UVAC response to: The HEFCE Strategic Plan 2006 - 2011 



Introduction

The University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) is the UK representative organisation of over 80 HEIs and FECs committed to influencing, promoting and supporting the development of vocational education and training in both higher and further education. We welcome the opportunity to respond to the development of HEFCE’s Strategic Plan for 2006 – 2011.
UVAC was established in 1999 as a not for profit organisation to advance education for the public benefit by championing vocational learning.  As such, UVAC acts as an independent voice for higher education and further education on higher vocational learning.   

UVAC undertakes the following activities:

· Advocacy – we champion vocational learning and represent our members’ views on higher level vocational education and training to government, funding and planning agencies and stakeholders.
· Membership services – we provide a portfolio of membership services including disseminating information, production of good practice guides and the organisation of conferences. 
· Research and publications – we manage a research programme covering the accreditation of prior experiential learning, vocational progression, unitisation, vocational qualifications and other issues as appropriate and topical.
· Awarding Body products – we support the provision of QCA regulated awarding body products to the higher education sector through appropriate UVAC/awarding bodies agreements.
· Validation and Accreditation Services – Through our sister organisation the NVC, we provide a range of validation and accreditation services covering degrees, professional development programmes and initiatives to support progression from apprenticeship, vocational and work-based qualifications to higher education.
Our objectives and work are also supported by our corporate members who include; the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) and the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) National Office.  We also work closely with our strategic awarding body partners, commissioning appropriate research and supporting the development and implementation of learning products.  Accordingly, UVAC is a unique organisation and an essential partner when engaging HEIs and FECs in the implementation of national vocational education and training policy initiatives.    
As a result of the activities we undertake we aim to ensure:

· More learners have the chance to progress to and benefit from higher education.
· Barriers preventing different groups of learners from accessing higher education are identified and addressed thereby widening higher education participation.
· The quality and relevance of higher education provision is enhanced for the benefit of individual learners, employers and the nation as a whole.
Summary

In HEFCE’s consultation document on its strategic plan, the question ‘Is there anything missing from the outline plan?’ is contained in the introductory section.  In our view, this is the most important question in the entire document.  We have commented on the individual objectives as requested, but would also raise the following overarching issues:
Definition of higher education– The paper can give the impression that higher education ‘takes place’ only in higher education institutions.  This is not the case. The Mixed Economy Group of further education colleges perform a fundamentally important role in delivering higher education courses, frequently to the ‘have nots’ of the current system e.g. those from lower socio-economic groups, mature learners and learners taking the opportunity for a second or third chance from the education system. Accordingly, greater recognition should be given to the work and role of the Mixed Economy Group. However, the issue is far more fundamental.  We are of the view that higher education should be about supporting, recognising and valuing higher level learning whenever and wherever it takes place.  Higher education should therefore be seen as far more than institutions, buildings, courses and even students attending institutions.  Instead, HEFCE should seek to support and develop the use of the skills and expertise of the sector to stimulate and recognise higher level learning occurring in the workplace, in the community, in institutions or wherever it takes place.  We believe this should be a core aspect of HEFCE’s strategic plan.  HEFCE should move from the concept of the student to the concept of the learner and embrace and support more individuals from a wider variety of backgrounds in different learning environments.  We recognise the funding and quality issues concerned with such an approach, but firmly believe the objective is worth striving to achieve. 

