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UVAC response to the White Paper: The Future of Higher Education



Introduction

The University Vocational Awards Council (UVAC) is committed to the enthusiastic promotion, advocacy and support of appropriate policies for the development of vocational HE. In its three years of existence with its membership of 48 universities, 21 HE and FE colleges and 6 corporate organisations, it has 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 White Paper, the increased focus on vocational education and the opportunity to comment, particularly, on the chapters referring to the development of higher-level skills and vocational qualifications, as a means of widening participation and lifelong learning. The following observations reflect the Council Confidence in Practice policy
 statement and are structured to respond to these chapters.

Chapter 3: Higher education and business - exchanging and developing knowledge and skills. 

I. The Council supports the intention in the White Paper to encourage stronger partnerships between higher education institutions (HEIs) in each region with the RDA (paragraphs 3.10, 3.11, 3.12) and other agencies charged with promoting economic development. This does require the RDAs to become more informed about higher education, transparent and accountable as organisations. However, in this respect it would be helpful to promote increased co-operation between RDAs, the Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) as well as the Learning and Skills Councils because each agency has a remit to plan, support and develop the skills of those entering work and in work. In particular, RDAs, LSCs and SSCs are being encouraged to match demand and supply based on labour market skills analysis. How and by whom are these activities to be coordinated to avoid duplication, overlap, inefficient use of resources and perhaps more significantly manage the potential increased pressure on HEI staff to meet what may at times be conflicting demands particularly tensions between sectoral, local regional and national expectations?

II. The involvement of employers in the delivery of learning, particularly staff exchanges and work placements is to be encouraged (paragraphs 3.6,3.7). Whether the SSCs (of which very few are in place at present) and the proposed teaching quality 
enhancement body (yet to be established) are the appropriate organisations to achieve this is questionable. The National Council for Work Experience, the Small Business National Council, SBS, CBI and TUC amongst others may be able to make a positive contribution to achieving these desirable outcomes. There remains, however, a fundamental barrier with these activities, the financial burden to the employer, learner, and HEI, which as yet is unresolved. This may require a careful examination of current public and private funding arrangements to identify and introduce revised models, which recognise these needs and deliver the outputs. The Knowledge Exchanges may have the potential to achieve this, however, it remains uncertain how the limited number of proposed Exchanges will interact within their host institution and/or consortium, connect to the teaching quality enhancement body and reflect occupational specificity. Relating this initiative to the Technology Institutes and we would suggest Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) may perhaps enable coherent knowledge and skills transition grids to be established embracing employers, further and higher education. It may prove beneficial to link the recommendations of DFES review, ‘Success for All’ with this Paper to strengthen knowledge transfer between CoVEs, Technology Institutes and Knowledge Exchanges. 

III. The commitment to continue the development of the public sector workforce with 'vital partners' such as TTA, and the Department of Health (paragraph 3.24) is as important as meeting the needs of the private sector in delivering in delivering a highly skilled and competitive national workforce. To support this it may be necessary to consider developing and facilitating collaboration between organisations such as the UFI, NHSU, E- University, Open College Network, the Sector Skills Development Agency and the Learning and Skills Council to avoid duplication, share good practice, encourage information exchange and maintain national occupational standards as part of a coordinated national workforce development strategy. The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) may wish to consider how this is achieved in dialogue with the Learning and Skills Council and the emerging National Skills Strategy led by the Department for Education and Skills (DFES).

IV. We look forward to the findings of the Lambert Review (paragraph 3.26) of links between higher education and business, and at the DTI/Treasury Innovation Review, in particular how these inquiries propose to support higher level the vocational education and training. At the very least there is a requirement to establish inter regional networks, provide information, publish case studies exchange good practice and undertake appropriate research to improve the knowledge and understanding of vocational education and training in business.

