CCMS Response to 

Consultation Paper on Higher Education in Further Education

1. INTRODUCTION

The provision of Higher Education through Further Education colleges has a significant role to play in our economy. It serves to enhance both the individual and the community. Council is therefore happy using its experience of educational developments and structures to respond to this consultation. The Council agrees that:

• 
all Higher Education students, including those in Further Education should expect to benefit from a high quality learning experience, supported by scholarship, that meets their needs and the needs of the economy and society;

· the role of Further Education colleges in delivering Higher Education should not be over-prescribed. To do so would stifle dynamism and responsiveness, both of which will be required in the future in order to meet the skills needs of employers in Northern Ireland;

· if Higher Education in Further Education is to develop further, it should do so to meet clear strategic objectives that flow from the needs of learners, society and the economy; and

•
the distinctiveness of Higher Education in Further Education lies in the extent to which its focus on short-cycle Higher Education enables it to adopt more higher level learning within the context of Lifelong Learning, its swiftness in responding to emerging skills needs and its flexibility in delivery and effective working within a turbulent global market. This flexible, responsive, employment focused, workplace-informed provision must be encouraged.

2. Future Challenges to the Economy
2.1 The rapid growth of up-and-coming economies such as China is shifting the balance of economic activity. By 2015, China is likely to have become the third largest economy in the world, after the US and Japan. This creates fresh markets for Northern Ireland firms and provides cheaper goods for local consumers. However it also means a declining share of production in the sectors in which countries such as Northern Ireland have had a comparative advantage. To maintain and improve growth, Northern Ireland must manage this change, allowing workers and resources to shift to more dynamic and profitable activities and sectors. This structural change is contributing to the growth of high skilled jobs. To adapt to it, industry needs more highly skilled workers. Forecasts by the Institute for Employment Research show that, throughout the UK, between 1999 and 2010, the number of jobs in higher level occupations will grow by over one and a half million. That represents 80% of new jobs over the decade. Almost half of these jobs will be at the associate professional and higher technician level – best served through effective work-focused intermediate level Higher Education programmes. Intermediate level Higher Education is therefore essential to the development of Northern Ireland’s and the UK’s economies.
2.2 Many types of jobs in a wide range of sectors can now be based in many different locations. Northern Ireland must make the skills of its people its key strength if it is to build a comparative advantage in the high skill, high wage jobs that will drive prosperity. While the proportion of workers with high skills in emerging economies remains extremely low, the size of some countries means that they have high absolute numbers of skilled workers. India and China together produce around 4 million graduates each year, compared to 600,000 higher level qualifications in the UK.
2.3 Skilled workers are better able to adapt quickly and effectively to change. The ability of companies to absorb new technology is linked to a firm’s skill composition. This partly explains why the wage returns to a degree have remained broadly stable over the past decade despite large increases in the number of graduates – demand for high skill workers has risen broadly in line with their supply. There is likely to be a continued increase in the share of highly skilled occupations, such as managers and professionals, and a decrease in low skilled occupations, such as elementary occupations.
3. Employer Engagement
3.1 The critical nature of employer engagement and the current difficulties was investigated by the Lambert Review. The review analysed several aspects of the UK’s HE system, but specifically concentrated on collaboration with business. It considered the employability of graduates as well as the different influences on the relationship between business and HE. Specifically, the Review found that: 
1) there is a mismatch between the needs of industry and the courses put on by universities in a particular area; 
2) and businesses find it difficult to engage with universities to enter a strategic dialogue about skills requirements.
3.2 These findings build on widespread employer concerns about the job readiness of graduates. The Review recommended that there was scope for other options and a need to increase the ability of employers to influence the direction of Higher Education.
3.3 There are however difficulties in a purely market driven response to developing skills. Sometimes the market fails to respond appropriately to the wider economic needs. This difficulty is compounded in the Northern Ireland economy by its reliance on small and medium sized firms in various aspects of the wider market for skills. These are likely to create problems that government policy should address. The main areas of market failure are as follows:
Time preference and risk. These are short-termist attitudes to investment in skills and their future returns by employers or individuals. Investing in skills is a risk; neither individuals nor employers can be certain of the benefits they will gain if they invest in training. Both may be concerned they will not receive a sufficient return, or may prefer to do other things with their time.  It is important that this risk averse approach is challenged.
Credit market failure. This occurs when individuals or firms are not able to borrow the costs of training, even where this training would most likely deliver a positive return. Current economic trends are liable to increase these difficulties. It can be more difficult to secure loans against human capital than other forms of investment. Individuals and firms may lack the necessary credit history to acquire loans and so be unable to invest in skills that would benefit them in the longer term.  This is an issue that the NI Assembly Executive needs to be consider in finalising the Programme for Government and the associated budget.
Information failure. This occurs when the information available to individuals or firms is incomplete or imperfect. This might be awareness of the benefits of skills improvements, or information about the quality and content of particular courses and particular institutions.
Externalities. These are social costs or benefits of decisions that are felt more broadly than just through returns to individuals or firms. An individual or business will make decisions on investment in skills based on their assessment of the costs and benefits to themselves. They will not take full account of any wider benefits to society or spill over effects on other firms. 

