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Introduction:
Students are now paying more for their education than ever before. As a key consumer and stakeholder, this now drives their expectations. 
Students are able to enforce their rights as ‘consumers of education’. Universities and other HE providers must be compliant with the law and manage risks when it comes to student contracts.
51% of Higher Education providers change their courses and modules after enrolment. Students should get the courses they enrol for, and failure to comply with consumer protection law can be a breach of student rights and contract, which begins as soon as an offer from a provider is accepted by a student.
The Law:
All information offered to a student prior to entering a student contract should be fair, accessible and transparent, this is covered by the Consumer Rights Act 2015.
All terms of contract should be brought to the consumer’s attention prior to them entering a contract.
Any changes that may be made after the acceptance of an offer should, if they are material to the contract, be agreed and accepted by the consumer. 
The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA)  document on consumer protection law advice for Higher Education providers (issued in 2015 and reissued in 2023), sets out further information regarding how consumer protection law applies to Higher Education providers.

Student Contracts:
Student contracts are formed when a student accepts an offer from a provider for a place on to study on a programme.
A student contract is made up of all the material information offered by a provider to assist the student in making an informed choice.
This could be provided by information such as University Webpages, Open days, Prospectus, Programme and Module specifications, social media and UCAS pages.
The Law means that students must be able to make an informed choice with the information provided by a provider before making a selection or accepting an offer.

Material Information:
Material information can be made up of any information given to students about courses, modules and programmes.
· Entry requirements
· Mandatory modules
· Potential workload
· Assessment methods
· Contact hours
· Course fees and extra costs
· Course accreditation
· Location of course
· Academic regulations
· Course details
· Course structure
· Course delivery
· Any important or surprising course rules and regulations
All this information must be accurate, current and easily accessible.

Potential Consequences:
There are four stages where students enter a contract with the provider that may create potential consequences with a breach of the student contract if a module or programme is amended after the acceptance of an offer:
Stage 1: Student Research and Application
During this stage students should be able to access all of the material information to be able to make an informed choice prior to accepting their offer.
Any agreed upon or offered terms made pre-contract should still be accurate for students upon enrolment
If any changes are made to a programme or module after student acceptance, providers should inform students of this as early as possible.
Providers need to obtain clear and written consent from the student about any changes made without duress.
Failure to inform students about any contract changes after acceptance may be misleading by omission under consumer protection legislation.
Stage 2: Offer and Acceptance
This stage begins once a student accepts their offer, and they enter their student contract.
All terms of the contract must be fair under the fair terms legislation.
Once accepted, offers are binding on the University and clear informed consent must be given by the student to any significant change in their offer or the terms.
Distance contracts must be confirmed on either paper or PDF to ensure a permanent record of the offer.
Stage 3: Enrolment Stage
All information provided should still be accurate upon enrolment and this should not ordinarily be changed.
Any terms that can be changed will be subject to the test of fairness as they will likely be in breach of the consumer protection legislation.
Universities must draw the student’s and consumer’s attention to their terms and conditions.
Stage 4: Complaints Handling Process
Complaints procedures must be made easy to locate and access by the provider.
These procedures must be accessible, clear and fair to students.
If a programme is offered in collaboration with another institution, it should be clearly labelled where the complaints responsibilities will lie.
For any external complaints or redress schemes, students should be provided with access to these processes.
If any informal complaints are made, providers must instruct students that they are able to make this a formal complaint and told how to do so.

University colleagues who are completing and/or amending Programme Specifications or Module Descriptors must consult the University guidance and adhere to the relevant deadlines which are summarised below.
Further information on the approval and revision of taught modules and programmes can be found in the university 

Key Deadlines:
New Modules, Amendments and Withdrawals 
Undergraduate Year 1 and Postgraduate: April of the year in which teaching is due to commence. Official dates are confirmed on an annual basis.
(e.g. For 2025/26, by April 2025)
Undergraduate Year 2, 3 and 4: February of the year in which teaching is due to commence. Official dates are confirmed on an annual basis.
(e.g. For 2025/26, by February 2025)
Late or in-year amendments should be avoided. Where unavoidable, Directors of Education and Student Experience (DESE's) have the delegated authority to approve them.  Marketing and Student Recruitment will coordinate communication of the changes, and where necessary, obtaining of consent from affected applicants.

Minor and Moderate Programme Amendments 
Undergraduate: End of January of the year in which teaching is due to commence
(e.g. For 2025/26, by end of January 2025)
Postgraduate: Mid-March of the year in which teaching is due to commence
(e.g. For 2025/26, by mid-March 2025)
Late or in-year amendments should be avoided. Where unavoidable, changes must be communicated, and consent must be obtained from affected students.

Programme Withdrawals and Interruptions
The ideal time for the withdrawal or interruption of a programme is prior to the start of the recruitment cycle. To ensure processing is completed before the recruitment cycle opens, it is recommended that withdrawals and interruptions are made by the Business Approval deadlines (see below). Any withdrawals following the start of recruitment activities can be reputationally damaging and requires that applicants be informed, and alternative offers made to any offer holders. If there are no suitable alternatives, then compensation to affect applicants may have to be considered by the Faculty. 

New Programmes and Significant Amendments 
Deadlines for Business Approval are in place to ensure that programmes are processed to enable advertisement for a full recruitment cycle.
Undergraduate: 25th November – 22 months ahead of launch
Postgraduate: 15th June – 15 months ahead of launch
Academic Approval is required 5 months before first intake e.g. 25th April 2026 for a 1st intake in September 2026

Different deadlines and processes may apply for Degree Apprenticeships, online programmes and non-September starts.
Further information and support can be sought from the Programme Design and Quality Enhancement (PDQE) team.
The Programme Design team can work with you and key stakeholders to coordinate the processes of new programme creation and revision.
Contact: programmedesign@exeter.ac.uk
The Quality Enhancement Faculty Teams provide core quality enhancement support for taught programmes and modules, including approvals, amendments and withdrawals of programmes.

Contact: Environment, Science and Economy: ese-quality@exeter.ac.uk
Health and Life Sciences: hls-quality@exeter.ac.uk
Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences: hass-quality@exeter.ac.uk

Additional Resources
The mandatory training regarding Student Consumer Rights can be found here. 
The Legal Services Office can also be contacted for advice on consumer rights queries at legalservices@exeter.ac.uk 
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