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 UVAC response to: 21st Century Skills Realising Our Potential ‘The Skills Strategy’


Introduction

The University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) is committed to the enthusiastic promotion, advocacy and support of appropriate policies for the development of vocational higher education. In our three years of existence with our membership of 48 Universities, 21 Higher Education and Further Education colleges and corporate members, we have argued that:

Vocational HE is essential both to the development of the UK knowledge economy and to the government’s policies for social inclusion. It is the vehicle for new approaches to the preparation for HE, innovative curricular, pedagogic change and flexible structures and processes. Through, for example, modern and graduate apprenticeships, foundation degrees, work-related learning, work-based learning and accreditation of vocational qualifications, hundreds of thousands of people are being given the opportunity to upgrade their skills and qualifications to the benefit of themselves, their employers and society as a whole.

As a consequence UVAC welcomes the aim of the Skills Strategy ‘to ensure that employers have the right skills to support their businesses, and individuals have the skills they need to be both employable and personally fulfilled.’  We are also supportive of proposals to link and co-ordinate the work of the Learning and Skills Council, the Sector Skills Development Agency, Sector Skills Councils, the Small Business Service and Regional Development Agencies.  We are, however, concerned that the Skills Strategy currently appears to accord higher education a marginal role in its development, co-ordination and delivery.  In developing and implementing the skills strategy it is essential that a comprehensive approach is adopted that is focused on the needs of employers and individuals.  Such an approach must cover levels 1 to 5 and must not be constrained by artificial organisational barriers concerned with Hefce and LSC funding regimes and the separate nature of the QCA and QAA frameworks.  UVAC would welcome the opportunity to work with the DfES and other key partners to ensure that the contribution of higher education to the Skills Strategy is maximised for the benefit of both employers and individual learners.
The following observations on the Skills Strategy reflect UVAC’s Confidence in Practice policy statement and the views of UVAC members expressed at a Skills Strategy consultation conference.

1.
Higher Education has a Significant Contribution to Make to the Development and Delivery of the Skills Strategy - From an initial reading of the Skills Strategy an impression could be gained that skills shortages and gaps stop at level 3.  And that, furthermore, little additional work, other than to implement the foundation degree is needed to support the development of higher education learning programmes that deliver the vocational and employability skills needed by both individuals and employers.  Surveys on graduate employability, SSC/NTO Labour Market Intelligence, RDA studies and academic research demonstrate that this is evidently not the case.  In developing a knowledge economy, it is essential that a co-ordinated and comprehensive Skills Strategy is developed that also covers the development of vocational skills at levels 4 and 5 and graduate employability skills.  Several of UVAC’s HEI members commented that there appeared to be a ‘missing section’ in the Skills Strategy on the role of higher education. We appreciate that on careful reading, there are significant references to higher education in the Skills Strategy, but such references tend to be hidden and are certainly not emphasised. This could convey the unfortunate and unintended message to HEIs that supporting the implementation of the Skills Strategy is neither their responsibility nor concern.  We also acknowledge that much of the Government’s agenda regarding higher education and higher level skills is outlined in the Higher Education White Paper. What, however, is missing and needed is an explanation of the ‘connectivity’ between the Skills Strategy, the 14 – 19 Green Paper and Higher Education White Paper, which defines and clearly articulates the relationship between each paper.   We would welcome the opportunity to work with the DfES to define and communicate such ‘connectivity’ to the higher education sector.
2. The Higher Education Contribution to the Skills Strategy should include Foundation Degrees, Honours Degrees, Graduate Apprenticeship, Post Graduate Degrees and CPD – We acknowledge that Foundation Degrees are a key mechanism that will support the development of vocational skills and employability within higher education.  It is, however, also essential that honours degrees, Graduate Apprenticeship, post graduate degrees, non-prescribed higher education and CPD are seen as a key part of the Skills Strategy and tools to develop the vocational and employability skills that individuals and employers require.  In the ongoing development and implementation of the Skills Strategy two currently neglected initiatives/products, Graduate Apprenticeship and National Occupational Standards should be used to support higher education deliver the skills individual learners and employers require. 
Graduate Apprenticeship - Graduate Apprenticeship is designed to act as a Higher Education and employment bridging programme that develops the occupational competence employers are saying they want from new graduates.  Furthermore, Graduate Apprenticeship has fostered the development of highly effective Higher Education and Sector Skills Council partnerships. 

Graduate Apprenticeship aims to enhance the employability skills of Higher Education students by combining an honours or post graduate degree with work-based learning, underpinned by National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), or National Occupational Standards and key skills units.  Approximately 50 Higher Education Institutions and 30 Sector Skills Councils and their National Training Organisation predecessors have developed Graduate Apprenticeship frameworks specifically designed to raise the skill levels of Higher Education students.  As such a Graduate Apprenticeship offers:

· A nationally-recognised development route incorporating an honours degree or postgraduate degree, NVQ/National Occupational Standards and key skills
· An integrated, modular plan for the development of an NVQ or approved training based on National Occupational Standards
· Practical training leading to the achievement of an NVQ or approved training based on National Occupational Standards
· Coaching in key skills such as Communication, Application of Number and IT
· A motivational programme to attract the best graduates and make them work-effective more quickly.

