Foundation Degree Task Force Report to Ministers 
A Response from the University Vocational Awards Council
This paper has been prepared by UVAC and outlines our response to the Foundation Degree Task Force Report to Ministers and the significant contribution UVAC could make in the implementation of the recommendations outlined in the report.  We would like to congratulate the Task Force on an excellent report and look forward to playing a full role in the implementation of its recommendations.  We are pleased that several of the key proposals and observations made by UVAC in our submissions to the Task Force have been acknowledged and that where appropriate are reflected in their recommendations.
UVAC particularly welcome and endorse:

· Work- Based Learning - The emphasis placed on the importance of work-based learning involving critical reflection, analysis and understanding.  We agree with the Task Force that this is an area where quality issues abound, where HEI experience and expertise can be limited (although many HEIs have substantial expertise and experience) and the challenges of recognising, planning, integrating (with academic study) and awarding credit for work-based learning.  UVAC is currently researching, with the support of the LCCI Commercial Education Trust how HEIs and FECs can innovatively support, assess and accredit work-based learning in the award of higher education qualifications.  We would welcome the opportunity to discuss our activities further with DfES, QAA, Hefce and FDF and how we can maximise the support available to HEIs, FECs and employers delivering foundation degrees.  
· Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning – The emphasis placed by the Task Force on the importance of ‘taking full advantage of APEL opportunities’ (paragraph 2.29).  In partnership with the LSC National Office, UVAC is currently undertaking a major programme of work to support the implementation of appropriate HE and FE approaches to APEL and credit in the context of QAA guidance and the development of the QCA Framework for the Recognition of Learner Achievement and Tomlinson recommendations.  We are also hosting a series of APEL forums, with Edexcel designed to present good practice and set an agenda for maximising the future benefits of APEL.  Again, we would welcome the opportunity to discuss our activities further with DfES, QAA, Hefce and FDF.  
· The different types of model and demand for Foundation Degrees – The importance placed by the Task Force on developing foundation degrees for people leaving school and college and for those in work wishing to upgrade their skills, change occupations etc. and foundation degrees as a workforce development tool.  Similarly, we concur with the importance attached to different modes of delivery; part-time, distance learning and use of an employer’s premises and facilities.

· HND programmes - The commitment that student and employer demand will play a pivotal role in deciding whether foundation degrees, or HNDs are more appropriate to meet the skills need of an occupational sector and whether HNDs continue to be offered (paragraph 2.25).
· Clarification of the role of FDF – The clarification given in respect of the role of Foundation Degree Forward.  FDF can no doubt play a role in identifying and disseminating good practice, commissioning research, providing consultancy, supporting networking and marketing.  We welcome the Task Force’s observation that ‘the richness of potential support is appropriately brought together and that the scope for duplication is minimised.’  (paragraph 8.4) and that certain activities e.g. accreditation are more appropriate for other organisations and that FDF should use the skills and expertise of others in particular areas of work.  A key measure of the success of FDF should be the extent to which it makes use of the expertise of existing organisations and encourages and supports the development of self-sustaining foundation degree partnerships that can grow and continue without its direct support.  As such, FDF should have a limited life, and if successful, its activities should decline rather than grow over time.
UVAC welcome, subject to appropriate safeguards and planning, the recommendations outlined by the Task Force in respect of:
· Raising the status of vocational learning in higher education in general and Foundation Degrees in particular - The Task Force’s emphasis on the need to raise the status of vocational learning, embed foundation degrees and importance of marketing and promotion.  We acknowledge that the Task Force mentions the impact of the Tomlinson recommendations on vocational progression and the need to support progression to honours degrees and professional qualification. It is, however, imperative that a valued, understood and accepted vocational progression route from pre-apprenticeship to higher degrees is established of which foundation degrees are one part.  Currently, substantial barriers and difficulties exist that either prevent or hinder vocational progression.  Such barriers and difficulties need to be acknowledged, understood and addressed if vocational progression is to be developed and the full potential of vocational initiatives; such as foundation degrees and apprenticeship are to be realised.
· Degree Awarding Powers/Validation – We concur with the Task Force’s analysis of degree awarding powers in respect of foundation degrees.  We strongly agree with the ‘possibility of exploring a wider range of choice’ (paragraph 7.17).  UVAC is currently developing a validation consortium that would be owned and managed by the HE and FE sector that would facilitate such a degree of choice and support credit accumulation and transfer arrangements from foundation degrees to honours programmes, while recognising the very real difficulties and issues involved in this area.  The approach adopted also seeks to involve and support the work of City and Guilds and Edexcel and could be used to support proposals to increase in proportion of direct funding for foundation degrees to FECs.  We would urge FDF (as a semi official body created by Hefce) caution in brokering validation partnerships.  As outlined in (paragraph 8.16) we would suggest that the expertise of UVAC, the Council for Validating Universities and City and Guilds were used in respect of brokering validation partnerships.  
· Role of ‘QCA regulated’ Awarding Bodies – We welcome the recommendation for ‘considering carefully the possibility of allowing QCA, in due course, to accredit one or more of the awarding bodies to award part-time foundation degrees in specific vocational areas, as a pilot experiment’  (Ref 7 –iii).  Such an approach would enable the use of the major brands of the awarding bodies in the marketing of foundation degrees and support delivery of nationally consistent degree programmes required by some national employers.  There are, however, a range of quality assurance, funding and validation issues which would need to be resolved if the benefits of this proposal is to be realised.  In particular, granting QCA awarding bodies powers to award degrees could require legislation and may attract adverse and ill informed publicity about the ‘dumbing down’ of degree programmes.  The establishment of UVAC’s validation consortium could represent the only way of utilising the expertise and brands of the major awarding bodies without the need for legislation and for DfES could ensure foundation degrees remained firmly in the HE sector.  Additionally, through the validation consortium UVAC will seek to work with professional bodies to support the design and delivery of national foundation degree frameworks linked to progression and professional accreditation.  This is currently an area where individual HEIs do not necessarily have the time or expertise to develop national programmes and where professional bodies find it difficult to work with a multitude of HEIs with differing systems, processes and requirements.  UVAC would welcome the opportunity to discuss with DfES, QCA and the awarding bodies how our validation consortium could be used to address such issues and maximise the impact and benefits of such arrangements. 
