
Fair Admissions to Higher Education:  Recommendations for Good Practice: Admissions to Higher Education Steering Group
A Response from the University Vocational Awards Council
This paper has been prepared by the University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) and outlines our response to the Admissions to Higher Education Review final report to the Secretary of State.  We have also detailed the significant contribution UVAC could make in the implementation of some of the recommendations of the Review.  We are pleased that several of the key proposals and observations made by UVAC in our earlier submissions to the Fair Admissions Review, though our consultation conference, meetings and responses to the first two reports of the steering group are reflected in the final report, and where appropriate in the recommendations outlined.  Given UVAC’s remit to champion vocational learning, our comments naturally focus on the needs of vocational and work-based learners, the delivery of vocational and work-based learning, APEL and requirements of employers.  Our member HEIs and FECs will also have comments on other aspects of the Review report and recommendations.
UVAC fully endorse the Review proposition that ‘Admissions are the responsibility of universities and colleges themselves. …  Institutions should be able to set their own criteria, choose their own assessment methods, and select their own students.’  (foreword to the Review report).  We also support the principles underpinning fair admissions recommended by the Review:

‘Principle 1: A fair admissions system should be transparent’ – UVAC believe that this principle should apply to all types of learner.  For apprentices and other vocational and particularly work-based learners admissions systems are frequently not transparent.  Excellent work has been undertaken by many HEIs and FECs through compacts and partnerships with SSCs and employers to support work-based progression, but work usually relates to only one locality or subject area and considerably more needs to be done.  Admissions staff have, in general, insufficient knowledge about and confidence in the credibility of QCA level 3 vocational and work-based qualifications or qualifications obtained through many work-based learning programmes (e.g. key skills).  
‘Principle 2: A fair admissions system should enable institutions to select students who are able to complete the course as judged by their achievements and their potential’ - We fully support this principle.  It is, however, worth noting that the design of certain courses may well favour one particular type of applicant.  We acknowledge that ‘some courses place great emphasis on academic excellence and others place more emphasis on vocational relevance.’ (paragraph A16).  It is, however, important to ensure sufficient consideration is placed on the availability of programmes that meet the needs of vocational and particularly work-based learners – groups that are currently under-represented in higher education.
‘Principle 3: A fair admissions system should strive to use assessment methods that are reliable and valid’ - We support this principle, but believe substantially greater use could be made of APEL than is acknowledged in the steering group report.
‘Principle 4: A fair admissions system should seek to minimise barriers for applicants’ – We fully support this principle.
‘Principle 5: A fair admissions system should be professional in every respect and underpinned by appropriate institutional structures’ - We fully support this principle.
Recommendations: UVAC offer the following comments on the key recommendations made by the Review:
· Post Qualification Applications - We are supportive of the Review’s recommendation for post-qualification applications.  It is, however, important that in the development of such a system appropriate consideration is given to vocational and work-based qualifications.  Many, work-based and vocational learners will complete and gain their qualifications throughout the year and not just in summer as is the case with the majority of ‘A’ level learners.  For vocational, mature and part-time learners it is important that the application process allows an individual time to consider their course choice with their employer, plan arrangements for studying and combining study with work etc.
· A National Test of Potential – We are concerned as to the appropriateness of a national test of potential for all types of learners.  Although such an approach may well help differentiate between high achieving ‘A’ level learners – we are unsure as to its appropriateness and value for adult, vocational and work-based learners.  Indeed, a national test of potential could act as a barrier to higher education entry to many vocational and especially work-based learners.  To complete an Advanced Apprenticeship, not only does a learner have to complete an NVQ level 3, key skills and a technical certificate, but they most also undertake a full-time job – a national test of potential could be seen to undermine, or question what a learner had already achieved.  We do, however, concur with the Task Force view ‘that any such test must sit within the new 14 – 19 framework’  (paragraph 6.9), but believe consideration must also be given to its relevance and appropriateness to mature learners wishing to undertake an HE course.  
· Common Interviews and Processes - The Review proposal regarding the potential for a common interview where ‘an applicant undergoes only one interview on behalf of all institutions to which he or she has applied, and that the results are made available to those institutions.’ (paragraph E16) should be treated with caution.  An interview is a two-way process and a candidate may well want to raise questions and issues to ensure the proposed course and institution is the appropriate choice to meet their needs.  For mature and work-based learners many questions will be of fundamental importance e.g. link to and accreditation of their learning at work, relevance of the course to their career progression and skills needs of themselves and their employer. 
· A Central Source of Expertise and Advice on Admissions Issues – The Review proposal to establish a central source of expertise and advice on admissions issues is appropriate.  In our experience admissions staff frequently lack familiarity with, and understanding of vocational and work-based qualifications.  UVAC would welcome the opportunity to contribute to this development given our extensive knowledge and experience regarding progression from level 3 vocational and work-based qualifications.
