
[image: image1.png]The

University

79 Of
Sheffield.





The English Experiment

Gareth Parry

University of Sheffield, United Kingdom

Paper presented at the Third International Workshop on Reforms in Higher Education, University of Tuskuba, Toyko, Japan, 30 September – 1 October 2006

Part of the research for this paper was undertaken with the benefit of a grant from the Economic and Social Research Council within its Teaching and Learning Research Programme under the title Universal Access and Dual Regimes of Further and Higher Education (RES-139-25-0245)

Professor Gareth Parry,

School of Education,

University of Sheffield,

Sheffield S10 2JA,

United Kingdom

+44 (0)114 222 8101

g.w.parry@sheffield.ac.uk


[image: image2.png]T-L-R-P § E-S-R-C
E IC

TEACHING CONOM

& LEARNING | & SOCIAL
RESEARCH W RESEARCH
PROGRAMME COUNCIL




The English Experiment

Gareth Parry

University of Sheffield, United Kingdom

Abstract

Following a period of rapid and largely unplanned expansion, government policy in England is to change the pattern of future demand for undergraduate education. Through a series of radical reform measures, the British government has embarked on a major policy experiment aimed at growth in provision and participation at levels below the bachelors degree. Key elements in this policy enterprise include a higher education role for further education colleges, the creation of a new flagship qualification, and a strategy for higher-level skills and employer-led programmes.
Introduction

As a result of rapid expansion during the late 1980s and early 1990s, English higher education made the decisive breakthrough to a mass system. The scale and pace of this growth was neither predicted nor planned, with some higher education institutions expanding faster than others and some of their teaching sub-contracted to further education colleges. In contrast, the policy of renewed expansion pursued since the late 1990s is aimed at changing the pattern of future demand for undergraduate education, away from the bachelors degree and toward vocational programmes at the sub-baccalaureate levels. Although the state continued to be the major sponsor of universities and colleges, funding for the next phase of growth would be augmented by tuition fees charged to undergraduate students.

This attempt by government to steer and stimulate demand for short-cycle vocational qualifications should be viewed as a major policy experiment. On the one hand, it has generated a set of radical reform measures designed to challenge the hegemony of the bachelors degree. On the other, these and related interventions coincide with efforts to create more competitive conditions for the recruitment of students. In this paper, the context for this experiment is explained and the key elements in this policy enterprise are described. Before outlining the sequence of measures aimed at expanding provision and participation at the sub-baccalaureate levels, a brief account is given of the legacy bequeathed by the preceding years of uneven, under-funded and, in many respects, unregulated growth.  

The shape and scope of mass expansion

The spectacular growth that doubled the participation rate for young people between 1988 and 1994, from 15 per cent to around 30 per cent, was concentrated on full-time courses leading to the bachelors degree. In the English system, this was the only undergraduate qualification designated a degree. Outside of the Open University, the bachelors or first degree was mostly studied full-time and normally completed within three years. Qualifications below the level of the bachelors degree were more vocational in character and awarded as higher diplomas and certificates. Except for two-year diplomas, these other undergraduate qualifications were usually studied part-time.

Under the binary system that ended in 1992, it was only the polytechnics and the colleges of higher education that offered qualifications at each of three main levels of postgraduate, first degree and other undergraduate education. Courses at the universities, on the other hand, led to the bachelors degree and postgraduate qualifications. Some courses of higher education, mainly at the sub-baccalaureate levels, were also taught in further education colleges. These programmes were always a minority of the provision at these types of institution where most students studied for upper secondary qualifications or were undertaking courses of basic, general and liberal education.

From their establishment at the end of the 1960s, the polytechnics increased their proportion of full-time higher education, especially that leading to the first degree. By the middle of the 1980s, the polytechnics and colleges of higher education had overtaken the universities in the number of full-time entrants to baccalaureate programmes. The universities remained the major providers of postgraduate education and the polytechnics and colleges of higher education recruited the majority of students to sub-baccalaureate programmes. At the point of take-off to mass expansion, just over half of the student population in England was studying for the first degree, nearly a third were enrolled on sub-degree courses, and the remainder were found on postgraduate courses. 

Expansion and the shift to mass higher education accelerated these trends. Led by the polytechnics, the number of students on first degree courses increased by more than half during the peak years of expansion whereas growth at the sub-degree levels was much slower. As a result, the proportion of sub-degree students fell to less than a quarter while those registered for the first degree expanded to three in five of all higher education students in the English system. The slower pace of expansion for short-cycle undergraduate education was most marked among the further education colleges. Indeed, if it had not been for the teaching they undertook on behalf of the fastest-expanding polytechnics (under franchise arrangements), the share of higher education provided in further education colleges would have declined (Parry 2003).

