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Table: Microbiology modules on Biotechnology course.  

1Average data for last 3 academic years 

2This module merged with Yeast and Fermentation Technology for 2026 academic year 

2. Alternative degrees cannot absorb Microbiology applicants. 

Two alternatives were identified: Biotechnology and Biology. Neither provides credible 
retention pathways. 

BSc/MSci Biotechnology.   

●      This degree does include microbial biotechnology but also encompasses plant and 
animal biotechnology and therefore is not a predominantly Microbiology course likely to 
attract BSc Microbiology applicants.  

●      On average, 0.5 students per year (i.e. 1 student every 2 years) who is recruited to 
BSc Biotechnology asks to transfer to the BSc Microbiology in Y1.  This reflects the fact 
that the interests of the students recruited to these two courses is very different.   

●      Similarly in 20 years, only 2 student has asked to transfer from BSc Microbiology to 
BSc Biotechnology, and one of these occurred this year immediately after it was 
announced that the BSc Microbiology course was being suspended. 

There is no good evidence that applicants for BSc Microbiology would choose to apply 
for BSc Biotechnology.  

Microbiology pathway in BSc Biology degree 

The Lifesciences Biology degree has recently been restructured and contains only 2 UG 
modules (years 1-4) that would be considered to contain significant microbiological 
content: 

●​ Y1 – none 
●​ Y2- Immunology, Microorganisms in Biology, Health and Disease 
●​ Y3 - Pathogens, Vaccines and Therapeutics 

It is unlikely that such a course would attract students who are interested in studying a 
degree in Microbiology 

Therefore, neither of these courses are likely to retain these students as UoN applicants.  

Most displaced applicants would leave the University, and tuition income would be lost. 
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3. Financial savings are negligible. 

Closure provides no meaningful savings: 

●​ No reduction in module delivery 
●​ No reduction in academic posts 
●​ Only minimal administrative and marketing savings 

This is vastly outweighed by the loss of £500k per year in income, lower teaching 
efficiency, and the reputational risks associated with withdrawing a successful, 
research-aligned programme. 

Research Alignment and Institutional Value 

Microbiology staff contribute substantially to the University’s research profile: 

●​ 99 peer-reviewed papers since 2020 (16.5 per FTE). 
●​ ~11,500 citations since 2020 (1,638 per FTE). 
●​ £2.24M in PI/CI income, excluding ~£5M toward a spin-out company. 
●​ REF cases in development for 2029. 

This research activity enhances the wider Biosciences research environment and 
supports postgraduate recruitment, international collaborations, and impact case 
development. 

Suspending the degree would disrupt a teaching–research ecosystem that is productive, 
income-generating, and aligned with institutional priorities. 

Forward Strategy 

The most constructive path forward is to retain and strengthen the BSc Microbiology 
programme while improving visibility and alignment with closely related areas such as 
biotechnology, bioprocessing, and microbial genomics. Opportunities for growth include: 

●​ Building stronger international recruitment pipelines in microbial biotechnology 
and infectious disease. 

●​ Aligning curriculum enhancements with major research assets (e.g., microbiome 
facilities, molecular microbiology platforms, bioprocessing labs). 

●​ Developing joint pathways with cognate programmes while preserving 
microbiology’s academic identity. 

●​ Expanding postgraduate progression routes linked to infectious disease, 
industrial biotechnology, and environmental microbiology. 

These developments are achievable at minimal cost, leveraging existing strengths and 
infrastructure. 
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Conclusion 

The evidence is clear: the BSc Microbiology degree is academically successful, 
financially robust, strategically aligned, and structurally integrated into the Biosciences 
teaching portfolio. Its closure would: 

●​ Lower NSS performance 
●​ Reduce tariff 
●​ Eliminate ~£500k annual income 
●​ Decrease teaching efficiency 
●​ Undermine research alignment 
●​ Remove Nottingham from a core bioscience field with strong national demand 

No viable alternative exists to retain these applicants within the University. The 
consolidation rationale is based on an incorrect understanding of the teaching structure 
and misrepresents the degree’s contribution. 

At precisely the moment when microbiology’s global importance is expanding—from 
health security to industrial biotechnology—Nottingham should be consolidating its 
strengths, not withdrawing from them. The strategically coherent path is to retain and 
enhance Microbiology as a flagship biosciences offering within the evolving academic 
structure. 

 

Plant Biology 

Plant Biology is a high-tariff, research-intensive, internationally distinctive programme 
that sits at the heart of Nottingham’s global reputation in plant and crop sciences. The 
University hosts one of Europe’s strongest plant research environments, with major grant 
success, world-leading laboratories, internationally recognised scholars, and globally 
unique resources such as the International Arabidopsis Stock Centre. The degree is the 
primary undergraduate route into this ecosystem. 

The rationale of “low demand” or “teaching inefficiency” is unsubstantiated. No modules 
are delivered exclusively for Plant Biology, meaning closure would generate no teaching 
efficiencies, no staffing reductions, and no rationalisation of the curriculum. The 
programme recruits academically strong students (tariff 148–152), delivers strong 
outcomes, and benefits directly from the newly established Ted Cocking Teaching Lab, 
which is already enhancing prospective-student engagement. 

Suspending Plant Biology at the moment when global demand for plant-science 
expertise is intensifying would directly erode Nottingham’s visibility, research pipeline, 
and strategic positioning. 
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Strategic Positioning 

Plant Biology is a core life sciences discipline of global strategic importance. Emerging 
challenges—climate resilience, sustainable agriculture, crop innovation, food security, 
biodiversity loss, and environmental change—are driving strong and sustained 
international demand for plant-science graduates. Within the UK, only a limited number 
of universities can offer a research-led plant-science education spanning molecular 
biology, physiology, genetics, ecology, and field systems. Nottingham is one of these 
few. 

Nottingham’s  Plant and Crop Science Division (PCS) has an international reputation for 
research excellence. In recent years, it has had three Fellows of the Royal Society, and 
in the current “Clarivate Highly Cited Research List of the World’s Top 100 Most Cited 
Authors”, three of the seven UK academics in the Plants & Animals category are in PCS. 

 In the past five years, academics in the Division have secured more than 60 grants 
exceeding £25m in total. PCS have also been remarkably successful in attracting 
individuals to bring prestigious UK and International Fellowships to UoN, with five 
BBSRC Discovery Fellows and an unprecedented three EU ERC Fellows in the past six 
years. 

PCS have published over 40 articles in “Nature” and “Science”, the most recognised and 
impactful journals covering all aspects of scientific research, since the Plant Physiology 
and Botany Divisions merged in 2001. PCS is also home to the International Arabidopsis 
Stock Centre, hosting a seed bank with over a million accessions, distributing 100,000 
seed packets per year to over 16,000 users in over 50 countries. 

Around half of its graduates go on to postgraduate study, reflecting the research-led 
teaching and the training they receive when completing their final year research projects 
in world-leading labs. 

Few UK institutions can match this level of research strength in plant and crop science. 
Nottingham therefore occupies a competitive sector niche—one in which a Plant Biology 
degree is both a natural flagship and a visible statement of research identity. 

Suspending the programme would remove a key academic offering in precisely the 
domain where Nottingham is globally competitive. 

Academic Quality and Student Profile 

The academic strength of the Plant Biology programmes is clear: 

●​ Tariff: Average tariff scores are 148 (BSc) and 152 (MSci), comparable to Life 
Sciences (149) and above the Biosciences average (144). 
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●​ Recruitment: The programme maintains stable numbers, with most students 
entering on the BSc and transferring to the MSci in later years—meaning 
evaluation of the two as “separate” courses misrepresents the structure. 

●​ Curriculum: The BSc and MSci share identical Years 1–3, forming a single 
coherent programme. 

●​ Student outcomes: Approximately half of graduates progress to postgraduate 
study, a marker of academic ambition and strong preparation for research 
careers. 

Taken together, these metrics demonstrate that the programme attracts academically 
capable students and delivers strong outcomes fully aligned with Nottingham’s 
research-intensive profile. 

 Table: current student numbers in Plant Biology: 

  Total Plant Biology​
 BSc 
U6UPLNTB 

Plant Biology 
MSci 
U7UPLNTB 

Plant Science 
BSc 
U6UPLANT 

Plant Science 
MSci 
U7UPLANT 

Year 1 12 11 (1 
international) 

1     

Year 2 13   6 (2 
international) 

7     

Year in 
Industry 

  4   4 0     

Year 3 13   4 (1 
international) 

8 1   

Year 4   4       4 
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Teaching Structure and Rebuttal of the Rationale for Closure 

The case for closure is not supported by the teaching evidence. 

No teaching efficiencies are gained by suspending Plant Biology. 

Not a single module is delivered for Plant Biology alone. All plant-based teaching is 
shared across: 

●​ Biotechnology 
●​ Environmental Science 
●​ Environmental Biology 
●​ Biology 
●​ Natural Sciences 

Suspending Plant Biology removes no modules from the timetable. It delivers no 
reduction in academic workload, no staff savings, and no simplification of the teaching 
portfolio. It therefore fails to meet the stated aims of the restructuring programme. 

The programme offers a unique plant-focused pathway unavailable elsewhere. 

Plant Biology provides a coherent, integrated curriculum spanning: 

●​ molecular and cellular plant biology 
●​ physiology and development 
●​ ecology and environmental systems 
●​ crop science and field ecology 

This breadth cannot be reconstructed within Biology or Environmental Science without 
substantial restructuring. Closing Plant Biology would eliminate a specialised pathway 
that is directly aligned with Nottingham’s world-leading research strengths. 

The teaching environment has recently improved, not declined. 

The creation of the Ted Cocking Teaching Lab provides Plant Biology with dedicated 
space for practical teaching, outreach, and research-embedded learning. Its availability 
at the 2025 Open Day contributed to increased interest from prospective students and is 
expected to strengthen recruitment for 2026. 

Closing the programme immediately after securing this high-quality teaching 
environment would be strategically inconsistent. 

 

74 



 

Research Alignment and Institutional Value 

Plant Biology is not simply “another degree”: it is the most direct undergraduate route 
into one of Nottingham’s most distinguished research domains. 

PCS exemplifies the research-led teaching model the University aspires to. Plant Biology 
students routinely undertake final-year research projects in world-leading laboratories, 
contributing to high-impact research and moving on to competitive postgraduate 
programmes. 

The programme sustains: 

●​ a pipeline of high-calibre students into Masters and doctoral study 
●​ close alignment between undergraduate teaching and internationally recognised 

plant-science research 
●​ visibility for Nottingham’s strengths in sustainability, crop science, and 

bioinnovation 
●​ a globally relevant teaching offering that differentiates the University 

Suspending the programme would materially weaken the connection between one of the 
University’s most productive research divisions and its undergraduate portfolio. 

Forward Strategy 

Rather than withdrawing provision, the University has the opportunity to strengthen Plant 
Biology further by: 

●​ leveraging the Ted Cocking Teaching Lab to enhance practical and field-based 
learning 

●​ deepening integration with major research facilities (phenotyping platforms, seed 
banks, CE labs) 

●​ expanding international recruitment, building on Nottingham’s strong global 
reputation in plant sciences 

●​ developing complementary postgraduate pathways (MSc Plant Science, Crop 
Innovation, Environmental Biology) 

●​ aligning Plant Biology more explicitly with emerging themes in sustainability, 
digital agriculture, and environmental resilience 

These enhancements are achievable with modest investment, drawing on existing 
institutional strengths. 
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Conclusion 

Plant Biology is academically strong, strategically aligned, and central to Nottingham’s 
global reputation in plant and crop science. It attracts capable students, provides a 
unique curriculum, supports a major research ecosystem, and benefits from newly 
enhanced teaching infrastructure. Closure offers no teaching efficiencies, reduces 
strategic visibility, disrupts a successful research pipeline, and removes a flagship 
offering in an area where Nottingham is genuinely world-leading. 