V. The higher education and development of skills for the workforce statements particularly those on the development of technical skills (3.14 &3.15), are to be welcomed. There does seem to be a limitation applied to the interpretation of technical skills and how this is related to graduate skills (3.23). A useful definitional framework which the Department may wish to adopt is:

· Cognitive skills – the foundation of general skills possessed by the worker (e.g. literacy, numeracy, general educational competence)

· Technical skills – those skills which are associated with the purchase of labour on the open market (e.g. recognised trade or professional skills)

· Behavioural skills – personal skills associated with the worker’s ability to perform in the context of particular authority relations on the job

This enables consideration to be given to what are often described as basic, occupational and key skills as components of graduate employability. These skill categories can be found in national vocational systems sponsored by the Department.

However, there is some disappointment at the lack of recognition in the White Paper for these systems such as National Vocational qualifications (NVQs), national occupational standards (NoS) and key skills. These systems were designed to improve skills in the workforce over a working lifetime. The principles underpinning this system seem relevant to the White paper and significantly have been sponsored by successive governments since 1986 and now the responsibility of DFES, are as follows:

(i) Reflect the needs of employers and individuals

(ii) Provide qualifications which reflect the achievements of clear standards of competence

(iii) Provide more effective career and training routes for individuals

(iv) Be less concerned about passing knowledge-based examinations, and more concerned with performance in the workplace

(v) Be accessible to all sections of society without unnecessary barriers

(vi) Identify common areas of competence across sectors and occupations.

This points to building on existing practice by engaging with a plurastic national qualification framework, which includes encouraging the use of national occupational standards as a curriculum tool to improve graduate employability and strengthen relationships with employers.

In particular we would encourage the Department to substantially improve advocacy,

promotion and funding of national occupational standards and levels 4 and 5 NVQs as part of the thrust towards improving the national workforce skills base and underpinning the embedding of Foundation Degrees (FDs) as the natural intermediate workforce qualification. In this respect we look forward to the review of vocational qualifications, ‘Taking a coherent step forward in vocational qualifications’ led by QCA, LSC and SSDA and how this will incorporate the development of technical skills, HNDs, FDs, Key skills, national occupational standards and NVQs into a workable coherent national framework which meets the vision outlined in the remit for the review:

· Has the flexibility and transparency to provide individuals with an easily navigable means of progressing from where they are, to where they want to be, by providing opportunities appropriate to their ability and circumstances  (Goal 1)

· Is based on a valued system of National Occupational Standards and which employers believe guarantees the skills and knowledge they need; and which are acceptable for entry to higher level courses.  (Goal 2)

· Is delivered and assessed in ways that take full advantage of advances in technology, e learning, pedagogy, and understanding of how people learn, to provide for diverse employment and learner needs.  (Goal 3)

· Is supported by infrastructure and systems seen as streamlined and responsive by those who operate them and those who rely on them. (Goal 4)

We look forward to playing our part in contributing to the outcome of the Review and assisting the QCA, SSDA and LSC in establishing a framework which is responsive and provides a transitional matrix based on national occupational standards

VI. It is particularly disappointing that no reference has been made in the White Paper (paragraph 3.23) to the value of Graduate Apprenticeships with over 50 HEIs involved and 29 frameworks in place and in the case of the E-skills and telecom industry around 900 people involved.

Briefly, a graduate apprenticeship offers:

· A nationally-recognised development route incorporating an honours degree or post graduate degree NVQ/NOS and key skills

· An integrated, modular plan for the development of vocational and employability skills

· 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 I.T

· A motivational programme to attract the best graduates and make them effective more quickly 

Margaret Hodge MBE MP - Lifelong Learning and Higher Education Minister in January 2002 supported this initiative:

"Graduate Apprenticeships are an excellent example of how businesses and higher education institutions can work together. Combining work-based learning with an honours degree creates a win-win situation, which develops the skills of graduates and meets the needs of employers.

“We are working closely with the Higher Education Funding Council for England to ensure that work-related skills become a more intrinsic part of higher education.  This 
will enable us to build upon what has already been achieved through Graduate Apprenticeships and the new foundation degrees.”