The Skills Strategy needs to acknowledge Graduate Apprenticeship and how the lessons learnt from the initiative could support Higher Education develop the skills Sector Skills Councils have identified that their industries require.  Again, we would welcome discussions with the DfES to outline how Graduate Apprenticeship could support the delivery of the aim of the Skills Strategy.
National Occupational Standards (NOS) – In our opinion, Government and employers have at their disposal the very tool needed to allow Higher Education to support the delivery of the very skills employers say they require – in the form of National Occupational Standards.  NOS define competence in performance terms – they are concerned with the successful outcome of work activity.  Furthermore, NOS are actually developed by employers themselves through Sector Skills Councils.  They describe ‘quality performance’ and provide a menu of competencies for people working at every level within an industry.

The DfES and LSC-funded NOS and NVQ Employer Champions Group reported in 2002 that National Occupational Standards:

· ‘Are a world-class listing of job-led competency standards’

· ‘Outline the skills people need to do their jobs well’

· ‘Provide a framework for vocational learning’

· ‘Help ensure that learning programmes meet employer needs’

· ‘Enhance the vocational content of curricula’, and

· ‘Are a key tool in the development of employer-relevant qualifications and learning programmes.’
The UK has probably the most sophisticated system of competences in the world, the result of £100 million of investment by Government over the past 15 years.  NOS are relevant and potentially useful to the large majority of employees and employers, whatever their role or sector.  As such, National Occupational Standards should represent an extremely useful and important tool that could help Higher Education further enhance the responsiveness of learning programmes to employer requirements.  Furthermore, supporting Higher Education in the use of National Occupational Standards would strengthen the relationship between institutions and Sector Skills Councils.  This, in turn, could encourage the use of sector labour market intelligence when planning provision.  Unfortunately, although examples of good practice are apparent, awareness and use of National Occupational Standards in Higher Education is low.  UVAC, with the support of the LSC is currently developing a ‘NOS Toolkit’ to support HEIs maximise the use of NOS in the design and delivery of learning programmes.
3.
The Processes Outlined in the Skills Strategy Should be Developed To Ensure HEIs can work with Key Partners (i.e. the LSC, RDAs and SSCs) – We are unclear as to how the better linkages and partnerships outlined in the Skills Strategy might support the implementation of the reforms to Higher Education set out in the Higher Education White Paper published in January 2003. 
For example:

· How should the Sector Skills Council sector skills agreements - setting out the agenda for raising productivity in each sector - relate to the work of Higher Education Institutions in general and to the development and delivery of foundation degrees in particular?

· How should Higher Education work with the Learning and Skills Council, Sector Skills Councils, Small Business Service and Regional Development Agencies in the implementation of the Skills Strategy?

· And what role will Higher Education have in the new national Skills Alliance that is designed to link the key delivery agencies in a concerted drive to raise skills?
It is essential that any new partnerships develop, build upon and do not duplicate established arrangements.  UVAC and our HEI members would welcome the opportunity to work with the DfES and key partners to define and agree appropriate partnerships and processes.  In particular the HE role in supporting the work of the Skills Alliance needs to be determined.  UVAC already operates a portfolio of proven accreditation services which support the brokerage of HE/SSC/employer partnerships and development of HE learning provision on the basis of employer skills needs.  
4.
Clarifying Responsibility for Funding and Supporting HEIs Respond to Skills Priorities – We are concerned that the Skills Strategy does not explore how the divide between Hefce funded provision and learning funded by the Learning and Skills Council could be overcome.  NVQ levels 4 and 5 are a particularly important issue.  Despite the success of NVQs at levels 1 – 3 where more than 3.5 million had been awarded by September 2001 - only 14,395 NVQs at level 4 and 957 NVQs at level 5 were awarded in 2001. As the competence based qualification, it is essential that the funding and quality assurance barriers preventing the widespread take-up of NVQs at levels 4 and 5 are overcome.  Alternatively, greater emphasis should be placed on National Occupational Standards as the key tool to ensure higher education provision delivers the vocational and employability skills that individuals and employers require.  In the development and implementation of the skills strategy it is important that consideration is give to how the Hefce funding regime should support the work of HEIs to meet the needs of the workforce and wider issue of the funding partnership between, employers, individuals and the state.  
5.
Supporting the Delivery and Accreditation of Work-Based Learning – One of the key contributions higher education could make to the development and delivery of the Skills Strategy is through the accreditation of work-based learning.  In particular, topics such as APEL, credit and the development of HE models that are assessment rather than course driven need to be explored.   UVAC would welcome discussions on these issues with DfES, particularly as we are currently developing papers on the development of a national APEL system and how HEIs could support the accreditation of work-based learning.
6.
The Development of a High Quality, Understood and Accepted Vocational Pathway - Quite rightly, the Skills Strategy emphasises the importance of progression from a level 3 vocational programme to a Higher Education vocational degree programme - yet the apparent absence of Higher Education from the partnerships proposed will do little to overcome the level 3 and 4 divide.  Few Advanced Modern Apprenticeship frameworks, for example currently provide a direct entry to a vocational degree programme.  This is illogical, but is the result of considering level 3 skills policy and apprenticeship policy separately from Higher Education policy.  Ideally, we should be looking at the development of high quality and understood vocational pathways from level 1 to 5 - based on the skills needed by individuals and employers in particular sectors.  This again reinforces the need to make more explicit the link between the Skills Strategy, the Higher Education White Paper and 14 – 19 Green Paper.  
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