The evidence is clear: Nottingham should be strengthening—not suspending—Plant 
Biology. The programme embodies the University’s research identity and provides a 
distinctive, internationally relevant pathway at a moment when global demand for 
plant-science expertise is rising sharply. Retaining and developing Plant Biology is the 
strategically coherent path that aligns with the University’s academic mission and future 
ambitions. 

 

Mathematical Physics 

Mathematical Physics is a high-tariff, academically elite, strategically aligned degree that 
attracts some of the strongest students in the School of Physics & Astronomy. 
Recruitment is stable, academic outcomes are exceptionally high, and progression into 
postgraduate research—particularly into Nottingham’s own gravitational physics 
programmes—is among the strongest of any degree. 

The programme occupies a high-prestige niche offered only by a small number of 
leading UK institutions. It aligns naturally with Nottingham’s major research strengths, 
especially the Nottingham Centre of Gravity and the Centre for the Mathematics and 
Theoretical Physics of Quantum Non-Equilibrium Systems. These centres are 
internationally visible, attract top research talent, and represent major strategic 
investments by the University. 

Closing the MSci Mathematical Physics without an established alternative undermines 
recruitment, damages reputation, and risks losing high-performing students to competitor 
institutions. The proposed suspension has already created reputational risk by signalling 
withdrawal from a field in which Nottingham is particularly strong. 

A clear forward strategy is identified: either retain Mathematical Physics at both BSc and 
MSci level, or develop a merged programme with a guaranteed Mathematical Physics 
pathway—but only once a replacement is fully designed and ready to launch. 
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Strategic Positioning 

Mathematical Physics is a selective and elite component of higher education provision in 
the UK. As per the complete university guide, only a small group of leading 
research-intensive universities offer this undergraduate course in England  — ICL, UCL, 
Southampton and Liverpool - and in each case it is run within Maths.  Joint Mathematics 
and Physics courses are more common, being available at Durham, Loughborough, 
Bath, Warwick, York, UCL, Bristol, Southampton, Surrey, Manchester, Essex, Royal 
Holloway, Nottingham Trent, Coventry, Keele and the OU.  Mathematics with Theoretical 
Physics can be found at Lancaster, Birmingham, Lincoln and Plymouth.  For the most 
part these institutions cluster towards the upper end of national rankings and maintain 
strong reputations in both disciplines. The small handful offering a bespoke 
Mathematical Physics course are undoubtedly elite. 

Applicants who seek this advanced, integrated pathway are academically ambitious and 
mathematically fluent; they do not view Theoretical Physics as a substitute. Open-day 
feedback makes clear that without a Mathematical Physics option at Nottingham, these 
students actively look elsewhere. In a competitive recruitment environment, 
discontinuing the programme would risk losing highly capable applicants to direct 
competitors. This risk is amplified by recent media coverage of the University’s proposed 
course closures, which simply lists Mathematical Physics as being shut down. The 
crucial distinction—that only the MSci is affected and not the BSc—is far too subtle to 
register with prospective students or their advisers. The resulting negative impression 
will inevitably depress recruitment to the BSc as well: applicants will assume the entire 
discipline is unstable or being withdrawn and will look elsewhere. In effect, by closing the 
MSci, the University also jeopardises the viability of the BSc programme it claims to be 
retaining. 

There are indications that some peer institutions (notably Manchester) may be reviewing 
similar programmes. Rather than stepping back from a sector niche where Nottingham is 
well-placed, there is a strategic opportunity to consolidate leadership in a scarce, 
high-prestige offer aligned to the University’s strengths. It is notable that Mathematical 
Physics is not offered elsewhere in the Midlands region.  

Distinctiveness and Academic Rationale 

The Mathematical Physics degree at the University of Nottingham stands out as an elite, 
high-level Physics offering, designed for the mathematically gifted and intellectually 
ambitious.  It has the highest tariff of all the courses in Physics & Astronomy. It attracts 
some of the best students at the university and showcases the institution’s capacity to 
deliver genuinely specialised, rigorous training at the frontier of mathematics and 
physics. Such a programme reinforces Nottingham’s reputation as a research-intensive 
university committed to excellence. 
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Among its most distinguished alumni is Professor David Tong. After earning his BSc in 
Mathematical Physics at Nottingham, he went on to become a Professor of Theoretical 
Physics at the University of Cambridge, Fellow of Trinity College Cambridge, winner of 
the Adams Prize, and a Simons Investigator. His lecture notes on a range of topics in 
theoretical  physics have earned him a reputation for being one of the great educators of 
his time, following the likes of Ehrenfest and Feynman. His reflections on his own 
undergraduate degree are especially revealing: 

“I remember clearly how the Nottingham mathematical physics course stood out when I 
was at school. Many universities offered mathematics with physics, but a glance through 
their prospectuses revealed that this usually meant a loose collection of maths and 
physics courses, thrown together with little thought about how they might connect.​
 Nottingham was different — and remains so today. It is perhaps the only course among 
the leading universities to offer a genuinely bespoke degree in mathematical physics, 
with advanced topics in both mathematics and physics carefully tailored to the students’ 
needs. This served me well as an undergraduate. I came out with a broad and coherent 
education that many of my peers elsewhere did not enjoy. The course continues to 
occupy an important and distinctive place in the ecosystem of physics education in the 
UK.” 

This endorsement highlights several critical points: 

●​ The degree is distinctive, intentionally and thoughtfully built, not a standard joint 
honours. 

●​ It offers coherent integration of mathematics and physics from the outset. 
●​ It provides advanced content, aimed at high-potential students. 
●​ It occupies a strategic place in UK physics education. 

A High-Quality Student Population 

Recruitment data over the past five years confirm that both BSc and MSci Mathematical 
Physics programmes attract medium-sized cohorts — fully in line with other specialist 
Physics degrees and well above any threshold that would indicate fragility. Note that 
data presented to UEB on course numbers does not align with tableau raising serious 
questions about the validity of the analysis. 

We completely reject the claim that these courses suffer from low demand.  

The BSc enrols an average of 10.67 and the MSci 9.33 students per year: stable, 
sustainable, and strategically valuable. See Figure below.  
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Once enrolled, these students succeed at a high level. Across the past five graduating 
cohorts, students on the Mathematical Physics degrees consistently achieve among the 
highest academic outcomes in the School. Their proportion of First Class degrees has 
remained very strong — for example, 41–63% Firsts between 2021 and 2025 compared 
with 32–58% in the straight Physics programmes — and in most years the combined 
First and Upper Second performance exceeds that of straight Physics. In 2023, for 
instance, 92% of Mathematical Physics students graduated with a First or 2:1, compared 
with 78% in Physics, and 2025 shows a similar pattern (almost 90% vs 79%). A corollary 
of this success is that there are almost no resits or students who fail to graduate, 
meaning the Mathematical Physics students contribute significantly to the universities 
retention statistics. These results confirm that Mathematical Physics continues to attract 
and retain some of the highest-performing students in the School: students who are 
exceptionally well-prepared for postgraduate study, research careers, and high-skill 
industries. 

Cutting this provision would mean losing a group of high-performing students who 
enhance learning culture, raise degree-classification profiles, and drive postgraduate 
progression. 

Mathematical Physics as a Research Pipeline 

The Mathematical Physics programme at the University of Nottingham occupies a critical 
and distinctive role within the School’s academic portfolio: it is an elite, research-facing 
pathway that attracts some of our most capable students and channels them directly into 
advanced study.  

The graduate-outcomes data strongly supports this. Over one-third of MSci 
Mathematical Physics graduates progress into further study (34.7 %), which is among 
the highest in the School and significantly higher than many of the Physics-branded 
programmes. The BSc route also shows substantial progression into further study (21.9 
%)—indicating that even students exiting after three years are more inclined toward 
postgraduate engagement than many of their peers. 

In line with this, the following (partial) list of recent alumni from the Mathematical Physics 
programme who have progressed into doctoral research clearly illustrates the pipeline in 
action. 

●​ Sean Martin Douglas Gregory (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) – PhD Student, 
University of Nottingham (Analogue Gravity / Theoretical Physics) 

●​ Luisa Lucie‑Smith (BSc Mathematical Physics, UoN) – PhD Student, University 
College London (Cosmology & Fundamental Physics) 

●​ Robert Smith (BSc Mathematical Physics, UoN) – PhD Student, University of 
Nottingham (String/M-theory) 

●​ Jade White (BSc Mathematical Physics, UoN) – PhD Student, University of 
Nottingham (Cosmic Strings / GW detection) 
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●​ Daniel Rayneau‑Kirkhope (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) – PhD Student, 
University of Nottingham (Theoretical/Structural Mechanics) 

●​ Andrea Russo (BSc Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student - University 
College London, (Theoretical/Quantum-Classical gravity) 

●​ Andrew Scoins (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student – Durham 
University (Theoretical/Black Holes) 

●​ Daniel Baldwin (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student – Kings 
College London (Theoretical/M-Theory/String Theory) 

●​ Matas Mackevicius (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student – Liverpool 
University Theoretical/Gravity) 

●​ Sam Upton (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student –Southampton 
University Theoretical/Gravity/Black Holes) 

●​ Joshua New (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student, University of 
Nottingham (Atom chips for cold atom devices) 

●​ Luke Causer (MSci Mathematical Physics, UoN) - PhD Student, University of 
Nottingham (Nonequilibrium quantum many-body physics) 

This pattern reflects what staff observe anecdotally: students from Mathematical Physics 
are frequently among the most academically prepared in each cohort, many of whom 
secure funded doctoral positions at Russell Group Universities in high-demand fields 
including quantum technologies, spacetime and cosmology, particle physics, and 
theoretical soft matter. 

Closure of these courses would therefore eliminate a proven talent pipeline into the 
University’s own research programmes and into the broader research ecosystem. 
Mathematical Physics is not simply another variant of Physics—it is a strategic academic 
route that cultivates future researchers and reinforces Nottingham’s national and 
international reputation in fundamental science. 

Research led teaching by world renowned academics  

The outstanding academic performance of Mathematical Physics graduates is fuelled by 
the strength of Nottingham’s associated research environment—most visibly,  the 
Nottingham Centre of Gravity. Established as a joint strategic priority between 
Mathematics and Physics, the Centre has flourished under the leadership of Professors 
Thomas Sotiriou and Antonio Padilla and has rapidly become one of the world’s leading 
hubs for gravitational research. 

80 



 

Its recruitment record speaks for itself. In recent years the Centre has attracted some of 
the brightest early-career scientists in the field—Bezares, Gould (Royal Society DHF), 
Green (NRF, FLF), Sberna (AMF, Marie Curie fellow)  and Stefanyzyn (NRF, Hawking 
fellow)—alongside internationally recognised researchers such as Clare Burrage (IOP 
Maxwell Medal and Prize, Blavatnik Award,  Royal Society URF, Leverhulme RLF), 
Edmund Copeland (IOP Rayleigh Medal and Prize, Wolfson fellow), Antonio Padilla 
(Buchalter Cosmology Prize, Royal Society URF), Thomas Sotirou (ERC, Group Leader 
EU Cost action) and Silke Weinfurtner (Buchalter Cosmology Prize,  Leverhulme RLF). 
Their collective achievements underline the Centre’s status as a genuine research 
powerhouse—one that delivers on its ambitions. 