 We have included an illustration of a successful apprenticeship:

Coventry student Tom Dale has become the first fully qualified Graduate Apprentice in Engineering in the UK. Tom, 22, completed his GA at Coventry University by achieving a BSc Honours in Design and Technology.

The GA scheme has been developed by EMTA, the engineering training body, and the Government to allow graduates to “hit the ground running” when they finish their courses. During their studies, students develop occupational skills on the shop floor in an everyday working environment. Tom’s work placement was at Coventry car component makers, Brose Ltd, and he is seen here with his supervisor at the firm Rob Marchant.

Course tutor Ian Dunn said: “This has been a wonderful example of the collaboration between the University and local industry.

“Tom’s experience has been so positive that we are encouraging more of our students to develop work based skills alongside their academic studies.”

Dr Michael Sanderson, EMTA’s chief executive, added: “We are delighted for Tom and for the engineering industry in the West Midlands.

“More and more firms want graduates with hands on experience to hit the ground running. This is what this course is all about and I am pleased we are now seeing the practical results.”

This type of approach is compatible with the desire in the White Paper to ‘integrate the skills and attributes which employers need’ and could be successfully expanded across the sectors as a national bridging to work programme.

Chapter 5: Expanding higher education to meet our needs

I. In general the Council supports the 50% target (paragraph 5.7) and notes that the current participation rate is 43% and the expansion required to meet the target is likely to focus on the FD. We are concerned that there is perhaps an over emphasis on this target in attracting 18 -30yr olds who are eligible to enter higher education by 2010 at the expense of those in work and a neglect of life long learning.  

II. The Council would support the closer integration of FDs and HNDs (paragraphs 3.21,5.14) if this can be demonstrated to meet the needs of employers and learners and expand the number of those qualified at level 3 accessing level 4 qualifications particularly on a part time basis. We support the need for additional development funding to support key employment sectors to design and introduce foundation 

degrees. However, it is necessary to insure that the existing FD provision is funded 
adequately. In this respect we are pleased that HEFCE is reviewing its funding 
methodology to assess the relative cost of delivering foundation degrees compared 
with other forms of higher education. In addition we would wish to encourage HEFCE 
to extend this review to incorporate all workbased and work related higher education 
learning provision. Streamlining collaboration between the LSC and HEFCE 
encouraging particularly if it can also address the funding anomalies of other work-
based qualifications.

III. The Council positively encourages the Department to develop a coherent workbased progression matrix, (paragraphs 3.21,5.25) insuring external quality assurance systems such as QCA and QAA are more closely aligned. In particular we would foster the progressive integration of national competence based systems with higher education qualification frameworks including the possible development of a national accreditation of prior learning and experience scheme linked to credit accumulation and transfer. Any such proposal should recognise the critical importance to achieving greater access and widening participation of progression from Level 3 qualifications (including modern apprenticeships, NVQ 3 and HNC) to Level 4 Foundation Degree. Improved progression from further education colleges into HE is clearly of benefit to the learner, It is, however, disappointing that the paper has not addressed progression in the workplace from modern apprenticeship, NVQ, part-time foundation degree, to graduate apprenticeship and professional development as a work based lifelong learning route which meets the aspirations of the White Paper, ‘higher education, can no longer be confined to the early years of life’. 

IV. We endorse the expansion of FD part time routes, (paragraphs 3.21,5.19) support for these students, and any further planned learner centred approaches to FD delivery particularly an increased recognition of experiential learning APEL and credit accumulation. This may include the use of individual learning contracts, and e learning as critical success tools. We look forward to the work HEFCE will embark on in 2003 to produce a ’widespread and consistent use of credit across higher education’. Much more can be done to incentivise the learner in the workplace and we would encourage the Department to develop training consortia of businesses and tax incentives to small businesses to release staff.