4. Increasing the Skills base
4.1 The proportion of adults aged 25 to 64 qualified at a high level of qualification (according to OECD definitions – broadly equating to Level 4 or above) was 23 per cent in Northern Ireland in 2004. (The UK has 29 per cent qualified.)  In countries such as the USA, Japan and Canada, around 40 per cent of the adult population is qualified to high level.
4.2 Currently 1.1 per cent of GDP is spent on higher education, of which around three quarters is from public sources. This compares to overall funding of 2.9 per cent in the US, 2.6 per cent in South Korea and 2.4 per cent in Canada. Funding has not increased in line with the number of students, consequently, funding per student has halved in the UK over the past 20 years, although it has been sustained over the last decade. Although higher than the OECD average, per student funding in the UK ($11,866) is around half the US level of investment ($24,704) and substantially lower than Canada ($19,992) and Sweden ($16,073).
4.3 The 50 per cent target has provided an incentive for the HE sector to focus on increasing the number of young people going to university. However, some of this focus has been at the expense of engaging with employers and increasing workforce development. Moreover, the target tends to prioritise conventional undergraduate study, where funding levels are higher, ahead of part-time opportunities for employees and more focused high skills courses that reflect the needs of employers. Finally, it focuses on participation in higher education rather than actual attainment.
4.4 Participation in higher education has increased significantly so that in the UK around 42 per cent of young people (the figure is closer to 50% in Northern Ireland) now participate in higher education, driving a welcome increase in the proportion of highly skilled workers. However, access to university is extremely inequitable and the correlation between the chances of going to university and parental income has strengthened in recent years. To deal with this situation will require determined Government action to raise aspirations across all levels of society so that those with the ability expect to go to university no matter what their background.
4.5 The number of young people leaving school to go to university must remain a major contributor toward a high skill workforce. Achieving the overall target must be underpinned by moving toward 50 per cent of young people participating in higher education. It is critical that access to university is considerably improved so that young people from all economic and social backgrounds have a fair chance of attending. This will require the Government to raise awareness and aspirations among all young people and ensure standards in all schools continue to rise.  It is also important, to ensure that the economy can provide appropriate graduate level employment to justify this public and individual investment.
4.6 It is doubtful whether growth of this order is achievable by trying to expand further the current model of Higher Education. There are limits in capacity, and also limits to how far the current model can fully meet the expectations of the greater number of employees and employers who would need to be involved. Further improvements in the high skills base must come from workforce development and increased employer engagement.  In the case of both overall numbers and course provision there is a need to ensure synergy with the demand side.
5. The Leitch Review of Skills: Prosperity for all in the global economy – world class skills
5.1 The Leitch Review’s recommendation is to exceed 40 per cent of the adult population with skills at  Level 4 or above, widening the drive to improve the UK’s high skills to encompass the whole working-age population. Changing the targets away from the sole focus on young people aged 18-30 will transform the incentives of HE providers to work with employers, delivering a step change in liaison between employers and higher education institutions.