The Centre’s public profile is equally impressive. Padilla and Copeland are recognisable 
faces on globally popular physics and mathematics channels including Sixty Symbols 
and Numberphile. Numberphile alone has around 703 million total views and 4.67 million 
subscribers; Sixty Symbols has generated approximately 107 million views, with frequent 
contributions from both. Padilla is also the author of Fantastic Numbers and Where to 
Find Them, a top-rated  popular-science book translated into several languages. 
Weinfurtner recently organised the very successful major Art-Science exhibition ‘Cosmic 
Titans’ at Lakeside Arts, parts of which have now moved to the London Science museum 
and are expected to tour other galleries and exhibition spaces around the world. Burrage 
and Padilla are currently working on ‘Newton 2027’,  an exhibition to mark 300 years 
since the death of Sir Isaac Newton.  

Importantly, Mathematical Physics is also central to another major joint initiative between 
Mathematics and Physics: the Centre for the Mathematics and Theoretical Physics of 
Quantum Non-Equilibrium Systems (CQNE).The CQNE serves as a focal point for 
fundamental and theoretical research on the properties, dynamics, and control of 
complex quantum systems. Its mission—to foster interdisciplinary knowledge exchange, 
support joint seminars, workshops, and international conferences, and provide 
specialised postgraduate training—demonstrates a long-term institutional commitment to 
theoretical and mathematical physics across both Schools. 

The CQNE’s research portfolio spans quantum information, quantum metrology, 
condensed-matter physics, and hybrid quantum systems, uniting leading researchers 
from both Schools. Its membership includes Madalin Guta (co-Director), Gerardo 
Adesso and Silke Weinfurtner from Mathematical Sciences, and Kay Brandner 
(co-Director), Andrew Armour, Adam Gammon-Smith, Juan Garrahan, Igor Lesanovsky, 
Weibin Li and Stephen Powell from Physics & Astronomy. This breadth of expertise 
further highlights that Mathematical Physics is not an isolated niche but a foundational 
pillar supporting multiple high-profile strategic research directions at Nottingham. 
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Mathematical physics sits at the heart of these Centres’ teaching portfolio. Its 
world-class research and exceptional outreach make it an obvious strategic strength for 
both schools—and a resource the University should invest in, not erode. Our students 
would seem to agree: according to project convenors,  third and fourth year 
undergraduate projects with a strong mathematical physics component are usually the 
most over-subscribed.  

The University has stated that it intends to build on areas of strong research. The 
Nottingham Centre of Gravity has been identified as a strategic priority for both the 
School of Physics & Astronomy and the School of Mathematical Sciences in recent 
years, leading to several new hires through Nottingham fellowship schemes as well as 
major external grants. The CQNE demonstrates an equally sustained institutional 
investment in theoretical and mathematical physics, again built jointly across the two 
Schools. 

At a time when the University should be consolidating this position of strength, it is 
perplexing that it proposes cutting flagship courses closely aligned with this thriving 
research area. 

Heritage matters — and our teaching must reflect it 

On 6 June 1930, Albert Einstein stood in Nottingham and delivered a lecture whose 
equations remain on the original Einstein blackboard we still proudly preserve. This is 
not just a historical artefact; it is a symbol of Nottingham’s longstanding and continuing 
contribution to mathematical physics. 

That heritage only has power if it is actively lived. Maintaining strong, visible pathways in 
Advanced Gravity, Black Holes, and related mathematical-physics modules turns that 
legacy into something real for students and prospective applicants. These subjects show 
that Nottingham is not merely retelling the Einstein story — we are teaching and 
advancing the mathematics and physics that grew out of his ideas, within a university 
that now hosts the Nottingham Centre of Gravity and continues to push the field forward. 

They also speak directly to student motivation. Black holes and gravity exert a unique 
pull on the imagination: they are often the reason students first consider physics, and 
they remain topics that applicants look for when choosing where to study, even if they 
later specialise elsewhere. 
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Forward strategy 

In our view, the best way forward is to retain Mathematical Physics as its own degree 
programme, at both BSc and MSci levels. A standalone degree provides significantly 
greater flexibility in shaping and developing the curriculum, allowing it to evolve in line 
with new research directions without being constrained by the requirements of Institute 
of Physics (IoP) accreditation. Retaining the programme in its own right also creates 
space—particularly in the later years—for deeper, more specialised content that reflects 
the strengths and active research areas of both schools. 

Moreover, a dedicated Mathematical Physics programme occupies a distinctive and 
valuable position within the wider landscape of student recruitment. Many applicants 
actively seek out degrees that signal a strong mathematical foundation alongside 
advanced theoretical physics. Offering a named, specialist programme sends a clear 
message about the School’s expertise, and helps Nottingham stand out in a competitive 
national market. Applicants with strong mathematical preparation—and who are deciding 
between Physics, Mathematics, and joint programmes—often use named degrees like 
Mathematical Physics as an indicator of academic seriousness and subject identity. The 
absence of such a specialised option risks losing academically strong applicants to 
institutions that can clearly articulate and brand this pathway. 

That said, we recognise that there has been some recent momentum behind the idea of 
merging Mathematical Physics with the existing Theoretical Physics degree. We are 
willing to consider this as a possible route forward, provided that a commitment is made 
now to provide clarity and stability for both current and prospective students, as well as 
for staff. If a merger is to proceed, the design and development of the new combined 
pathway must begin immediately and must come with firm, explicit guarantees of 
institutional support. The resulting degree must be offered at both BSc and MSci level 
and must include a genuinely distinct Mathematical Physics track. 

This distinct pathway is essential. At present, one of the major differences between the 
Mathematical Physics and Theoretical Physics programmes lies in the requirement for 
laboratory-based modules: labs are a core component of Theoretical Physics, but not of 
Mathematical Physics. Forcing mathematically oriented students into lab-heavy routes 
undermines both the coherence of the curriculum and the expectations of applicants who 
choose Mathematical Physics precisely to pursue a mathematically rigorous, 
non-experimental focus. A credible mathematical physics pathway within a merged 
degree must therefore explicitly allow students to replace laboratory modules with 
mathematically rich alternatives, maintaining continuity with the current structure while 
enhancing opportunities for deeper mathematical engagement. This is key to preserving 
the academic identity and integrity of the subject area. 
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Finally, even if plans to merge the two programmes are adopted and implemented, it 
would be counterproductive—in reputational and financial terms—to suspend the 
Mathematical Physics MSci before the new course is ready to launch. Suspending the 
programme mid-cycle has already caused confusion and unnecessary reputational 
harm. Maintaining continuity by continuing to offer the Mathematical Physics MSci during 
the transition period is essential for applicant confidence, external perception, and 
internal planning. The decision to suspend occurred at a point when the MSci 
programme had already received five applications; had these converted, they would 
have generated in excess of £200k in fee income across the duration of the course. 
These are not weak numbers: they demonstrate that the programme is viable during 
transition, and that its temporary suspension is far more damaging than maintaining it 
while the new pathway is built. The reputational risk—particularly among mathematically 
strong students who value stability, clarity, and transparent academic planning—far 
outweighs any perceived administrative convenience in withdrawing the programme 
prematurely. 

Conclusion 

The evidence is unambiguous: Mathematical Physics is academically strong, 
strategically important, and central to Nottingham’s research-led teaching identity. It 
attracts high-performing students, generates excellent outcomes, and sustains a vital 
pathway into advanced postgraduate study in areas where the University has 
established global leadership. 

Closing the Mathematical Physics MSci would weaken the School’s recruitment profile, 
reduce postgraduate pipeline capacity, and diminish the University’s reputation within a 
distinct and prestigious national niche. No evidence suggests that applicants would 
simply migrate into Theoretical Physics or other programmes; the most mathematically 
gifted students will look elsewhere if Nottingham cannot offer a clearly articulated 
Mathematical Physics route. 

With the creation of a new college joining Mathematics and Physics, Nottingham is 
uniquely placed to elevate Mathematical Physics as a flagship interdisciplinary degree. 
The University should build on this opportunity rather than retreat from it. 

The path forward is constructive and achievable. Either the standalone Mathematical 
Physics degree is retained, or a merged programme is developed with an explicit 
Mathematical Physics pathway at both BSc and MSci level. In either case, continuity is 
essential: the MSci should remain open until a new programme is fully developed and 
launched. 

Our peers in this area are strong—but they are few. Nottingham has a genuine 
opportunity to define the national standard: to align a teaching priority with a world-class 
research priority and secure a distinctive offering for the next generation of students. 
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As custodians of Einstein’s blackboard and as a University with world-leading strengths 
in theoretical and mathematical physics, it is both strategically and academically 
essential that Nottingham continues to offer—and strengthens—the degree that 
embodies this legacy. 

Institutional-Level Analysis 

Across all four subjects, the evidence reveals consistent themes: 

1. These programmes are not weak; they are strategic assets. 

They attract high-tariff students, often above School or sector averages; deliver strong 
NSS scores; generate significant income; and are tightly aligned with major University 
research strengths. 

2. The rationales for closure do not withstand evidentiary scrutiny. 

Claims of low demand, low tariff, or consolidation benefit are repeatedly contradicted by 
recruitment data, tariff profiles, teaching structures, and financial modelling. 

3. The proposed suspensions would undermine research-led teaching. 

All four programmes provide direct undergraduate pipelines into thriving research 
environments central to Nottingham’s international profile. 

4. The closures would shrink—not strengthen—the University’s international footprint. 

Agriculture, ABM, and several proposed pathways are particularly attractive to 
international students; closing them reduces internationalisation, diversity, and high-fee 
recruitment. 

5. The proposals risk reputational damage at a time of heightened external scrutiny. 

Withdrawals from prestigious or research-intensive areas send negative sector signals 
and may deter high-achieving applicants. 

6. Credible, constructive alternatives exist. 

The forward strategies in Agriculture and Mathematical Physics demonstrate that 
programme renewal—rather than retreat—is both feasible and aligned with institutional 
goals. 

The evidence presented in this document shows that suspending Agriculture, ABM, 
Microbiology, Plant Biology, and Mathematical Physics would weaken the University 
academically, strategically, financially, and reputationally. These programmes are not 
liabilities; they are pillars of Nottingham’s research identity and student recruitment offer, 
particularly in high-tariff and international markets. 
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Retaining—and where appropriate, modernising—these degrees represents the 
strategically coherent path. Through targeted renewal, clearer branding, improved 
alignment with emerging College structures, and the development of globally competitive 
pathways, the University can preserve academic strength, enhance international reach, 
and reinforce its standing as a research-intensive institution. 

The constructive route forward is not closure, but strategic investment and disciplined 
redesign, building on Nottingham’s existing areas of excellence to secure a sustainable 
and competitive future. 

 
For updated Science course-specific counter proposals, please check the FN2, faculty 
specific web-pages here: UCU FN2 counter proposals  
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Faculty of Social Sciences 
 
BA Education 
 

Introduction 

The BA Education is a strategically significant component of the School of Education’s 
academic ecosystem. Recognising this the School had already identified the need for a 
complete revision and has done extensive work developing a new curriculum, with 
stronger and more explicit connections to employability and further study. 

This demonstrates the School’s coherent and consistent process of reviewing its offer in 
the light of changing stakeholder requirements. However, the decision to suspend the 
current course not only jeopardises current provision but also puts at risk the new 
course. 

This new course sits within a broader institutional context in which future-facing, 
community-rooted undergraduate provision in Education remains essential to the 
University’s civic mission, widening-participation commitments, and regional and 
international partnerships. Although numerically smaller than the School’s PGT portfolio, 
the BA Education plays a foundational role within a School that is predominantly 
postgraduate (82% PGT) and rated Ofsted Outstanding in its Initial Teacher Education 
provision and which maintains deep, long-term partnerships with approximately 200 local 
schools, making it central to the University’s civic identity. 

Sector Standing and Regulatory Excellence 

The existing BA Education provides an academically rigorous and socially purposeful 
route into the wider education workforce, including roles in early years, youth work, 
SEND, educational policy, community provision, and international NGO and 
development sectors. It contributes to the School’s integrated vision of education across 
the life course and supports continuity between UG and PG programmes. It is not an 
isolated programme but a keystone connecting the School’s research centres, 
international partnerships, and civic commitments. The new course builds upon this still 
further. 

