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Proposals to enable the Privy Council to grant Foundation 
Degree awarding powers to Further Education Colleges 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE) is a unique high-level partnership between 
leaders from businesses, universities and colleges. Our aim is: 
 
To advance all kinds of learning and research through the fostering of mutual understanding, 
cooperation and support between higher education and business. 
 
This response has been discussed with a range of members from businesses, universities and 
further education colleges who are on the full CIHE Council. 
 
 
The general letter of 23rd November from the DfES invited the views of a range of organisations 
on a proposal that further education colleges (FECs) be accorded powers to award foundation 
degrees. This proposal is currently in the Education and Training Bill.  
 
 
The value of FEC provision of higher education 
 
Research1 suggests that FECs augment the diverse range of higher education offered across 
the UK including England (where these proposed powers would apply). They offer a distinct 
experience to students in terms of: 
 

- the vocational nature of their courses and also very broad range including in non-
traditional areas of the curriculum (eg complementary therapies) 

- their usually close links with a wide range of local employers – including small 
companies 

- their presence in areas where HEIs have a limited presence or do not reach 
- their speed of response in developing, delivering and accrediting new provision 
- their potential to offer a range of course start dates (rather than be tied to an academic 

year) 
- their low student/staff ratios and high contact hours and hence different nature of the 

learning experience from HEIs 
- their closer pastoral and other support to students 
- their track record in attracting students from non-traditional backgrounds and in helping 

them progress to higher awards. 
 
Many employers value those who have advanced vocational learning and see distinct benefits 
in students who have been through FECs given their more vocational offerings and local 
company links. 

                                                
1 Professor Gareth Parry LSDA October 2003 Dimensions of Difference: higher education in the learning and skills sector; 
Brenda Little at al, LSDA October 2003 (with CIHE involvement) Vocational Higher Educational: does it meet employers’ 
needs? 
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Current relations between FECs and HEIs 
 
Some FECs consider that their current relations with HEIs are not ideal and that: 
 

- some HEIs still do not adequately share with the FEC the funding they get for capital 
investment or student numbers; at the very least the accounting arrangements are not 
sufficiently transparent; FECs will want to continue to shop around to secure the most 
appropriate validation, assessment and financial arrangements; 

- accreditation costs vary substantially and can be high in relation to the value added; 
again, a more open market would assist; 

- some HEIs are understandably concerned about ensuring student progression onto 
their full honours degree courses rather than enabling students to enter the workplace 
with advanced vocational awards to meet the UK skills gap at this level; this may 
account for some academic drift in HNC/Ds; 

- some HEIs may have been reluctant to put forward FDs developed by FECs where this 
could undermine their own desire to capture additional student numbers for their own 
institution; if the FEC developed FD is more attuned to business needs this would be 
doubly regrettable; the DfES will want to ensure the evidence of this is robust. 

 
FDs are a justifiable stopping-off point in their own right and the nation needs more people with 
qualifications at level 4, relevant to their work, and to meet a shortage at 
intermediary/supervisory levels in certain areas (as the Leitch review and the SSDA and other 
background papers for that review show). In particular, they have demonstrably provided a new 
access route to higher education for a significant number of adults in the workplace. The 
Government will want to be convinced that the provision of FD awarding powers to FECs would 
help to address skill deficiencies at higher levels without prejudicing the longer-term 
opportunities for progression.  
 
Many FECs have excellent relations with higher education institutions (HEIs), value their 
expertise in curriculum development and the clear progression routes that are available. It will 
be important that any new powers do not disturb these relations, the partnerships developed 
(including in Local Learning Networks - LLNs) and the progression opportunities. Many of our 
Vice-Chancellor members are concerned that the proposed new powers could compromise the 
progression ladder, put on ice developing relationships across the sectors and lose the 
advantage that FDs have as being associated with HEIs and the quality reputation and brand 
recognition of UK degrees. We note that Universities UK as an organisation is opposed to the 
proposals. 
 
The GovernmentÕs proposal 
 
Our members are divided on the merits of the proposal and we consider that the need will need 
to be more clearly established than it has been. If new powers are to be granted then that 
should only be where: 
 

- there is clear evidence of a track record of delivering high quality higher level learning 
(high quality is what employers value in all degrees as our report on International 
Competitiveness made clear2); 

- there is a strategic intent to develop Foundation Degrees (FDs) as part of a clear 
institutional strategy; 

                                                
2 CIHE May 2006 International Competitiveness; Businesses working with UK Universities 
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- the FEC has sufficient scale to provide a learning experience that students and 
employers will recognise as well supported and high quality; 

- the FECs scale will enable it to meet the stringent accounting and monitoring  
requirements of the QAA without an undue increase in central overheads that could 
otherwise affect the quality of their overall provision; 

- there is evidence that the local HEI is not strong in the FD area and does not see it as 
a priority (perhaps because it is focused on developing excellent international 
research); 

- there are opportunities for growing the market (perhaps through offering a range of 
new products or in ways not generally currently available, for example in the workplace 
of SMEs); 

-   there is evidence of clear progression routes into one or more HE for those FD 
students who want to progress to honours degrees. 

 
We would only expect a few FECs to meet the criteria that in turn will need to be supplemented 
by the usual stringent QAA criteria. Hence we do not see this proposal leading to great 
perturbations in the system. Rather we see it in the context of further liberalising the market 
and increasing the diverse provision that is widely recognised as a strength of the UK’s system 
of higher education, a diversity that is also seeing private providers being accorded degree 
awarding powers. The success of the policy will be judged by the effect it has on learners of all 
ages and on how far it enables HE provision to be even more responsive to the needs of an 
ever wider range of students and employers in an increasingly diverse market. 
 
Other factors will also have to be addressed: 
 

- while HEIs have played a vital role in curriculum design and pedagogic support (and 
some continue to add substantial value), many franchising relations have run their 
course and consideration will need to be given as to whether if FECs are to be 
awarded FD awarding powers, they should be funded direct by HEFCE (Dearing 
recommended that more FECs should be so funded direct back in 1996) 

- new partnership relations may be needed both between HEIs and FECs and between 
FECs; sub-regional networks might be encouraged to share good practice,  develop 
new courses with employers and ensure local progression pathways are available; 
individual FECs need to have scale and reach to meet business needs; 

- one option might be for a “federal” partnership (like US Community College networks) 
that would develop shared labour market information, help colleges share good 
practice and the expertise in COVEs and engage the network with employer bodies 
and other agencies; this level could also carry out many of the administrative functions 
currently performed by each institution – thus improving the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the network. It might even be the recipient of HEFCE funds on behalf 
of the FECs – thus saving HEFCE from having to deal with every FEC individually 

- further work is needed on the appropriate cost regimes for FECs; delivering FDs into 
SMEs may be higher cost that delivery in an institution; on the other hand FECs are 
reputed to be able to deliver courses at lower prices than HEIs; HE TRAC 
methodologies may be less relevant for FECs than work-based assessment costing 
systems. 
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