UVAC response to: Improving the Higher Education Applications Process (PQA)


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 PQA Consultation. 

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 view of our focus on championing vocational education, our comments reflect our concern with supporting vocational and work-based learners in progressing to higher education, admissions procedures for vocational programmes and more generally supporting the development of an understood and accepted vocational progression route from age 14 to post-graduate qualifications.  As such, we have focused our commentary on these issues, rather than the needs of ‘A’ level applicants, an issue upon which our members will obviously have views and will, as and where appropriate, have responded individually and collectively through other bodies to the consultation.

Our comments are as follows:

· We welcome the fact that the consultation sought to include the needs of all prospective students including part-time students and those taking vocational qualifications (paragraph 1.1.2).  Regrettably, however, we believe the needs and experiences of such students have been marginalised in the analysis and recommendations of the report.  For example, in no place in the report are the application needs of Apprentices mentioned – despite support of Apprenticeship progression to higher education being identified as an important priority in the 14 – 19 Education and Skills White Paper and the substantial barriers to the 253,500 young people following the Apprenticeship route of whom only a negligible number currently progress to higher education. The example of an NVQ learner quoted in Appendix 3 (page 80) usefully raises the issue of progression for a work-based learner, but from our extensive analysis the ease and acceptance of progression identified is a laudable exception rather than common experience. HE has been insufficiently involved in and admissions staff have insufficient knowledge of work-based practical learning programmes.This is to the detriment of learners, employers and the economy as a whole. This is a fundamental problem in the current admissions process, as is the lack of guidance provided by the Connexions Service and others to work-based learners on progression opportunities.

· The consultation document reinforces traditional perceptions of what higher education is and should be about – that is the recruitment of 18 or 19 year old students for full-time 3 or 4 year learning programmes.  We do not disagree that this is a fundamental role for higher education, but wish in a consultation paper entitled ‘Improving the Higher Education Applications Process’ some emphasis could have been placed on how HE applications relate to adult learners, workforce development issues, career planning and occupational development for existing employees. Rightly, the consultation focuses on the needs of learners and HEIs, we were, however, surprised that little reference is made to the needs of employers. For part-time, work-based higher education provision securing employer support will be essential for many prospective students.  How does an employer know the appropriateness of a particular course for their employer, the support etc they can offer etc? 
· Proposal one (paragraph 3.2.4) the provision of clear, comparable entry requirements is welcome.  As NVQs and Advanced Apprenticeship are not currently included in the UCAS tariff this may be problematic. For vocational programmes we would recommend that consideration was given to level 3 work-based profiles and APEL in the entry profiles developed. 

· We are surprised that in chapter three (paragraphs 3.1 to 3.6.4) little reference is made to the value of the skills a learning programme may deliver and relevance of vocational programmes to job roles etc. We do not underestimate the learning value of programmes and fully support academic degrees, but where vocational degrees are provided information on how they relate to particular job roles, industry skills requirements would be of particular value to many prospective students and their employers.

· The acknowledgement in (paragraph 3.6.2) that advice and guidance can be variable is welcome. This is particularly the case for work-based learners who do not have teachers or school facilities to turn to and in many cases the limited understanding of work-based progression pathways among Connexions staff.

· Proposal 19 (paragraph 5.12.15) suggesting work to be undertaken looking at what might be done to inform those taking non ‘A’ level qualifications of the requirements of the HE admissions cycle is a useful suggestion. The issue is, however, far broader and any work in this area would need to be considered in the context of a range of other issues including the fitness for purpose of many level 3 qualifications for HE entry, appropriateness of the design and delivery of HE programmes for work-based learners, advice and guidance etc.  UVAC has undertaken extensive work with the LSC examining how work-based learners can be supported to progress to higher education and would welcome the opportunity to share our research with the DfES and other appropriate partners.  

· We welcome the reassurance in (paragraph 5.12.20) that the design of the vocational diplomas proposed in the 14 – 19 Education and Skills White Paper will take account of the HE application process.  Unfortunately, we are concerned that at the present time, with some exceptions the SSC led diploma  development process is not sufficiently engaged with higher education as a whole to ensure their credibility and currency as higher education awards.  On a related matter we are unclear as to how proposals in the QCA Framework for Achievement relate to the application process proposed in the consultation paper.  