The current University of Nottingham’s BA Education already holds a strong position 
within the national landscape of education degrees. Recent National Student Survey 
(NSS) data show consistently high scores in the areas that matter most to educational 
quality and student experience: 
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●​ 95% of students agree that teaching staff support their learning effectively. 
●​ 86% report that the course challenges them to achieve their best work. 
●​ 71% find the subject engaging, reflecting strong pedagogical practice. 
●​ Students express confidence that the programme develops the knowledge and 

skills needed for their future careers. 
●​ The programme performs strongly on student voice, with students feeling heard, 

valued, and engaged in programme development. 

These strengths sit within a School of Education that is top 10 in the UK and top 60 
globally (QS ratings and Times Higher Education, 2025). All of this signals a strong 
institutional foundation from which to deliver the renewed undergraduate programme. 

Widening Participation (WP) and Social Value 

The BA Education provides direct and measurable contributions to widening participation 
and regional educational equity. Over the last three years alone, 28% of graduates have 
come from WP backgrounds, with two-thirds achieving a First or Upper Second at 
completion. The student body reflects groups that the university explicitly prioritises, 
including women, commuter students, care-experienced and estranged students, and 
students from low-income backgrounds. Pausing recruitment therefore risks a 
disproportionate negative impact on these groups, contradicting the University’s public 
commitments on equality, access, and participation. 

The programme’s civic contribution is substantial: 

●​ Graduates enter local schools, youth services, charities, early years settings, 
museums, and community organisations, strengthening the regional education 
workforce at a time of acute shortage. 

●​ The degree attracts and retains local learners who are more likely to remain and 
work within the East Midlands. Since many of them might not otherwise have 
benefitted from a university education the degree clearly enables social mobility. 

●​ Its partnerships with schools and community organisations create high-impact 
placements, mentoring, project work, and outreach activity in a period where the 
University’s WP/Outreach capacity is contracting. 

Suspending recruitment to the current course disrupts these relationships and risks 
weakening one of the School’s clearest contributions to the University’s civic mission. 
Suspension also puts at risk the redesigned curriculum which aims to further strengthen 
these contributions to the University’s civic mission by building structured 
school-engagement opportunities, enhancing employability, increasing UoN’s visibility in 
local schools, and offering an evidence-based model of support for 
widening-participation students, drawing on existing School expertise in pre-sessional 
and in-sessional EAP. 
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Strategic Context: Why Closure Would Be Premature 

The proposal to suspend the BA Education comes at a moment when the national and 
regional education landscape is facing significant challenge and transformation. Far from 
being a declining area of need, education-related professions are experiencing acute 
workforce shortages, heightened demand for specialist skills in early years and SEND, 
and increased pressure on community and youth services. In this context, stepping back 
from a programme that develops precisely these forms of expertise would place the 
University at odds with both national policy drivers and the needs of the East Midlands 
region. The BA Education is uniquely positioned to contribute to solutions across these 
areas: its withdrawal would be premature, misaligned, and strategically 
counterproductive. 

National policy priorities emphasise the urgent need to strengthen the education 
workforce across formal and informal sectors – with ensuing governmental investment 
already in 2025-26. Teacher recruitment and retention remain critical concerns, and 
there is growing recognition of the importance of early years education, inclusive and 
SEND provision, and community-based educational roles. Education degrees without 
QTS such as the BA Education play a vital role in building this broader ecosystem of 
educational professionals. Exiting this space would leave a gap in a sector already under 
strain, signalling that the University is stepping away rather than leading on issues of 
national importance. 

The risks extend beyond policy misalignment. A suspension creates immediate 
reputational vulnerabilities. In the eyes of applicants, schools, and partner organisations, 
recruitment pauses read as instability or imminent closure. Once that perception takes 
hold, market recovery becomes considerably harder, even if the programme later 
restarts. Competitor institutions will move quickly to absorb the market share left behind, 
potentially reshaping regional recruitment patterns for the long term. 

The School’s comprehensive review of the BA has focussed on growing home and 
international recruitment, simplifying curriculum structure, embedding employability 
through partner engagement, and aligning the programme with Research Centres and 
global networks (including the UNESCO Chair and the Global Childhood Studies 
Network). 

Local marketing and outreach initiated before the suspension were already yielding 
results, with school visits completed across partner schools and applications and offers 
at the point of suspension up 300% on the previous year. In parallel, MOUs have been 
signed with international partners and the new curriculum has been aligned for both 
them and UNM to send students, other international partners have expressed interest in 
2+2 arrangements that would deliver 15–20 high-performing international students 
annually, strengthening both financial sustainability and internationalisation. 
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The suspension has already had wider negative impacts. Applications to PGCE 
programmes have fallen sharply, with prospective students (including UoN 
undergraduates) expressing concern about the University’s perceived instability. This 
risks worsening regional teacher shortages, weakening long-standing school 
partnerships, and diminishing the University’s visibility across the local education 
system. 

Market analysis also indicates that while the overall “education” UG sector is not rapidly 
expanding, it is changing. Recent contraction has been concentrated in QTS-linked BA 
Education routes, not in wider non-QTS degrees that prepare graduates for diverse roles 
in education, community engagement, youth services, leadership, and policy. 
Simultaneously, Nottingham’s shifting student demographic, with 30% of students now 
commuting, aligns closely with the profile typically served by Education degrees 
nationally. With a refreshed curriculum and new identity, the BA Education is well 
positioned to capture a significantly larger share of this market, targeting an initial cohort 
of 50 students, with growth potential. 

Forward Strategy 

This new future-facing BA Education will be central to the School's visibility, feeding into 
key PGT programmes, strengthening civic and global engagement, and supporting 
essential regional and national needs. The redesigned BA Education will: 

Strengthen Academic and Professional Pipelines 

●​ Provides a robust route into MA, EdD and PhD qualifications including through 
the SoE’s research centres. 

●​ Feeds into core postgraduate provision such as PGCE, international teacher 
development, EAP/Academic Literacy, counselling, and trauma-informed 
practice. 

●​ Supports preparation for careers in community education, youth work, children’s 
services, NGOs, and higher education teaching. 

Integrate Research, Partnerships, and Global Expertise 

●​ Aligns closely with the School’s strengths, including the UNESCO Chair, Global 
Childhood Studies, and multiple interdisciplinary research centres. 

●​ Expands international opportunities through study abroad, global-classroom 
collaborations, and international project partnerships. 

Enhance Employability and Civic Engagement 

●​ Provides structured placements, internships, and collaborative employer-led 
projects. 
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●​ Deepens involvement with local schools, addressing gaps created by reduced 
WP/Outreach activity while increasing the University’s visibility. 

●​ Builds on strong existing partnerships with schools, colleges, and other 
organisations. 

Support Student Success and Equity 

●​ Offers inclusive and flexible assessments. 
●​ Provides tailored support for WP students through collaboration with EAP and 

student success teams. 
●​ Encourages co-creation and student-led inquiry across all levels of the 

curriculum. 

Conclusion 

The existing BA Education is academically strong, socially vital, and strategically aligned 
with the University’s mission and priorities. The newly developed course is stronger still. 
A pause interpreted as closure would harm WP students, weaken regional partnerships, 
exacerbate workforce shortages, and damage the School’s reputation and visibility. 
Inevitably, these will negatively impact our QS ranking, weakening the University’s 
position overall. With a redesigned curriculum ready for implementation, the responsible 
and future-focused approach is renewal, not withdrawal. 
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MA Social Work 
 
UCU accepts the suspension of MA Social Work on a temporary basis, but opposes the 
complete closure of the course at this current time. Change is happening in the wider 
post-graduate social work training field with the upcoming closure of the Think Ahead 
programme.  
  
Temporarily suspending the programme allows the opportunity to respond to these 
changes, whereas permanent closure would be a significant missed opportunity, a failure 
in strategic thinking, and could cause harm over the long term to regional services.  
  
Therefore, a temporary programme suspension that allows for the development of an 
explicit plan for programme renewal represents the only coherent and responsible path 
forward. 
 
For updated Social Sciences course-specific counter proposals, please check the FN2, 
faculty specific web-pages here: UCU FN2 counter proposalsPart IV Financial 
Sustainability and an Alternative Strategy 

Purpose and Overview 

This section addresses the financial strategy underpinning the FN2 course suspension 
proposals. It argues that the current approach, targeting very high operating surpluses, 
increasing staff–student ratios, and shrinking the academic portfolio, is neither necessary 
nor effective as a response to the University’s financial challenges. Instead, it shows how 
UoN’s recurrent financial crises stem from a flawed capital and financial model, and it 
sets out an alternative strategy that would stabilise the University’s finances without 
destroying academic capacity, staff livelihoods or civic responsibilities. 

The proposals below draw on the detailed analysis developed in UCU’s Alternative 
Financial Strategy (AFS and AFS 2.0), the lived experience of the 2020/21 and 2023/24 
crises, and constructive discussions UCU officers have had with University management 
throughout 2023/24.  

 A Repeating Pattern: 2020/21 and 2023/24 
When the Covid-19 pandemic struck in spring 2020, many universities faced financial 
strain. However, the University of Nottingham entered that period with particular 
vulnerability: 
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●​ A “lean” financial management strategy in which long-term infrastructure projects 
were financed almost exclusively from annual surpluses, not from diversified 
funding. 

●​ Very low cash reserves, leaving little buffer when income fell. 

●​ Years of internal cuts and deferred maintenance used to generate those 
surpluses. 

As a result, UoN was forced into far more drastic measures than many peers: 

●​ Immediate suspension of all non-essential spending. 

●​ A voluntary redundancy scheme, leading to the loss of more than 400 staff. 

●​ Termination of fixed-term and postgraduate teaching posts. 

●​ 15% budget cuts imposed on all faculties for the subsequent academic year. 

●​ Decrease in tariff to boost student numbers 

In March 2021, the local UCU branch presented an Alternative Financial Strategy (AFS). 
We warned that, unless this lean-surplus model was abandoned, a similar crisis would 
recur within a few years. We emphasised that generating primary surpluses through 
repeated cuts and maintenance deferral would undermine teaching and research quality 
and corrode the University’s core mission.  

Those warnings were disregarded. The Chair of Council declined to circulate the AFS to 
Council, stating that Council was “fully apprised” of the University’s financial position and 
required no additional input. The deterioration of tariff and SSR at a much faster rate 
than competitors has hurt UoN position in league tables, and less than four years later, 
by late 2023, UoN was again in financial crisis. Large deficits emerged as a result of: 

1.​ Under-recruitment of high fee-paying overseas students and weakening of 
domestic recruitment after a fall in international rankings and league tables. 

2.​ Significant emergency infrastructure repair costs following years of neglected 
maintenance. 

3.​ High post-Covid inflation eroding the real value of tuition fees. 

4.​ Overcommitment to capital projects, most notably Castle Meadow Campus 
(CMC). 

Once again, the response was severe: non-pay budgets were slashed, an employment 
freeze was introduced, and a MARS scheme removed almost 300 more staff. History 
repeated itself, not primarily because of the wider HE environment, but because UoN 
had chosen a financial model that magnifies sector shocks and then passes the cost 
onto staff and students. 
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Structural Flaws in the Current Financial Model 
At the heart of UoN’s recurrent financial problems lies a structural choice: to fund major 
capital programmes almost entirely from projected operating surpluses, while holding 
very low cash reserves. 

This model is presented as low-risk (minimising debt) and cost-effective (avoiding 
borrowing costs). In reality, it is both high-risk and uneconomical: 

●​ To generate surpluses, the University has deferred critical maintenance and 
implemented continuous internal cuts, eroding academic quality and 
infrastructure. 