Customer Focus – We are surprised that so little is said about developing a customer focused higher education system.  Surely, part of HEFCE’s strategy must be about delivering a funding system that meets the needs of the end customer, whether this is an individual learner, an employer or society as a whole.  Is the current funding system responsive to customer needs?  Is the higher education qualifications system too rigid?  Are existing qualifications too large to recognise the achievements of many of the ‘have nots’ of the existing system?  Is greater work needed on APEL and in the development of a national credit system?  Is more part-time provision required?  Employers that operate internationally will seek to source the best possible learning and research provision available globally.  There is no doubt the British higher education has an enviable global reputation, but there are areas where improvements are needed.  From the UVAC perspective this includes a greater role in workforce development, recognition of work-based learning and a more flexible credit model.  
Connectivity – Limited reference is made to the connectivity of HEFCE’s strategy with the strategies of partner organisations.  We do acknowledge that HEFCE’s mission refers to working in partnership, but with whom?  From a UVAC perspective, one of the principle historic failings of the English education has been the low status of vocational learning.  The further education/higher education divide has acted as a barrier to supporting vocational learners in benefiting from higher education.  We note reference to the Joint Progression Strategy, but how will HEFCE’s strategy relate to the broader work of the LSC, RDAs, QCA and Sector Skills Councils?  How will HEQF relate to the new QCA Framework for Achievement? 
Impact of Variable Tuition Fees – We are aware of the review of variable tuition fees by the independent commission in 2009.  In the short-term we would argue that it is critically important for HEFCE to monitor the impact of variable tuition fees on different types of learner, those from lower socio-economic groups, those following part-time courses who pay upfront, work-based and vocational learners.  From a UVAC perspective, we are concerned as to their impact on part-time provision and work-based learners.  
Vision and Mission
We are broadly supportive of HEFCE’s mission statement.  The key issue we would raise is the focus on teaching rather than learning.  We fully support the promotion and funding of high quality, cost effective teaching – but in some contexts, particularly the workplace, the focus should be on learning and not teaching.  Funding therefore needs to focus on how high quality learning is facilitated and recognised through learning from experts, though the provision of mentoring, appropriate verification and assessment and other processes.  Similarly, current quality assurance systems do not recognise the complexities of delivery learning in the workplace and can act as a barrier to workplace learning.  At a more philosophical level, teaching is what is ‘done to an individual’ whilst learning is what ‘an individual does for themselves’.  At higher education levels we would therefore suggest the emphasis was on supporting learning rather than teaching. 
Consultation with Stakeholders

In addition to HEFCE’s proposed consultation and dialogue on its strategy with HEI senior management and students, employers and civil society we would also recommend that consultation also specifically included:

· Mixed Economy Colleges – MEG colleges have a fundamental role to play in the delivery of many of the objectives outlined in HEFCE’s strategic plan, particularly widening participation and fair access. We acknowledge the reference made to working with FECs on HE in FE, but would suggest that the full potential of MEG colleges in higher education has yet to be realised.  In the past, difficulties in dealing with the requirements of two funding agencies, the LSC and HEFCE, and preferential treatment for HEIs in some funded initiatives has hindered the realisation and full implementation of the development and innovation potential of MEG colleges in higher education delivery.

· Employees and their Representatives – We totally agree that HEFCE should aim to have greater direct engagement with employers.  However, we are surprised that no reference is made to employees.  UVAC has long taken the position that higher education should be more than simply developing ‘entry to work’ programmes, but should also be concerned with enhancing the skills of those already in work.  Consultation with employees and their representative organisations (i.e. trade unions) should therefore be considered.  It is worth noting that, within the existing workforce, there are a substantial number of individuals who have not yet but could benefit from higher level learning.

· Representative Organisations – There are a range of representative organisations who should be consulted and could play a fundamental role in the delivery of HEFCE’s strategy.  Appropriate arrangements should be developed to ensure such stakeholders are appropriately consulted.

Widening Participation and Fair Access

We are broadly supportive of the aim, objectives and key performance targets outlined.  HEFCE’s overall aim ‘to provide the opportunity of higher education to all who could benefit from it’ appears at first sight to be a statement that all organisations committed to widening participation and fair access could support.  However, we would raise the following issues:
· HEFCE’s existing definition of higher education is too narrow and restrictive.  

"Higher education courses are generally above the standard of GCE A-levels or National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) Level 3. They include degree courses, postgraduate courses and Higher National Diplomas. Higher education takes place in universities and higher education colleges, and in some further education colleges."

- HEFCE website 2005
If ‘widening participation’ and ‘fair access’ are to be a reality for work-based learners, higher education needs to encompass recognising and supporting higher level learning whenever and wherever it occurs.  For Apprentices, of whom no more than 2% progress to higher education, NVQ levels 4 and 5 are often ideal higher level qualifications that meet both their needs and the needs of their employers.  Yet the position of higher level NVQs in higher education is highly anomalous and confused, not least because HEFCE does not fund them.  Instead NVQ levels 4 and 5, which form the pinnacle of the government-recognised suite of work-based learning qualifications, are relegated to the status of 'Non-Prescribed Higher Education' (NPHE).  We would also dispute the accuracy of the statement that higher education takes place in universities and higher education colleges, and in some further education colleges.  Surely, we want to support HEIs recognise higher level learning taking place in both employment and the community?
· There is an implicit assumption in the HEFCE objective that existing higher education provision and systems are neutral or impact in the same way for different types of learners.  They do not.  Our experience is that undergraduate vocational courses primarily designed for ‘A’ level learners do not usually meet the needs of Apprentices who will enter higher education with different skill sets of the same value to their A level counterparts.  Many vocational programmes and qualifications (e.g. Apprenticeships and NVQs) are not included in the UCAS tariff.  Many, if not most, admissions staff have a limited understanding of vocational and work-based qualifications and their suitability for higher education entry.  The limited use of APEL in higher education also means that the prior achievements of mature applicants are often not fully recognised.    
Enhancing Excellence in Learning and Teaching