· Training and Support for Guidance Staff – We concur with this recommendation, but suggest that consistent levels of advice and guidance should also be provided to adults considering a higher education course and young people following learning programmes (e.g. many advanced apprentices) predominantly delivered by voluntary and private sector organisations.  We support the work of UCAS ‘to provide a national accredited programme of continuing professional development for admissions staff’ (paragraph D25 iii).  UVAC would welcome the opportunity to explore how the National Validation Consortium we are currently developing could ensure the consistency, transferability and national acceptance of such a CPD programme.  Such an approach would raise the recognition of the work of admissions staff and would provide them with a nationally understood and transferable higher education qualification(s).
We would offer the following general observations on the Review:
· Greater use of APEL and credit should be made in considering approaches to Fair Admissions - UVAC acknowledge and welcome the increased emphasis (in comparison to the earlier consultation reports) on the value of APEL and credit.   We do, however, believe that the value of APEL as part of an admissions system is still under estimated in the report.  The low usage of APEL systems in the English higher education system is a major barrier to recognising the achievements of adult learners in work when both making offers and awarding credit for higher education degree programmes.  Failure to recognise and value the knowledge and skills of adult learners acquired in the workplace when making higher education entry offers is undoubtedly unfair and discriminates against certain sections of society.  The lack of a nationally accepted credit system can also discriminate against certain types of learners. The variable level of credit given by institutions for an NVQ level 4 for entry to similar degree programmes in the same vocational area illustrates this point. Why is credit given for the ‘same’ vocational programme by some institutions and not by others? 
· Approaches to Fair Admissions should not be considered in isolation – We acknowledge that the report makes reference to ‘related issues that may affect applicants’ experience of the admissions process and influence its long term outcomes’ e.g. curriculum design of HE courses. (paragraph A4)  As in our responses to the interim reports of the Review we remain concerned that the report does not acknowledge that the way particular higher education degree programmes are designed and delivered may favour particular groups of learners. The assumption is that existing provision is fair, but this is not necessarily the case.   Apprentices and mature learners, a large proportion of whom will be drawn from socio-economic groups under-represented in higher education and from families with no history of higher education participation may have skill sets that are of equal value, but different to A level entrants.  Accordingly, degree programmes designed to meet the needs of A level students may not meet the needs of apprentices and adult learners.  Similarly, if degree programmes are only or usually offered on a full time basis this by definition means they are not learning options available to work-based learners or who those with family commitments.  Throughout the report little consideration also appears to be given to employers as a customer of higher education, as a partner in delivery or how fair admissions relates to, or supports the implementation of the Skills Strategy. 
· Approaches to Fair Admissions should be adopted for all higher education learning programmes and types of leaner – We are firmly of the view that fair admissions policies and systems should be adopted for higher education learning programmes at all levels (i.e. not just foundation and honours courses) and for all types of learner (e.g. mature, work-based and part-time).  
· Ensuring the ‘Fitness for Purpose’ of vocational level 3 qualifications for higher education entry and developing an understood and accepted vocational pathway is essential – The Review report rightly identifies that vocational students feel disadvantaged and perceived ‘a lack of confidence in the credibility of their qualification due, in part, to difficulty relating it to university entrance requirements.’ (paragraph A19)  Awareness of level 3 vocational qualifications as potential entry routes in HEIs is undoubtedly too low (although increasing) – in particular we concur with the view of the steering group that ‘learners would benefit from a clearer identification of progression opportunities across the HE sector.’  (paragraph D24).  A more fundamental issue, however, is that not all level 3 vocational qualifications and learning programmes are designed and delivered to support an individual learner progress to and complete a higher education learning programme.  We welcome the Review’s acknowledgement of this mismatch (paragraph B23) but believe more than access and bridging courses need to offered.  We believe the ‘fitness for purpose’ of vocational and work-based level 3 qualifications as appropriate for higher education entry should be reviewed.  UVAC with the support of the LSC and UCAS has developed an accreditation system that would address this issue.  We would welcome the opportunity to discuss this system further with the DfES.  UVAC has argued, since our inception that an  understood and accepted vocational pathway(s) from 14 – 16 (Young Apprenticeship), through Apprenticeship, Advanced Apprenticeship/NVQ 3/VRQ3, Foundation Degrees, Honours Degrees, Post Graduate Degrees and Professional Qualifications must be developed.  Policies to support fair admissions to higher education must underpin the development of such a vocational pathway(s).
· The lack of statistics and analysis of progression from apprenticeship to higher education should be addressed - We are surprised that the lack of statistics on progression from vocational and especially work-based qualifications to higher education is not considered in more detail.  The Government’s target for 28% of young people to commence Apprenticeship by 2004 has nearly been realised, yet no accurate national statistics are currently available on the number or proportion of apprentices entering HE, or their relative success in higher education.  UVAC are currently working with the LSC to determine what data currently exists and what and how data might best be collected and analysed in the future.
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