●​ Surplus projections have been based on over-optimistic forecasts of student 
recruitment and other income, and understated estimates of core costs (salaries, 
consumables, maintenance). 

●​ Once capital contracts are signed, they are difficult and costly to reverse, 
meaning that when income falls short, the only flexible element left is core 
academic activity, leading to emergency cuts, hiring freezes and job losses. 

This creates a vicious circle: 

1.​ Over-ambitious capital plans based on optimistic surplus forecasts. 

2.​ Deferred maintenance and internal cuts to generate those surpluses. 

3.​ External shock or forecasting error → deficits and liquidity problems. 

4.​ Emergency measures (MARS, freezes, budget cuts) which further damage 
teaching and research. 

5.​ Yet capital projects continue, drawing on depleted reserves and future surpluses. 

The current FN2 proposals risk repeating the same pattern, rather than breaking it. 

Estates Neglect, Capital Overreach and Castle Meadow Campus 
The consequences of this financial model are visible across the estate. 

The University’s own evidence shows a growing list of buildings in serious disrepair: 
student halls (Project Stay identified UoN accommodation as lower quality and higher 
cost than competitors); the Sir Clive Granger Building; the Medical School; Psychology; 
Cherry Tree Lodge (Disability Support Services); animal facilities at the Medical School 
and Sutton Bonington; and the Psychology Brain and Body Centre annexe. In many 
cases, long-standing issues have escalated into acute failures—flooding, closures, loss 
of research capacity—because maintenance was delayed until crisis point. 
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At the same time, the University committed to major new capital projects, most notably 
Castle Meadow Campus (CMC). The CMC case illustrates how the current financial and 
governance model operates: 

●​ In 2021, the University abruptly abandoned a smaller Crocus Place scheme and 
bought CMC, shortly after imposing 15% cuts on all faculties. 

●​ The acquisition and refurbishment were funded from anticipated future surpluses, 
despite clear signals of slowing recruitment and wider sector risk. 

●​ CMC soon became Grade II listed, limiting flexibility and increasing refurbishment 
costs. 

●​ Council approved an acquisition cost of £37.5m and a refurbishment envelope of 
£54m (including VAT), totalling £91.5m before any teaching fit-out. 

●​ The site’s strategic purpose has been unstable: initial narratives about a full 
Business School move have since been abandoned; now only executive 
education is expected to move, leaving the broader role of CMC unresolved. 

●​ The University is now considering selling CMC in part or in whole, acknowledging 
that it does not meet UoN’s needs and raising serious questions about value for 
money. 

Without CMC, UoN would have very solid cash reserves and would not face the risk of 
covenant breaches due to low liquidity.. The reality is that capital strategy and neglected 
maintenance, not “too many programmes” or “too many staff”, are the primary drivers of 
the University’s current financial stress. 

The New Financial Framing: 9% Surplus and Higher Staff–Student Ratios 

The FN2 Strategic Case for Change adopts a financial framing which includes: 

●​ moving towards annual surpluses of up to 9% of turnover, and 

●​ increasing the Staff–Student Ratio (SSR) from approximately 14:1 towards 18:1 
or even 22:1. 

Both are presented as prerequisites for “sustainable academic excellence”. We strongly 
contest this. 

Surplus levels. Across the sector, typical operating surpluses in the region of 2–3% are 
sufficient to ensure financial sustainability, service debt, and support modest capital 
investment. A 9% surplus is more than triple this level and can only be achieved through 
substantial student growth.  
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The difference between a 3% and a 9% surplus equates to several tens of millions of 
pounds per year. Achieving this by shrinking the portfolio, increasing workloads, and 
cutting staff will: 

●​ undermine teaching quality and student support; 

●​ diminish research capacity and REF performance; 

●​ damage the University’s ability to recruit and retain staff and students; 

●​ hit hardest in disciplines with strong civic and widening participation roles. 

SSR increases. Similarly, raising SSR to 18–22:1 is not an efficiency tweak; it is a 
strategic shift away from a high-quality, research-intensive educational model. It will 
mean: 

●​ larger classes and reduced contact time; 

●​ weaker personal tutoring and pastoral care; 

●​ less time for research, scholarship and innovation; 

●​ reduced capacity for placements, fieldwork and practical learning; 

●​ greater staff stress, sickness and turnover. 

In combination, a 9% surplus target and higher SSR represent an attempt to 
manufacture financial headroom at the expense of academic capacity. This is not 
sustainable and will ultimately be counterproductive, financially as well as academically. 

Why Programme Closures Are the Wrong Financial Lever 

Suspending 42 programmes is being presented as a core part of the solution. We do not 
believe this will materially resolve the University’s financial challenges, for several 
reasons: 

●​ The net savings from suspending these programmes are small in the context of 
total expenditure, especially when set against the scale of capital commitments 
and maintenance backlogs. 

●​ Many of the targeted programmes have strong civic, regional and professional 
roles (e.g. in education, health, languages, social work, agriculture) and support 
key pipelines into public and third-sector professions. 

●​ The reputational damage of visible retreat from these areas—locally, nationally 
and internationally—risks undermining recruitment and partnership income more 
broadly. 
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●​ The approach repeats the existing pattern: when capital projections fail, cut 
academic provision to protect a pre-committed capital plan. 

Programme suspensions are therefore a symptom-focused response to a structural 
financial problem. They attack the University’s strengths rather than addressing the 
underlying weaknesses in financial governance and capital strategy. 

An Alternative Financial Strategy: AFS 2.0 
In light of this analysis, we propose an alternative financial approach which would deliver 
stability without damaging the University’s core mission. This builds directly on AFS 2.0 
and incorporates additional creative solutions discussed with management during 
2023/24. 

 Reset the Surplus Target to Sector Norms 
●​ Adopt a realistic surplus target of around 2-3%, consistent with sector practice 

and sufficient to ensure financial resilience. 

 

Avoid SSR Inflation and Protect Academic Capacity 
●​ Maintain SSR at discipline-appropriate levels consistent with high-quality 

teaching and a research-intensive mission. 

●​ Reject SSR increases to 18–22:1 as incompatible with the University’s 
educational, research and civic commitments and likely to damage long-term 
finances. 

Reform Capital Strategy and Estate Management 
●​ Pause all non-essential capital investment and conduct an urgent review of the 

£570m capital spending programme outlined in the 24/25 Medium Term Financial 
Plan; the current pipeline is not affordable under the present HE funding regime. 

●​ Prioritise maintenance and refurbishment of existing infrastructure over new 
builds, recognising that failing buildings are now damaging research, teaching 
and student experience. 

●​ Stop using primary surplus as the near-exclusive funding source for capital 
projects. Instead, develop a long-term strategy based on: 

○​ prudent, well-structured borrowing; 

○​ increased philanthropic income targeted at strategic capital; 

○​ phased and scaled-back projects aligned with demonstrable academic 
need and affordability. 

●​ Allocate capital only where there is a robust business case, including: 
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○​ realistic risk assessment, 

○​ clear academic and civic justification, 

○​ full costing to point of use, 

○​ and proper scrutiny by Council, Senate and relevant committees. 

Strengthen Financial Governance and Accountability 
●​ Introduce new procedures for post-investment review, so that major capital 

decisions are evaluated over time and lessons are learned. 

●​ Ensure Council scrutinises not only initial approvals but also outcomes, with 
access to independent analysis where appropriate. 

●​ Involve Senate in long-term financial planning and capital strategy, recognising its 
statutory responsibility for teaching and research. 

●​ Move from a purely cost-based internal model back to a contribution-based 
approach, giving Schools clearer incentives and more control over the resources 
they generate and helping them plan sustainably over multiple years. 

Implement Creative, Non-Destructive Workforce and Cost Measures 
In place of compulsory redundancies and programme suspensions, we propose a suite 
of measures that can generate savings while preserving expertise and capacity: 

●​ Voluntary FTE reduction: Allow staff to reduce their working time (e.g. by one day 
per week) where viable, creating real savings without enforced job losses. 

●​ School-level autonomy over savings/income targets: Set headline targets 
centrally, but allow Schools and units to decide locally how to meet them, based 
on their knowledge of programmes, markets and workloads. 

●​ Unlocking partnership and income opportunities: Create streamlined, supportive 
processes for Schools to pursue partnerships and new programmes. In 
Education alone, several concrete opportunities have reportedly been turned 
down or stalled because of FN2-related uncertainty and governance bottlenecks. 
This represents a lost opportunity for income growth and civic engagement. 

Taken together, these measures can generate significant recurrent savings while 
maintaining the breadth, quality and diversity of academic provision. 

Conclusion: Financial Sustainability Without Academic Harm 
The University of Nottingham is facing real financial pressures, but the response 
proposed under FN2 - higher SSR, very high surplus targets and large-scale programme 
suspensions, addresses the wrong problem and risks inflicting long-term damage on the 
University’s academic mission, civic role and reputation. 
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The evidence of the past four years is clear: UoN’s acute vulnerability in times of crisis 
has stemmed from its own financial and capital strategy, not from an inherently 
unsustainable academic portfolio. Unless that strategy is addressed, by resetting surplus 
expectations, reforming capital planning, prioritising maintenance, strengthening 
governance and adopting creative workforce measures, the institution will remain 
trapped in a cycle of overreach and emergency cuts. 

By adopting the alternative financial approach outlined above, the University can: 

●​ stabilise its finances at realistic surplus levels; 

●​ protect programmes, jobs and student experience; 

●​ address the true causes of its recurrent crises; 

●​ and demonstrate to staff, students, partners and regulators that it is committed to 
sustainable academic excellence, not just short-term balance-sheet optics. 

We therefore urge Council and Senate to reject the FN2 portfolio-reduction model as the 
primary lever of financial sustainability and to work with staff, unions and Schools to 
implement this more balanced and genuinely sustainable financial strategy. 
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Part V – Conclusions and Alternative Pathway 

Summary of Key Risks 
Analysis of the FN2 programme suspension proposals, the programme performance 
model, and the SSR “rightsizing” strategy identifies four major categories of institutional 
risk. 

Academic Risks 

●​ The proposed suspensions disproportionately affect programmes with 
academic strength, research alignment, or civic importance. 

●​ Withdrawal from disciplines such as languages, music, Canadian and 
American studies, agriculture, nursing, microbiology and mathematical physics 
risks weakening key research ecosystems and postgraduate pipelines. 

●​ Higher SSRs would reduce student access to specialist teaching, research 
supervision and support, with potential impacts on learning outcomes and 
student experience. 

●​ Contraction in academic breadth may undermine the University’s ability to 
deliver interdisciplinary programmes and respond to emerging strategic 
priorities. 

Equality and Civic Risks 

●​ No programme-level Equality Impact Assessments (EIAs) have been 
published; several suspended programmes appear to enrol higher proportions 
of mature, WP, local, ethnic minority and disabled students. 

●​ Reliance on tariff, market share and NSS in the model may embed structural 
inequalities into decision-making. 

●​ Suspension of programmes central to regional workforce pipelines (e.g., 
Mental Health Nursing, Social Work, Public Health, Agriculture) may negatively 
affect local services and civic partners. 

●​ These risks may conflict with the University’s Access and Participation Plan, 
EDI strategy and statutory PSED obligations. 

Governance and Process Risks 

●​ Evidence suggests limited engagement with required governance pathways 
set out in the Quality Manual, including School/Faculty endorsement and 
scrutiny by Senate-level committees. 

●​ The programme performance model has not been reviewed by Senate, the 
Education and Student Experience Committee (ESE), or the Quality and 
Standards Committee (QSC). 
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●​ Decisions appear to have progressed toward Council without full academic 
scrutiny, reducing transparency and increasing vulnerability to procedural 
challenge. 

Reputational and Strategic Risks 

●​ The proposed SSR target range (18–22) is significantly higher than that of 
Russell Group comparators; modelling shows such increases would likely lead 
to long-term declines in national and global rankings. 