We believe the term “student” in this aim of the strategic plan can prove limiting.  We are of the view that higher education should act to facilitate, stimulate and recognise higher level learning whenever and wherever it occurs, including at work and in the community.  We would raise the following issues:

· The importance of work-based learning - As ever there are examples of excellence in the sector, but generally higher education has not developed sufficient expertise or paid enough attention to recognising and supporting work-based learning. This contrasts with the extensive development, promotion and use of systems and processes to support employers develop the lower level skills (defined as National Qualification Framework levels 1 to 3) of their employees.  LSC funded training providers offer learning needs analysis; NVQs to level 3 are promoted extensively for existing employees and Apprenticeships at levels 2 and 3 are championed by ministers.  Developing the skills and knowledge base of young people entering employment is important, but with global competition, growing life expectancy and the pensions crisis an individual at the age of 21 or 22 will have a working life of a further 35, 40 or even 45 years, during which time they will change job roles several times and need to continually update their skills. In the past, state ‘workforce development’ policy in England has arguably focused and certainly been most successful in terms of the lower skill levels. NVQs have proved highly successful at recognising and supporting the development of skills and occupational competence at National Qualifications Framework levels 2 and 3, but their use at higher education levels (i.e. NVQ 4 and 5), with the notable exception of management and a very limited number of other subject areas, has been negligible. Similarly, the use of tools such as learning needs analysis and even the Investors in People standard have focused largely, albeit not exclusively, on lower levels.  If the UK is to compete internationally, particularly with the emerging economies of China and India, it is essential that every potential opportunity we have available to support the development of higher level skills of those in employment is utilised.   
· Utilisation of Existing Learning Products to Enhance Excellence in Learning and Teaching  - There is a significant under-utilisation of several established and proven national products that could significantly improve the quality of vocational higher education provision.  SSC developed National Occupational Standards (NOS) represent an excellent tool for developing higher education provision that delivers the occupational competence and underpinning knowledge defined by employers as essential for particular employment roles.  NOS accordingly represent an excellent proxy for working with a cross-section of employers and can be used to link higher education to professional body standards. However, knowledge of NOS is extremely limited in higher education and they are not included in the QAA subject benchmarks.  Similarly, APEL is little used in higher education.
Enhancing Excellence in Research
We are broadly supportive of the research aim, objectives and key performance targets proposed.  We do, however, believe more consideration needs to be given to how HEIs work and collaborate with employers and the dissemination and application of research by employers.  Although English HEIs have an enviable reputation for research, the UK record for applying HEI research, with the notable exception of certain world class industries, is less successful.  We believe a more active and considered higher education role in workforce development would be one important strand for disseminating and applying higher education research in key employment sectors.  
Enhancing the Contribution of HE to the Economy and Society

We disagree with the notion that the best way for HE to support business sectors that operate at the cutting edge of innovation, which capitalise fully on the potential of the knowledge base ‘will be to work intensively at the local and regional levels, in new sectors, and particularly focused on SMEs and entrepreneurs.’  In many sectors a national approach, rather than a local or regional approach, is required.  Employers need to think globally and the UK cannot afford to adopt parochial localised and regional approaches to sectors.  SMEs and entrepreneurs will also need to think nationally and internationally in contributing to the development of cutting edge business sectors. This is not to say some local approaches are not appropriate and many HEIs have developed highly effective partnerships with an industry cluster or localised sector concentration.  A national approach that ensures the consistency of qualifications many national and international companies require, which avoids duplication and gaps in provision is also essential.  The language used in the consultation paper will also be alien to many multi-nationals who would refer to a regional as ‘the UK and Ireland’ or alternatively even ‘Western Europe’.  
We agree with the objective; ‘Promotion of greater global and international engagement between our HE knowledge base and overseas HE and business and other partners.’ We would, however, suggest that some UK actions have hindered this engagement.  For example the HND was a well recognised and highly regarded qualification delivered internationally.  The development of the foundation degree in England has somewhat displaced the HND and may in the long-term undermine its position internationally.  
Sustaining a High Quality HE Sector

We are broadly supportive of the aim, objectives and key performance targets proposed.
Enabling Excellence

We are broadly supportive of the aim, objectives and key performance targets proposed.
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