We would suggest that more emphasis could have been placed by the Task Force on:
· The value of NOS in the design of Foundation Degrees – We note mention of the use of NOS in the implementation and use of SSC foundation degree sector frameworks (paragraph 5.4).  We would, however, suggest that NOS represent a more valuable curriculum tool than is acknowledge in the Task Force report.  UVAC has undertaken extensive research, supported by the LSC and Edexcel on the use of NOS in higher education curriculum design.  We note York Consulting’s finding on the importance of NOS in ensuring rigour and robustness in foundation degree development and delivery (page 60).  NOS define the knowledge and skill competencies required for specific job roles. Defining the knowledge and skills competencies required for specific priority level 4 job roles using NOS could form the ideal base from which to design and deliver foundation degrees.  Although NOS are being used in foundation degree design – our research indicates they represent a tool with considerably more potential than is currently realised.  
· Approaches to developing and brokering partnerships – We note York Consulting’s research finding (page 60) - ‘the lack of HEIs working with sector bodies’. This is not surprising given the large number of SSCs (approximately 25) and substantially larger number of HEIs and FECs.  We also have some concern regarding the lack of extensive HE involvement and consultation in SSC foundation degree sector frameworks and how such frameworks will be implemented and quality assured.  We would welcome the opportunity to explore how UVAC’s existing accreditation services can be developed to support the brokerage of SSC and HEI/FEC partnerships and implementation of SSC foundation degree sector frameworks.  
· The Schwartz consultation on Fair Admissions – We note the Task Force’s comments on the Schwartz review (paragraph 8.12).  To date we are concerned that the two reports of the Schwartz review have for the most part focused on procedures for ensuring fair admissions for ‘A’ level students.  Little mention has been made in respect of fair admission for apprentices, work-based learners, adult entrants or the use of APEL and credit.  We would recommend strongly that the DfES works closely with the Schwartz committee to ensure due and appropriate regard is paid to ‘fair admissions’ for non traditional entrants to foundation degrees in the implementation of its recommendations.
· Progression from Foundation Degrees to higher level NVQs/Graduate Apprenticehip – Hefce’s original Foundation Degree Prospectus outlined the need to specify progression from foundation degrees to honours degrees, professional qualifications and higher level NVQs.  We are of the impression that limited progress has been made to support progression to higher level NVQs (and Graduate Apprenticeships), the result partly of complexities of funding and quality and awarding procedures.  We would welcome the opportunity to explore how UVAC’s validation consortium could support progression to higher level NVQs, honours degrees and professional qualifications.  
We welcome the Task Force’s acknowledgement of the important contribution UVAC can make in a significant number of areas to support the development of the Foundation Degree.  In particular;
· Foundation Degree Accreditation - The ‘benefit’ (paragraph 7.21) universities and colleges have derived from using UVAC’s voluntary foundation degree accreditation service that was introduced soon after the launch of the foundation degree.  As the Task Force identifies the objective of UVAC’s foundation degree accreditation service is to ‘add value to their currency with employers in the sectors concerned’ (paragraph 8.2).  We concur with the Task Force conclusion that accreditation is not an activity they would encourage FDF to pursue and for SSCs to exercise caution in developing approaches to quality assurance (through accreditation) at the expense of partnership.  UVAC is, however, committed to engaging SSCs in our established approaches to accreditation that support SSCs develop partnership with HEIs, while minimising the quality assurance concerns outlined by the Task Force.  UVAC is committed to developing our accreditation services, not just in the arena of foundation degrees, but also in respect of other vocational degrees, company professional development programmes and level 3 vocational programmes as ‘fit for purpose’ for higher education entry.
· Progression from Advanced Apprenticeship to Foundation Degrees – We welcome acknowledgement of the activities UVAC is conducting with UCAS to support Advanced Apprenticeship progression to foundation degrees (paragraph 2.30).  We would, however, suggest that there is a ‘fitness for purpose’ issue involving some Advanced Apprenticeship frameworks, particularly technical certificates, for progression to higher education (i.e. do they equip an individual learner with the required knowledge, understanding and study skills required for entry to higher education?)  Unfortunately, Advanced Apprenticeship frameworks have usually not been designed with the sufficient involvement of higher education.  The LSC has supported some very useful work through the development of local HEI/SSC compacts; other work has been supported through P4P/Aim Higher.  Unfortunately, although often locally very valuable, insufficient emphasis has been placed on developing sector/occupationally specific progression routes that are understood and accepted among employers, individual learners and transferable across the higher education sector.  The LSC has supported UVAC in developing an advanced apprenticeship accreditation system that develops sector specific nationally acceptable and understood progression routes between advanced apprenticeship and foundation degrees. Through this system SSCs could test and ascertain the ‘fitness for purpose’ of Advanced Apprenticeship frameworks for HE entry and consider appropriate amendments, while maintaining their focus as workforce development products. Additionally, through the agreement of UCAS, the system has been designed to provide advice on how apprenticeship frameworks could be included in the UCAS tariff. We would strongly recommend that DfES, Hefce and the LSC carefully reviewed the accreditation system, amendments required and implementation. 
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