●​ Rapid contraction of core disciplines risks signalling financial fragility or loss of 
confidence in academic mission. 

●​ Reputational risks extend to international recruitment, PSRB relationships, 
civic partnerships, and staff morale. 

Taken together, these risks indicate that the current FN2 proposals — including 
programme suspensions and SSR increases — require further scrutiny, consultation and 
methodological strengthening before implementation. 

Proposed Alternative Pathway 
The counter-proposal does not argue against change or deny the financial challenges 
facing the University. Rather, it proposes a transparent, sequenced, collaborative 
approach that preserves institutional strengths while addressing genuine sustainability 
concerns. 

Pause on Programme Suspensions and SSR Decisions 

A temporary pause would allow necessary scrutiny of methodology, equality impacts, 
governance requirements and longer-term strategic implications. 

Full Publication of the Programme Performance Model 

To ensure academic and governance oversight, the University should publish: 

●​ metric definitions and data sources 
●​ weightings and scoring formulas 
●​ thresholds, cut-offs and quartile logic 
●​ sensitivity analysis and error checking 
●​ justification for each metric and its relevance 

This transparency enables Schools, Faculties and Senate to meaningfully evaluate, 
critique and refine the model. 

Programme-Level EIAs Prior to Decision-Making 

Completion and publication of EIAs at programme or subject-group level, with results: 
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●​ scrutinised at Senate, 
●​ incorporated into decision-making, 
●​ and used to identify mitigation strategies where needed. 

This ensures compliance with the PSED and alignment with the University’s EDI 
commitments. 

Co-Produced Three-Year Enhancement Plans 

For programmes requiring targeted improvement, Schools and Faculties should develop 
enhancement plans including: 

●​ curriculum redesign where needed, 
●​ realistic performance targets, 
●​ staffing and resource requirements, 
●​ recruitment strategies, 
●​ annual review through established Quality Manual processes. 

This leverages existing enhancement frameworks rather than bypassing them. 

Independent Academic and Methodological Review Group 

A group reporting directly to Senate and Council should be established to: 

●​ review and refine the programme performance model, 
●​ evaluate SSR proposals and their academic implications, 
●​ consider equality impacts, 
●​ ensure alignment with Responsible Metrics principles, 
●​ provide independent assurance on methodological rigour. 

Recognition of Civic, Cultural and Strategic Value 

Portfolio decisions should incorporate: 

●​ civic and regional responsibilities, 
●​ workforce pipeline needs, 
●​ cultural and international engagement, 
●​ alignment with research priorities and global challenges. 

This ensures decisions reflect the breadth of the University’s mission, not just its 
financial and market metrics. 

Strengthened Academic Governance 

Senate should play a central role in oversight of: 

●​ major academic portfolio changes, 
●​ SSR and staffing models, 
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●​ programme withdrawal decisions, 
●​ methodological frameworks underpinning institutional change. 

A strengthened Senate role rebuilds trust and ensures academic robustness. 

Recommendations to Senate and Council 
In light of the analysis above, the following recommendations are proposed: 

1.​ Pause implementation of programme suspensions and SSR increases to allow 
for proper scrutiny and consultation. 

2.​ Require the full publication of the programme performance model, including 
weightings, thresholds and validation. 

3.​ Mandate programme-level EIAs with Senate scrutiny prior to approval of any 
suspension. 

4.​ Commission an independent review group to evaluate the programme 
performance model, SSR proposals and methodological assumptions. 

5.​ Direct Schools and Faculties to develop co-produced enhancement plans for 
programmes identified as requiring improvement. 

6.​ Reaffirm Senate’s central governance role in portfolio management, ensuring 
compliance with the Quality Manual. 

7.​ Adopt a balanced approach to portfolio decisions that integrates financial 
sustainability with academic integrity, civic mission and long-term reputational 
considerations. 

8.​ Undertake scenario modelling to assess the long-term impacts of SSR 
changes on rankings, research capacity, student experience and international 
competitiveness. 

These recommendations are intended to ensure that decisions are transparent, 
evidence-based, legally compliant, and aligned with the University’s strategic identity as 
a research-intensive, civic institution. 

Conclusion 
The University faces real financial pressures and must make purposeful decisions about 
its academic portfolio. However, the FN2 proposals, as currently configured, rely on an 
opaque and methodologically uncertain model, lack published equality analysis, raise 
concerns about adherence to governance processes, and present significant risks to 
academic breadth, civic responsibility and long-term institutional reputation. 

These concerns echo issues raised  in the Gillie’s Report (2023), an investigation into 
mismanagement of the restructuring process at Dundee University. The report identified 
problems with the transparency, replicability and governance of a restructuring 
programme similar to FN2. The report recommended clearer methodological justification, 
improved data validation, and stronger Senate oversight for future portfolio decisions. 
Many of the mistakes highlighted in the Gillie’s report appear to be being repeated in the 
design and implementation of FN2. The recurrence of issues that were critiqued so 

103 

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Gillies-Report.pdf


 

severely in the Gillie’s report,  suggests a need for more systematic, institution-wide 
improvements in academic governance, evidence handling and decision-making 
processes. 

There is a constructive alternative. By pausing implementation, strengthening 
transparency, embedding equality and governance requirements, and committing to 
collaborative enhancement, the University can pursue sustainable academic excellence 
without undermining the strengths that define it. This approach respects the important 
findings of the Gillie’s Report and aligns with its call for rigorous, academically grounded 
processes in major institutional decisions. It would protect the University’s 
research-intensive identity, maintain public and civic trust, and support staff and students 
through a period of significant sector turbulence. 

We offer this counter-proposal in a spirit of partnership and shared purpose. The 
decisions taken now will shape the University for generations to come; they must 
therefore be made with care, evidence, and full academic oversight. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A:  Modelling QS World Rankings 
The University of Nottingham is considering policy changes that would increase the 
staff-student ratio (SSR) from 13:1 to a target range of 18–22:1. This increase in SSR is 
inherently linked to a reduction in allocated research time, from approximately 33% at 
current staffing levels to 25% at the proposed staffing levels. 

These changes have significant implications for the university’s position in the QS World 
University Rankings, which evaluates institutions across multiple weighted indicators. 

The QS Ranking Methodology 

The QS World University Rankings employs the following indicator weights: 

Indicator Description Weight 

Academic Reputation (AR) Global survey of academics 30% 

Citations per Faculty (CPF) Research impact normalised by faculty 20% 

Employer Reputation (ER) Global survey of employers 15% 

Faculty-Student Ratio (FSR) Teaching capacity proxy 10% 

International Faculty Ratio (IFR) Staff internationalisation 5% 

International Students Ratio (ISR) Student internationalisation 5% 

International Research Network (IRN) Research collaboration breadth 5% 

Employment Outcomes (EO) Graduate employability 5% 

Sustainability (SUS) Environmental and social impact 5% 

QS World University Rankings Indicator Weights (2026) 

Current Position 

As of the 2026 QS World University Rankings: 

Indicator Score Weighted Contribution 

Academic Reputation (AR) 75.4 22.62 

Employer Reputation (ER) 78.4 11.76 

Faculty-Student Ratio (FSR) 44.5 4.45 

Citations per Faculty (CPF) 48.6 9.72 

International Faculty (IFR) 92.7 4.64 
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International Students (ISR) 78.5 3.93 

International Research Network (IRN) 97.4 4.87 

Employment Outcomes (EO) 53.7 2.69 

Sustainability (SUS) 92.9 4.65 

Overall Score 69.3 — 

World Rank 97 — 

University of Nottingham: Current QS Metrics 

Indicator Coupling Analysis 

Before modelling the impact of SSR changes, it is essential to understand how the QS 
indicators are correlated. The figure below (Figure 1 in main text) shows the correlation 
matrix for UK universities, including the Guardian SSR alongside QS metrics. 

 

The correlation analysis reveals critical relationships: 
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Indicator Correlation with SSR 

Faculty-Student Ratio (FSR) −0.75 

Academic Reputation (AR) −0.70 

Employer Reputation (ER) −0.65 

Employment Outcomes (EO) −0.56 

Citations per Faculty (CPF) −0.57 

Int’l Research Network (IRN) −0.56 

Sustainability (SUS) −0.56 

Int’l Faculty Ratio (IFR) −0.45 

Int’l Students Ratio (ISR) −0.22 

Correlation of QS Indicators with Guardian SSR (UK Universities) 

SSR, AR, and FSR are highly correlated because they all reflect the same underlying 
factor—staffing levels. Universities cannot increase SSR without expecting declines 
across all major QS indicators. 

QS indicators vs SSR 

The figure below shows scatter plots of all QS indicator scores against Student-Staff 
Ratio for UK universities. Each plot includes Nottingham's current position (star), a 
regression line, and the proposed SSR target range (18--22, shaded red). These 
relationships are central to understanding the impact of the proposed policy changes. 
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Figure: QS indicator scores vs Student-Staff Ratio for UK universities:. all indicators show negative 

correlation with SSR. Points coloured by QS rank band (green: top 100, blue: 101--300, orange: 301--600, 
red: >600). Nottingham's current position is marked with a star. The shaded region indicates proposed SSR 

target range of 18--22. 

The scatter plots reveal several important patterns: 

●​ FSR (r = -0.75): The strongest correlation. Universities in the proposed SSR 
range (18--22) consistently have FSR scores below 15, compared to 
Nottingham's current 44.5. 

●​ AR (r = -0.72): Strong negative correlation. High-SSR universities cluster at AR 
scores of 10--40, while Nottingham currently scores 75.4. 

●​ ER (r = -0.68): Similar pattern to AR, reflecting the link between staffing levels 
and employer perceptions. 
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●​ SUS, IRN, CPF, EO (r approximately -0.60): Moderate correlations, indicating 
broader impacts of reduced staffing on research output, collaboration, and 
outcomes. 

●​ FR (r = -0.48): Weaker correlation, suggesting international faculty recruitment is 
less directly tied to SSR. 

●​ ISR (r = -0.27): Weakest correlation, as international student recruitment 
depends more on other factors. 

This tight coupling justifies our use of two complementary models: 

1.​Proximity Model: Directly estimates FSR impact using comparator universities 

2.​Causal Model: Simulates cascading effects through the interconnected indicator 
system 

Methodology: Proximity-Weighted Comparator Model 
Theoretical Basis 

The proximity-weighted comparator method estimates FSR scores by analysing 
universities with similar SSR values, weighted by their proximity to Nottingham in the 
current rankings. This approach captures the empirical relationship between SSR and 
FSR as observed in actual QS scoring. 

The method is based on the hypothesis that QS applies stabilisation factors to FSR 
scores based on peer institutions. Universities at similar ranks receive similar treatment, 
so their FSR scores provide information about what Nottingham might receive at 
different SSR values. 

Mathematical Formulation 

For a target SSR value Starget, the estimated FSR is: 

 

where the comparator set is: 

 

and the proximity weights are:  

 

where ri  is the QS rank of university i. 
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FSR Lookup Results 

SSR Est. FSR n Top Comparators (by proximity weight) 

13 (current) 45.6 20 Sheffield (50.3), Southampton (40.1), Leeds (39.7) 

15 24.3 8 Bath (20.5), Bucks New (36.1), Swansea (28.6) 

18 10.2 9 Bradford (9.3), Stirling (14.6), Ulster (11.4) 

20 7.1 1 Westminster (7.1) 

22 6.0* 0 (extrapolated—no comparators) 

Proximity-Weighted FSR Estimates by SSR 

*SSR=22 value extrapolated; no UK universities in QS dataset operate at this SSR. 

