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Response to consultation on key issues relating to fair admissions to Higher Education
1.0 Introduction
The University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) is the UK organisation of 47 Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and 30 further education colleges (FECs) committed to influencing, promoting and supporting the development of vocational education and training in both higher and further education.  UVACs work is supported by corporate members including UCAS, LSC National office, UFI, SSCs.  UVAC has a particular commitment to widening access to quality vocational learning and it is from this perspective that it wishes to contribute to the Schwartz consultation.  UVAC accepts that admissions policies are properly the responsibility of HEIs.  Individual member institutions will wish to represent their own views to the committee. UVAC therefore wishes to confine its comments to more general observations on issue of principle and context.

2.0 Principles
2.1 In the context of a widening participation agenda, it is important that students who are able to demonstrate their readiness to meet the demands of undergraduate study are enabled to do so by proceeding to a degree course without loss of time.

2.2 It is also important that all students embarking on undergraduate study should be enabled to progress to the highest level of which they are capable in the direction they wish to proceed at a time and by mode of study most appropriate to their needs and on the basis of their developing confidence in their abilities as assessed by academic tutors and themselves.  It is also important that they receive appropriate recognition for the level of achievement attained.

2.3 Many HEIs, particularly post 1992 institutions endeavour to operationalise these principles but without a consensus on what constitutes ‘readiness’ for degree study.  Other Universities may exhibit a degree of ignorance of, or prejudice towards vocational subjects as entry qualifications for undergraduate study.  A high degree of selectivity where demand vastly exceeds supply of places may vitiate the application of these principles.
3.0 Context
3.1 The Skills White paper (21st Century Skills: Realising our Potential) proposes a national qualifications framework and associated credit framework for adults (paragraphs 5.39 to 5.41).  It anticipates that a single qualifications framework will include the 14-19 age range post Tomlinson.  Thereafter it would make sense to develop a single framework to encompass all post 14 education.  This may take some time to achieve.

3.2 A qualifications framework requires courses to be identified by level of achievement and accorded a credit rating.  A common level of achievement may be defined in terms of conceptual understanding, skill development and knowledge measured in a variety of ways. The credit rating defines the weighting attached to course components (units or modules). Courses may be composed of a wide spread of units or a subject specific set.

3.3 A qualifications framework will, however, facilitate the identification of equivalence in terms of knowledge, skills and understanding across a range of courses – AS/A levels, GNVQs, NVQs, Access courses, Modern Apprenticeships, Advanced Modern Apprenticeships – on the basis of which a threshold level of readiness to meet the demands of undergraduate study might be established.  UVAC will support the establishment of a single qualification and credit framework as outlined in the Skills White Paper and in the longer term of a single framework post 14 to include Higher Education.

3.4 In the absence of a qualifications framework HEIs are left to make their own judgement of what in effect constitutes readiness for degree study.  Courses which exercise a high level of selectivity which may increase in proportion to the increase pressure on places choose to do so in order to solve institutional problems viz identifying the highest achievers where demand exceeds supply; establishing a reputation for excellence for the purpose of satisfying government indices, improving league table position and so on.
3.5 The establishment of a threshold level of performance offers a ‘bottom up’ rates than a ‘top down’ approach to admission which allows the student who satisfies the threshold requirement to select their course/institution on a variety of bases – location, course/institutional fitness for purpose, continuation of study pathway to a subsequent level and so on, confident of their eligibility for an HEI place.

4.0 Propositions

In the absence of a common definition of entry to the higher education courses, institutions are left to determine the basis of selection.  In this situation UVAC supports the following propositions.

· moves to develop university wide policies, share good practice and learn from international examples. Such a development will encourage greater consistency and transparency

· adjustments to the examination and assessment scheduled/academic year structure to facilitate admission decisions made on the basis of actual rather than predicted results
· admission on the basis of a consideration of students portfolio of achievement including assessment performance but also taking into account other relevant activities including work related or work based experience, creative work, work shop and performance based activities
· the use of interview in professional subjects - teaching, social work, medicine – where a students social profile is an important additional element in determining suitability for entry to a degree course

· Parity of treatment for students with vocational qualifications.  No convincing argument has been advanced for the special consideration of students with vocational qualifications other than the ignorance of some admissions personnel of the specifics of such qualifications.  The remedy here is surely the proper training of admissions personnel to recognise and evaluate national qualifications.  The dangers of vocational qualifications being viewed as less demanding than equivalent A level qualifications should be readily apparent.
· the application of APL/APEL procedures where these are institutionally codified and approved and administered by trained personnel.  Such procedures are valuable mainly for mature applicants with vocational qualifications and/or work or life experience.  QAA has recently expressed some general reservations about the robustness of such procedures and a sharing of good practice would be welcome here.  UVAC would be very willing to contribute to such activity.
· the use of compacts as predominantly local arrangements to ease the transition from school or college pre-entry courses into under graduate programmes.  UVAC is particularly supportive of tripartite arrangements embracing schools, local FECs and HEIs.
All of these propositions are consistent with and not invalidated by the concept of readiness for degree level study.

5.0
UVAC hope that the effects of this consultation will be to reduce barriers to entry to HE rather than impose additional hurdles for prospective students to overcome.  It will surely be important also to ensure that the results of the consultation are consistent with the recommendations of the awaited Tomlinson report.  UVAC will of course be happy to elaborate on any of the points outlined above and to contribute if invited to the second stage of consultation.
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