V. The establishment of a national body for foundation degrees (paragraph 5.23) to meet the needs of further education colleges requiring a validation partner and to act as a source of expertise as well as drawing up frameworks for foundation degrees covering a wide range of skill needs is endorsed by UVAC, not least because we are a national network of the universities with a direct interest in FDs. In fact we are well placed to provide the services identified (in paragraph 5.23) because we are not only a national network including both universities, further education Sector Skills Councils but also currently offer accreditation of foundation degrees to the sector, the first of its kind in the country.  This scheme conforms to the DFES characteristics for these qualifications and was designed with the assistance of HEFCE, QCA, QAA, HEIs and SSCs. UVAC members represented the majority of pilot FD programmes and consequently thee is a substantial level of expertise available in support of our work in this field. The UVAC scheme is briefly described as follows:

The UVAC quality mark provides a national recognition for HEIs, industry, undergraduates/ postgraduates and employees who meet the national industry and education specification in what is, as yet, a relatively new and developing area of higher vocational education.  It is not a validation process.

These criteria and guidelines have been produced by UVAC and represent the views of UVAC alone.  However, in drawing up this document, UVAC consulted and drew specifically upon the views of: member institutions, HEFCE, PWC, QAA, QCA and e-skills UK. In particular UVAC is working in partnership with e-skills UK, Sprito and the National Council for Work Experience, who endorse this accreditation scheme. The objective of the quality mark is to produce a nationally recognised process for the accreditation and recognition of programmes to add value to their currency with employers in the sectors concerned. The UVAC quality mark process is therefore an accreditation system designed to recognise, and raise the standard of, the national delivery of individual programmes. The successful completion of the accreditation process leads to having achieved both Sector Skills Councils/Sector Bodies recognition and UVAC accredited and authorised status.  UVAC will, in association with the Sector Skills Councils/ Sector Bodies, provide advice and guidance on the accreditation process.

We would welcome a dialogue with the Department as to how our expertise can best be used to realise the national body for Foundation Degrees.
VI. The Council is of the view it would support in the circumstances described  (paragraph 5.22) the direct funding of Further education colleges as long as it was not to the detriment of HEIs and the preference remained for consortia particularly as these are expected to include employers and SSCs.

VII. We support the suggestions (paragraph 5.24) specifically any attempts at streamlining QA and inspection demands on FECs and HEIs.  This would be helpful in a wider work based context for other types of vocational qualifications and we would encourage this review remit to be widened to include closer integration of QAA and QCA QA systems and frameworks. 

VIII. We support 2+1 models of progression for FDs (paragraph 5.25) but remain sceptical of 2+2 models largely because it raises questions of levels and continues to reflect the structural weakness of the system often demonstrated in the past with HND to Degree 2+ 2 models. It may be desirable to include the work HEFCE is embarking on in the context of credit systems.

IX. The Council would suggest that there is a case for an intermediate qualification incorporated into the Foundation Degree as exemplified in the recent City and Guilds FD generic framework. 

Chapter 6: Fair Access

I. In general the Council supports the principle of fair access particularly for those in the work place, over 30years olds, undertaking modern apprenticeships and with NVQ qualifications.

Chapter 7: Freedoms and funding

I. We are pleased to note the improved support for part time students (paragraph 7.44) including the £250 grant for books and other learning expenditure as well as guaranteed fee support for those with income below certain thresholds. Sadly this does not extend far enough to make a difference in the work place and we would encourage the Department to reconsider what levels of assistance it can develop in partnership with others particularly small businesses to dramatically increase the numbers of employed people entering part time higher education and training. This may require new models of partnership such as National Learning Company schemes.



                                                                                                                                                      Simon Roodhouse, UVAC 28 May 2003
� Confidence in Practice Policy Statement, September 2002


� Attached as appendix 1


� Skills and work in the future the strategic role of the qualifications and curriculum authority, Dr Ken Boston, Chief Executive Officer, Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, Address the Federation of Awarding Bodies, Birmingham, 10 January 2003





� QCA website  


� ‘Taking a coherent step forward in vocational qualifications’ DFES, October 2002


� NTONC Press Release launching GANN.


� EMTA press release 2002


� UVAC introductory pamphlet 2003





PAGE  
8

[image: image1.jpg]