Rank Impact (FSR Only) 

Using the proximity model with FSR changes only (holding all other indicators constant): 

SSR FSR Score Δ Overall Projected Rank 

13 (current) 45.6 — 97 

15 24.3 −2.1 107 

18 10.2 −3.5 118 

20 7.1 −3.9 122 

22 6.0 −4.0 124 

Proximity Model: Projected Rankings (FSR Impact Only) 

Key finding: The proximity model shows that FSR changes alone would move 
Nottingham from rank 97 to approximately rank 122 at SSR=20. This represents the 
minimum expected impact—the floor of the ranking decline. 

What if all UK universities increased SSR to 20? 

A potential counter-argument is that other UK universities facing similar financial 
pressures might also increase their SSR, thereby reducing the relative impact on 
Nottingham. We analyse this scenario using actual SSR data from the Guardian 
University Guide for each UK university, calculating individual FSR drops when moving 
from their current SSR to 20. 

UK Universities Moving to SSR = 20 Actual SSR Data 
 

University 
Name 

Current 
SSR 

ΔSSR FSR Drop Current 
Rank 

New Rank 
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Imperial College 
London 11.7 8.3 92.2 2 20 

University of 
Oxford 9.1 10.9 92.9 

4 
 25 

University of 
Cambridge 10.8 9.2 92.9 6 29 

University 
College London 10.7 9.3 87.7 9 32 

King's College 
London 12 8 67.3 31 49 

The University 
of Manchester 13 7 51.1 35 51 

University of 
Edinburgh 10.8 9.2 70.2 34 55 

University of 
Bristol 12.7 7.3 29.6 51 60 

London School 
of Economics 
and Political 
Science (LSE) 11.4 8.6 40.1 56 67 

The University 
of Warwick 11.7 8.3 41.2 74 86 

University of 
Birmingham 12.9 7.1 42.8 76 91 

University of 
Glasgow 11.9 8.1 43.2 79 94 

University of 
Leeds 13 7 32.6 86 95 

University of 
Southampton 12.6 7.4 33 87 98 

Durham 
University 12.4 7.6 30.2 94 106 
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The University 
of Sheffield 13.4 6.6 43.2 92 109 

The University 
of Nottingham 13.8 6.2 37.4 97 120 

Queen Mary 
University of 
London (QMUL) 13.2 6.8 23.9 110 130 

University of 
Bath 15.1 4.9 13.4 132 142 

University of St 
Andrews 11 9 56.7 113 158 

Newcastle 
University 13.9 6.1 42.4 137 163 

 

Key findings from the actual SSR analysis: 

1.​ Nottingham drops 23 places globally (97 → 120) with an SSR increase of 7.0 
(from 13.0 to 20) and an FSR drop of 38.5 points. 

2.​ Top universities face larger FSR drops:​
Oxford, Cambridge and Imperial have an FSR drop of 90+ points. 

3.​ Universities already at high SSR are less affected:​
Bath (SSR 15.1) has a smaller FSR drop of 13.4 points. 

4.​ UK universities in the global top 100 fall from 17 to 14 — the entire UK sector 
becomes less internationally competitive. 

5.​ Nottingham's position is not protected:​
Even though other universities also fall, Nottingham still drops out of the top 100.​
The “others will drop too” argument provides no comfort for international 
competitiveness. 

This analysis demonstrates that even if all UK universities increased SSR to 20, 
Nottingham would still fall significantly in the global rankings. The key insight is that the 
absolute global rank matters for international student recruitment and research 
partnerships — relative UK position is secondary. 

Methodology: Causal Simulation Model 
Theoretical Basis 
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The causal model recognises that SSR changes do not occur in isolation. Increasing 
SSR requires reducing academic staff, which in turn: 

•​ Reduces research output → lower CPF 

•​ Reduces academic visibility → lower AR 

•​ Reduces employer engagement → lower ER 

•​ Reduces international collaboration → lower IRN 

Causal Structure 

 

Model Equations 

The model assumes that SSR changes are implemented over a 1-year period. The 
effective SSR at time t is: 
S_eff(t) = S₀ + (S_target − S₀) × min(1, t) 
 
where S₀ = 13 is the current SSR and S_target is the policy target. 
 
This assumption reflects rapid implementation through staff reductions. In practice, the 
actual timeline would depend on: 

●​ Whether reductions occur through voluntary severance, natural attrition, or 
redundancies 
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●​ Any phasing of changes across departments or faculties 
●​ Contractual and regulatory constraints 

A longer implementation period would delay the initial FSR impact but would not 
significantly change the long-term equilibrium rankings, as these are determined by the 
CPF and AR lags (5 and 3 years respectively). 
 

Research Time as a Function of SSR 

Research time is inherently linked to SSR. At current staffing levels (SSR=13), we model 
research time at 33%. As SSR increases to 22, research time is reduced to 25%. We 
model this relationship as linear interpolation: 

 

This gives research time of 31% at SSR=15, 28% at SSR=18, and 26% at SSR=20. 
Maintaining SSR=13 preserves 33% research time. 

Citations per Faculty (CPF) 

CPF is based on a five-year rolling window, which means changes in research capacity 
affect this metric gradually rather than immediately. When research time is 
reduced—such as through an increase in SSR—CPF falls toward a new, lower 
equilibrium value determined by the reduced research intensity. 

We model this using: 

CPF(t) = CPF₀ − (CPF₀ − CPF_eq(t)) × min(1, t/5) 

where: 

●​ CPF₀ is the current CPF value, 
●​ CPF_eq(t) is the equilibrium CPF at the effective research time after the SSR 

increase, 
●​ The factor min(1, t/5) ensures that the adjustment unfolds over five years, 

matching the rolling window used by QS. 

The equilibrium value itself is modelled as: 

CPF_eq(t) = CPF₀ × ( R(S_eff(t)) / R₀ ) 

where: 
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●​ R(S_eff(t)) is the research-time allowance associated with the effective SSR at 
time t, 

●​ R₀ is the current baseline research time allowance. 

This formulation captures the key insight: reduced research time progressively 
suppresses citation output, and thus Nottingham’s CPF score declines toward a lower 
long-term value even if short-term citations remain temporarily buoyed by legacy 
outputs. 

Academic Reputation (AR) 

Academic Reputation depends on both current research strength (proxied by CPF) and 
the University’s historical brand premium—a reputational advantage that persists but 
gradually declines when research visibility weakens. 

We model AR as: 

AR(t) = max( 35, (−2.6 + 0.93 × CPF(t)) + 33 × exp(−0.08 t) ) 

where: 

●​ The CPF-dependent term (−2.6 + 0.93 × CPF) reflects reputation attributable to 
current academic performance. 

●​ The exponential decay term (33 × e^(−0.08t)) represents Nottingham’s 
accumulated brand premium, which diminishes over time if research outputs and 
visibility fall. 

●​ The floor value of 35 prevents the model from producing unrealistically low AR 
scores. 

This structure reflects two well-observed realities of global reputation metrics: 

1.​ Reputation lags performance, so decline unfolds over years rather than 
immediately. 

2.​ Once research activity is weakened, brand value decays, and institutions 
rarely recover quickly. 

The combination of weakened CPF and decaying brand strength means that reductions 
in research time (caused by higher SSR) lead to significant long-term losses in 
Academic Reputation, further compounding declines in QS rank. 

Faculty-Student Ratio (FSR) 

FSR is determined directly from the proximity model lookup table based on the effective 
SSR: FSR(t) = fSSR(S(t)) where fSSR is the proximity-weighted FSR estimate from 
comparator universities. 

Employer Reputation (ER) 
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ER is modelled as following AR directly. This is justified by the correlation matrix (Figure 
[correlation]), which shows ER and AR are very highly correlated (r = 0.96): 

ER(t) = ER₀ × ( AR(t) / AR₀ ) 

This means ER experiences the same proportional change as AR. 

International Research Network (IRN) 

IRN declines with reduced research collaboration. The scatter plot analysis (Figure 
[scatter_grid]) shows IRN is moderately correlated with SSR (r = –0.60), and we model 
this through the link to research time: 

IRN(t) = IRN₀ × ( 0.6 + 0.4 × ( R(S_eff(t)) / R₀ ) ) 

The 60/40 split is calibrated to match the observed relationship:​
At SSR = 20 (research time = 26%), the model predicts IRN declining from 97.4 to 89.8 
(–8%). This is consistent with the scatter plot, where universities at SSR = 20 typically 
have IRN scores in the 60–90 range, compared to 85–100 for universities at SSR = 13. 

Results: Model Comparison 

Projected Rankings by SSR 

The figure below (Figure 2 in the main text)  shows the projected QS ranking as a 
function of SSR for both models. 
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Ranking Trajectory Over Time 

The figure below shows how the projected QS ranking evolves over a 10-year period for 
different SSR targets under the causal model. 
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Key observations: 

•​ Baseline (SSR=13): With no policy change, the ranking remains stable at 97 

•​ Years 0–2: Initial decline driven by FSR reduction as SSR increases 

•​ Years 2–5: Accelerating decline as AR and CPF effects begin to materialise 

•​ Years 5–10: Gradual stabilisation as indicators approach equilibrium values 

•​ Impact of SSR increase: At Year 10, SSR=20 results in rank ∼240, representing a 
drop of ∼143 places compared to the baseline (SSR=22 would result in rank ∼268) 

Summary Comparison 

Model SSR=13 SSR=18 SSR=20 SSR=22 

 
(33%) (28%) (26%) (25%) 

Proximity (FSR only) 97 118 122 124 

Causal (Year 2) 97 146 156 165 

Causal (Year 5) 97 188 215 239 

Causal (Year 10) 97 209 240 268 
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Projected Rankings: Proximity vs Causal Model (research time linked to SSR) 

Model Interpretation 

Proximity Model (Lower Bound): 

•​ Captures direct FSR impact only 

•​ Assumes AR, CPF, and other indicators remain constant 

•​ Represents the minimum expected ranking decline 

•​ Projected rank at SSR=20: 122 

Causal Model (Full Impact): 

•​ Captures cascading effects through all interconnected indicators 

•​ Includes time dynamics (lags in CPF and AR) 

•​ Represents the realistic expected trajectory 

1•​Projected rank at SSR=20: 156 (Year 2), 215 (Year 5), 240 (Year 10) 

Key Findings 

FSR Collapse 

Increasing SSR from 13 to 20 causes FSR to fall from 44.5 to approximately 6–8: 

•​ This represents an 82–87% reduction in FSR score 

•​ The FSR contribution to overall score drops from 4.45 to approximately 0.7 points 

•​ No Russell Group university currently operates at SSR > 14.3 

Cascading Effects Dominate 

The causal model reveals that direct FSR impact is only the beginning: 

•​ Year 2: Ranking falls to ∼156 (59 places) as FSR collapses 

•​ Year 5: Ranking falls to ∼215 (118 places) as AR begins declining 

•​ Year 10: Ranking falls to ∼240 (143 places) as AR reaches floor 

Time Lag Creates False Reassurance 

The 3–5 year lags in CPF and AR create a period of apparent stability: 

•​ Initial rankings may appear better than long-term trajectory 

•​ AR decline is delayed but inevitable once research output falls 

•​ By the time AR decline is visible in rankings, reversal is difficult 

Summary Projections 
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If the University of Nottingham proceeds with SSR 18–22 (with linked research time 
reduction to 25%): 

 
Current Year 2 Year 5 Year 10 

FSR Score 44.5 14–16 10–12 8–10 

AR Score 75.4 ∼70 ∼60 ∼55 

Overall Score 69.3 ∼65 ∼58 ∼55 

Rank (SSR=20, 28%) 97 156 215 240 

Rank (SSR=22, 25%) 97 165 239 268 

Rank (SSR=13 baseline) 97 97 97 97 

 

The baseline scenario (SSR=13, 33% research time) maintains the current rank of 97. 
The SSR increase from 13 to 20 accounts for a decline of 143 ranking places (from 97 
to 240 at year 10), while SSR=22 results in a decline of 171 places. 