5.2 The Review’s recommendations will have a significant impact on Further Education colleges and providers. The strengthened focus on skills and employability, alongside a more responsive system for employers and a more demand led funding system, provides strong incentives for colleges to focus on the needs of employers and individuals.
5.3 FE colleges’ role in delivering basic and intermediate skills is already significant and enhanced ambitions will require even more support from the sector at these levels.  Council agrees with the Department in its support of the University of Ulster’s decision to withdraw from the provision of intermediate level courses. New goals for the amount and type of higher level skills will also depend on the FE sector, with a greater role in delivering employer orientated learning at Levels 4 and 5, including Foundation degrees. This too will help colleges to further develop their offer to employers by offering courses across every level of learning.
5.4 The Review’s recommendations to enable providers to offer their own qualifications, with the support of SSCs, also builds on the proposal in the recent FE Bill to allow colleges to offer Foundation Degrees. Together with greater levels of demand-led funding, the Review’s recommendations represent a further incentive for closer working with employers. Significantly, it will enable a more direct and productive relationship between FE colleges, providers and employers with greater institutional autonomy and the potential for improved ‘business to business’ collaboration.
6. Quality Assurance
6.1 The current approval process is burdensome in terms of administrative resources for the Department and the Further Education colleges. This administrative burden, under current arrangements, is likely to increase over the next number of years, with the expansion of Foundation Degrees (see section 8). 
6.2 In Further Education, the main awarding body for Higher Education provision is EdExcel. There is a robust process through which Edexcel considers aspects such as the college’s experience of development and delivery of higher national qualifications and the quality assurance documentation. Similarly the local universities have already thorough validation procedures for all university courses delivered in colleges.
6.3 Given this rigour, the approval process for individual Higher Education courses in colleges should be removed and replaced with a strategic planning approval process through the College Development Plans in combination with a robust quality assurance system for established courses. Provision can be monitored and managed through a Higher Education in Further Education section within the CDP of each college. Colleges will then be judged on how they perform, using agreed performance indicators.
6.4 Clearly such a system must be complimented by an appropriate inspection regime. The Department favours the use of QAA in a similar monitoring role as it has in Wales. However the Council has a number of reservations. QAA is unfamiliar with the Further Education sector in Northern Ireland. Moreover the thrust of developments in Further Education is to increase the autonomy of colleges to respond to local economic need. The introduction of QAA has a potentially negative impact on Further Education colleges by producing dual inspection regimes and different staff development requirements.
6.5 Council favours a holistic approach, in which each college’s full portfolio of Higher Education provision will be reported on at a whole institution level on a systematic basis to ETI. The inspectorate is well placed to make judgements on how the college manages standards and quality of learning opportunities and the accuracy and completeness of public information for the Higher Education programmes it delivers. Moreover they can ensure that these standards have full connectivity with the critical intermediate skills.
6.
Funding Methodology
6.1
Council welcomes the development of a common framework of funding for all further education providers. This framework establishes a unit of resource (a so-called Funding Learning Unit – FLU). The FLU is based on hours of teaching, on top of which funding weightings are applied. These are:
a. level of study weighting;