Final Assessment 

The proposed policy changes will fundamentally transform the University of Nottingham 
from a top-100 research-intensive institution to a mid-tier university ranked 250+. 

1.​FSR collapse is immediate and severe: The 82–87% reduction in FSR score is 
the direct, measurable consequence of reducing academic staff numbers. 

2.​Cascading effects amplify the damage: Staff reductions trigger declines in 
research output, citations, and academic reputation that compound the initial FSR 
impact. 

3.​No Russell Group university operates at SSR > 14.3: The proposed targets 
would place Nottingham outside the operating range of any comparable 
research-intensive institution. 

4.​Effects are lagged but inevitable: The 3–5 year lags create false reassurance; by 
the time the full impact is visible, reversal would require years of sustained 
reinvestment. 

The staff reductions implicit in the SSR increase are the primary driver of this decline, 
both directly (through FSR) and indirectly (through reduced research capacity affecting 
AR and CPF). These effects are predictable, measurable, and—once initiated—largely 
irreversible without substantial reinvestment in academic staff. 

Concluding Remarks 

In this more discursive account, we have situated the QS modelling exercise within a 
broader interpretative framework. The analysis demonstrates that rankings are not 
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neutral measurements but structured outputs shaped by modelling choices, implicit 
value judgements, and the interplay of incomplete data. Recognising these factors is 
crucial for using rankings responsibly in institutional strategy and communications. 

Appendix B: Modelling Guardian league tables 
The Guardian University Guide is one of the UK’s most influential domestic university 
rankings, published annually since 1999. Unlike international rankings such as QS, the 
Guardian focuses exclusively on the undergraduate student experience and does not 
include research metrics. 

The Guardian ranking is particularly important because: 

•​ It directly influences domestic undergraduate recruitment 

•​ Prospective students and parents frequently consult it during university selection 

•​ It emphasises teaching quality and student outcomes over research prestige 

•​ SSR receives a higher weight (15%) than in QS rankings (10%) 

Guardian Methodology 

The Guardian University Guide uses the following weighted indicators: 

Indicator Description Weight 

Satisfied with teaching NSS Q1–4 10% 

Satisfied with feedback NSS Q5–8 10% 

Student-staff ratio HESA staff:student ratio 15% 

Spend per student Academic spend per FTE 5% 

Average entry tariff UCAS points of entrants 15% 

Value added Expected vs actual outcomes 15% 

Career outcomes Employment/study at 15 months 15% 

Continuation First-year retention rate 15% 

Guardian University Guide Indicator Weights (2026) 

Key observation: The Guardian assigns 15% weight directly to SSR, compared to 10% 
for the Faculty-Student Ratio in QS rankings. This means the Guardian ranking is 50% 
more sensitive to SSR changes than the QS ranking’s direct FSR component. 

Current Position 

The University of Nottingham’s current Guardian league table position: 
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Indicator Value 

Guardian Rank 51 

Guardian Score 57.5 

Satisfied with teaching 85.5% 

Satisfied with feedback 74.9% 

Student-staff ratio 13.0 

Spend per student 6.1 (/10) 

Average entry tariff 151 

Value added 3.7 (/10) 

Career outcomes 85% 

Continuation 95.0% 

University of Nottingham: Guardian 2026 Metrics 

SSR Analysis: UK Context 

SSR Distribution 

Analysis of the 123 UK universities in the Guardian 2026 rankings: 

Statistic All Universities Russell Group 

Minimum 9.1 (Oxford) 9.1 (Oxford) 

Maximum 23.0 (Wrexham) 22.8 (Glasgow Caledonian) 

Mean 15.2 14.2 

Median 15.1 13.0 

SSR Statistics Across UK Universities 

Russell Group Comparison 

The proposed SSR target of 18–22 would place Nottingham outside the typical Russell 
Group operating range: 

University SSR Rank University SSR Rank 

Oxford 9.1 1 Leeds 13.0 28 

UCL 10.7 10 Manchester 13.0 35 

Cambridge 10.8 3 Exeter 13.1 17 

Edinburgh 10.8 13 Queen Mary 13.2 72 
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Imperial 11.7 6 Sheffield 13.4 16 

Warwick 11.7 7 Newcastle 13.9 81 

Glasgow 11.9 24 Queen’s Belfast 14.3 45 

King’s College 12.0 21 
   

Durham 12.4 5 
   

Southampton 12.6 20 
   

Cardiff 12.6 37 
   

Bristol 12.7 15 
   

York 12.7 38 
   

Liverpool 12.9 22 
   

Birmingham 12.9 28 
   

Nottingham 13.0 51 
  ˙ 

Russell Group Universities by SSR (Ranked) 

Critical observation: No traditional Russell Group university operates with an SSR 
above 14.3. The proposed target of 18–22 would make Nottingham an outlier among 
research-intensive institutions. 

Universities at Target SSR Values 

At the proposed SSR targets, Nottingham would be compared with fundamentally 
different institutions: 

SSR Range Universities 

17–18 Manchester Met (17.6), Plymouth (17.2), Aston (17.1) 

18–19 Ulster (18.2), East London (18.4), Bradford (18.4) 

19–20 Westminster (19.9), York St John (19.4), London Met (19.1) 

20–21 Staffordshire (20.5), Roehampton (20.9), Queen Margaret (20.6) 
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21–22 Abertay (22.4), Glasgow Caledonian (22.8), Wrexham (23.0) 

Universities at Target SSR Values 

Impact Modelling 

Methodology: Min-Max Scaling 

The Guardian League Table uses min-max scaling for each metric: 

●​ For metrics where higher is better:  scaled = 100 * ( value – min ) / ( max – min ) 
●​ For SSR (where lower is better): scaled = 100 * ( max – value ) / ( max – min ) 

The overall Guardian score is then calculated as a weighted sum of scaled scores. 

SSR Scaling Parameters 

From the 2026 Guardian data: 

●​ Minimum SSR: 9.1 (Oxford) → scores 100 on SSR component 
●​ Maximum SSR: 23.0 (Wrexham) → scores 0 on SSR component 

Nottingham’s current SSR analysis: 

●​ Raw SSR: 13.0 
●​ Scaled SSR score: 100 * (23.0 – 13.0) / (23.0 – 9.1) = 71.9 out of 100 
●​ SSR contribution to Guardian score: 0.15 × 71.9 = 10.79 points (of maximum 15) 

Correlation Analysis 

The correlation between SSR and Guardian score is strongly negative: 

r(SSR,Guardian Score) =  − 0.657 

This confirms that higher SSR is strongly associated with lower Guardian rankings 
across UK universities. 

Results 

Scenario 1: Direct SSR Impact Only 

Assuming only SSR changes (all other factors held constant): 

SSR SSR Scaled Score Change Rank 

13 (current) 71.9 57.5 — 51 

15 57.6 55.3 −2.2 57 

18 36.0 52.1 −5.4 74 

20 21.6 49.9 −7.6 82 

22 7.2 47.8 −9.7 92 

Direct SSR Impact Projections (Min-Max Model) 
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Scenario 2: SSR Change with Cascading Effects 

Staff reductions will likely affect other Guardian indicators: 

•​ Teaching satisfaction: Larger class sizes typically reduce NSS scores 

•​ Feedback satisfaction: Less individual attention for assessment feedback 

•​ Value added: Reduced support may lower value-added outcomes 

•​ Career outcomes: Less careers support and networking opportunities 

Moderate cascading scenario (Teaching −3, Feedback −3, Career −3, Value added 
−0.4, scaled proportionally to SSR increase): 

SSR Score Change Rank Δ Rank 

13 (current) 57.5 — 51 — 

18 48.9 −8.6 86 +35 

20 45.4 −12.1 100 +49 

22 42.0 −15.5 107 +56 

Impact with Cascading Effects (Moderate Scenario) 

Severe cascading scenario (Teaching −5, Feedback −5, Career −5, Value added −0.5, 
scaled proportionally to SSR increase): 

SSR Score Change Rank Δ Rank 

13 (current) 57.5 — 51 — 

18 46.9 −10.6 94 +43 

20 42.7 −14.8 105 +54 

22 38.5 −19.0 119 +68 

Impact with Cascading Effects (Severe Scenario) 

Summary of Projections 

Scenario SSR 18 SSR 20 SSR 22 

Direct SSR only 74 82 92 

Moderate cascade 86 100 107 

Severe cascade 94 105 119 

Range 74–94 82–105 92–119 

Summary: Guardian Ranking Impact by Scenario 

Comparison with QS Rankings Impact 

125 



 

Factor Guardian QS World Rankings 

SSR/FSR Weight 15% (direct) 10% (indirect via FSR) 

Current Rank 51 (UK) 97 (Global) 

Projected Rank (SSR=20) 82–105 215–240 

Rank Change +31 to +54 +118 to +143 

Research Metrics None 50% (AR + CPF) 

Geographic Scope UK only Global 

Comparison: Guardian vs QS Ranking Impact 

Key differences: 

1.​The Guardian ranking decline appears smaller in absolute terms, but: 

2.​Moving from 51st to 82–105 in the UK represents a drop from the top 40% to the 
bottom third 

3.​The Guardian has no research metrics to offset the SSR impact 

4.​The impact is immediate—no time lag as with QS reputation metrics 

Key Findings 

Direct Impact 

1.​SSR carries 15% weight in Guardian—50% higher than the QS FSR component 
(10%) 

2.​Moving from SSR 13 to 20 costs 7.6 Guardian points—reducing the SSR scaled 
score from 71.9 to 21.6 

3.​No Russell Group university operates at SSR > 14.3—the target of 18–22 would 
make Nottingham an outlier 

Ranking Implications 

1.​Current position: Rank 51 places Nottingham in the top half of UK universities 

2.​Projected position (SSR=20): Rank 82–105 would place Nottingham in the bottom 
third 

3.​Peer group shift: Nottingham would move from competing with Russell Group 
peers to competing with post-1992 universities 

Cascading Effects 

1.​Teaching satisfaction will likely decline with larger class sizes 

2.​Career outcomes may suffer from reduced staff support and networking 

3.​Value added scores depend on individual attention—less staff means lower scores 
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4.​These effects compound the direct SSR impact by an additional 20–40% 

Conclusions 

The proposed increase in SSR from 13:1 to 18–22:1 will have severe and immediate 
consequences for the University of Nottingham’s Guardian League Table position. 

Summary Projections 

 
Current SSR=18 SSR=20 SSR=22 

Guardian Score 57.5 47–52 43–50 39–48 

Guardian Rank 51 74–94 82–105 92–119 

Rank Change — +23 to +43 +31 to +54 +41 to +68 

UK Percentile Top 41% 60–76% 67–85% 75–97% 

 

Final Assessment 

The staff reductions implicit in the proposed SSR increase will: 

1.​Immediately reduce Nottingham’s Guardian score by 5–15 points (depending on 
cascading effects) 

2.​Drop Nottingham’s ranking from 51st to approximately 82–105th—from the top half 
to the bottom third of UK universities 

3.​Move Nottingham outside the Russell Group SSR range—no comparable 
research-intensive university operates at SSR > 14.3 

4.​Affect domestic recruitment—the Guardian ranking directly influences prospective 
undergraduate students’ choices 

These effects are immediate and do not have the time lag associated with QS reputation 
metrics. The ranking damage will be visible in the first year following implementation. 

Concluding Reflections 

By expanding the technical material with additional explanation and interpretation, this 
version of the report illustrates how the GLT model embodies a particular view of 
institutional performance. League tables, including the GLT, are not neutral summaries of 
data but structured frameworks shaped by methodological design. Understanding these 
design choices is key for making responsible use of rankings in strategic planning, 
communication, and evaluation. 
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