b. subject area studied weighting, which reflects Northern Ireland’s priority skill areas combined with the relative cost of delivery;

c. professional and technical provision weighting; and

d. disadvantage weighting (Noble indices), based on the area which the college serves.
6.2
CCMS recognises that the operation of the new system will require careful monitoring and developing to match labour market information.
6.3
Council supports the funding of higher level provision through the new Further Education funding model. This approach has a number of advantages: (a) the flexibility inherent in the new funding model; (b)the consistent use of the model to fund all Further Education provision, so the sector will understand the model and will be able to administer it with a minimal additional burden; (c) the ease of use within the Department to administer the model; and (d) the model provides an opportunity to fund all Further Education activity in a planned, consistent and stable funding environment.

7. Maximum Student Numbers
7.1 Council has concerns that the cap on higher education places does not meet the needs of individuals or society as a whole.  Within further education, this was partly because careful monitoring was needed of the suitability or otherwise of some of the smaller colleges to provide careers. The new six college structure allows an economy of scale and level of expertise that allows colleges to rigorously deliver their higher education courses. Therefore it is sensible that allocations will be made for each new regional college, to distribute among their campuses and curriculum areas as they deem appropriate. Similarly the categories of allocations (MaSN places and Foundation Degree places) can easily be integrated into a single transferable allocation.
7.2 As the College Development planning process beds down it is appropriate that the Department review allocations on a three year cycle to coincide with the CDP schedule. Recruitment should be a major criterion for allocating places in tandem with information on the quality of provision and provided in the college’s Higher Education strategy.
8. Foundation Degrees
8.1 A critical aspect of growing higher education in further education colleges is the expansion of foundation degree provision. This will enable on a part-time and full-time basis local provision of higher education skills. 
8.2 Concentrating too much on younger age groups could create further longer term problems for the amount and the use of high level skills in the workforce. With more young people qualified to this level and fewer older people, it increases the likelihood of poor deployment of higher-level skills with relatively under-skilled owners, managers and leaders unable to find the best uses for new graduate recruits. As the Higher Education White Paper stated, new higher education growth should not be ‘more of the same’, based on traditional three year honours degrees. Rather provision should be based on new types of programme offering specific, job-related skills such as Foundation Degrees.
8.3 If the new higher skills targets are to be reached, recruitment of students enrolling on Foundation Degree courses must be increased. However there are too many unnecessary impediments such as academic qualifications as a pre-requisite for entry to Foundation Degree courses. This is inappropriate for the type of adult students who need to be recruited. The principle that Foundation Degree students should not need to have formal academic qualifications to gain entry to the course underpins the vocational aspect of the qualification. It is important that this is upheld if foundation degrees are to appeal to employees, as many prospective students may not have such qualifications but have relevant and valid experiences and skills.
8.4 Similarly institutions must recognise previous achievements and learning through life therefore Accreditation of Prior Education and Learning (APEL) is a key principle of the Foundation Degree. While universities must consider the rigour of a course this does not mean that academic achievement must be demonstrated before a student can gain entry to it. This limits the opportunities for those from a non-academic background who may have gained valuable vocational experience and skills. 
8.5 Similarly the articulation route must also be flexible. Colleges are well placed to develop a flexible, responsive model of delivery which allows for maximum participation in Foundation Degrees. The 2 year foundation degree followed by the final two year honours degree model which is currently in place is not the only viable route. Particularly when the degree is associated with a non local university other progression routes should be available. This will maintain the integrity of the Foundation Degree as a stand-alone qualification. A key strategic objective is to widen participation in Higher Education by disadvantaged students. Further Education colleges should, therefore, continue to be allowed to deliver the first two years of a degree programme in order to facilitate accessible, local delivery of selected degree programmes.
8.6 Council is conscious of the difficulties of securing appropriate work placements at all levels. It therefore supports the availability of a work-based project as an alternative to a work-based learning placement. Local employers and colleges could join forces to build up a suite of projects in different subjects areas. These would be valid projects based on activities, which are required by employers, but which are not time-bound. Students who could not obtain a placement in industry could spend a semester working on one of these projects to the benefit of the local business while gaining the work-based learning credit. If the learning outcomes were the same as those on a normal work placement, this would prove sufficient for the requirements of the Foundation Degree.
8.7 Currently Foundation Degrees are validated by the local universities. While generally this should remain in place where the local universities are unwilling or unable to validate a Foundation Degree a Further Education college could seek a partnership with a university outside Northern Ireland.  Such arrangements would need to be rigourly quality assured and monitored to ensure consistent high standards.
9. Conclusion
9.1 In the view of Council, the long term prosperity of the Northern Ireland economy depends on the continued development of skills in the population from early childhood and throughout their adult life. In this lifelong learning culture, Further Education has a critical role in promoting skills including higher level skills especially utilising practical engagement with local employers.

9.2 Council would therefore like to see a simplification of structures and procedures which would allow colleges maximised supported autonomy in responding to local needs. CCMS believes this is best achieved by a rigorous and consistent quality assurance of College Development plans by ETI on a systematic basis in conjunction with the appropriate existing validation processes. The use of ETI will ensure connectivity across all aspects of college work.

9.3 Similarly Council supports the use of the new funding mechanism adjusted for higher level work so that colleges have a transparent and coherent financial planning tool.

9.4 The allocation of higher level places should be streamlined and consistent with the HE element of the college development plan. This should include an expansion of appropriate foundation degree work normally in partnership with local universities but with others if there is sufficient need/demand.

9.5 Council recommends that these proposals should be taken forward quickly with an early review of their impact in three years time to coincide with the next Comprehensive Spending Review.
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