When a crisis of public funding brought growth to an abrupt halt in 1994, English higher education acquired a somewhat different shape. Rather than expect sub-degree courses in further education colleges to take the bulk of expansion, as in Scotland, the path to mass higher education in England followed buoyant demand for the full-time bachelors degree offered by establishments of higher education. Such was the popularity and dominance of the English first degree that other qualifications, such as the diploma and certificate, were not conventionally regarded as undergraduate education. This was despite the fact that they now functioned as transfer points to the first degree as well as exit qualifications. In the English manner, they were described as vocational rather than academic qualifications and they carried a lower status than the bachelors degree, even though some of the latter were equally aligned to the world of work (Parry 2005).

A less prominent role for further education colleges in higher education had already been anticipated in reforms enacted during the growth years. As a result of legislation in 1992, a unified higher education sector was created that brought together the former polytechnics (now titled universities), the colleges of higher education and the established universities. The 81 universities and 50 colleges of higher education that joined the new sector were allocated public funds for teaching and research by a higher education funding council. The funding council was expected to continue the previous policy of encouraging competition between institutions for additional places at marginal cost but, after 1994, a cap was placed on expansion of full-time undergraduate places.

The same legislation established a new further education sector for the 400 or more colleges whose predominant focus was not higher education but further education. A small number of these colleges continued to offer significant amounts of undergraduate education while offers provided only small pockets of higher level education. Although the new further education funding council inherited responsibility for some of this higher education, the core mission of the sector was focused on qualifications below the undergraduate levels. At the same time that expansion was brought to a close in higher education, a new funding model in the further education sector was intended to match the ‘efficient expansion’ already achieved by the polytechnics and universities.

Part of the rationale for the 1992 reforms was to establish two clearly demarcated sectors, with higher education in further education colleges assuming a minor or residual function. The polytechnics, followed by the universities, had led the mass expansion in English undergraduate education but, little recognised at the time, the colleges had made a distinctive and continuing contribution. By recruiting to their own certificate, diploma and degree courses, and by undertaking programmes franchised to them by partner establishments, they taught one in nine of the student population in higher education. Along with the schools, they also qualified large numbers of young people for admission to degree programmes. More than that, they pioneered access programmes and alternative routes into higher education for adult students. In England, mature students acquiring standard and non-standard qualifications in further education were responsible for a significant part of the new and growing demand for undergraduate education (Parry 1995).

These ‘providing’ and ‘qualifying’ roles continued under the further education funding council but without reference to a policy or strategy on the higher education located in the sector. That remit lay with the higher education funding council. The ‘dual’ division of sector arrangements and responsibilities put in place in 1992 has remained, except for the replacement of the further education sector by a larger learning and skills sector. Furthermore, general further education colleges have been pressed to focus on their specialist vocational strengths rather than offer a comprehensive range of courses spanning academic, vocational and general education at the basic, intermediate and higher levels.

The era and experiment of renewed expansion

Unlike the path to mass higher education, government policies for renewed growth and for a 50 per cent participation rate by 2010, intend that the majority of future expansion will be at the sub-baccalaureate levels. At the same time, further education colleges will play a key role in the ‘delivery’ of this new higher education. While market-based approaches to funding and the recruitment of students will continue, another set of measures has been aimed at breaking the traditional pattern of demand for undergraduate education.

In the remainder of this paper, the main phases in this policy experiment are reported and reviewed. In characterising this policy episode as an experiment, the ambitiousness of this ‘project’ is emphasised and the radicalism of its measures is highlighted.  At the same time, the unfolding of this strategy is neither simple nor straightforward, with an array of policies, initiatives and targets directed separately at further and higher education. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify four main policy episodes: the first arising from the recommendations of a national inquiry into higher education; the second involving the invention of a new undergraduate qualification; the third favouring a structured partnership between colleges and universities; and the fourth investing in vocational progression and employer-led provision.

A special mission for further education
The funding pressures that imposed a period of ‘consolidation’ on higher education after 1994 were also a trigger for the establishment of a national committee of inquiry into the future of higher education. The recommendation of this inquiry that attracted most attention and argument was the proposal to ask students to make a private contribution to the costs of full-time undergraduate education. Much less notice was taken of recommendations that looked to a return to significant expansion. In contrast to the previous pattern of demand, the inquiry expected a major part of future growth to be expressed at the sub-baccalaureate levels. Equally controversial, the inquiry proposed that, in the medium term, more sub-degree provision should take place in further education colleges. 

We are keen to see directly-funded sub-degree higher education develop as a special mission for further education colleges. In general, over time, we see much more of this level of provision being offered in these colleges, although we recognise that particular circumstances might apply in some cases. (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education 1997: 260)

Rather than use franchising to increase higher education in the colleges, the inquiry recommended that all such provision should be funded directly. To prevent any upward drift in this ‘special mission’, no growth was to be allowed in colleges at the first degree and postgraduate levels. An assortment of rationales was given for resumed growth at the sub-degree levels, including its support for lifelong learning and its appropriateness for many of the new students entering the expanded system, large numbers of whom were likely to have non-standard entry qualifications and more diverse aspirations. The case for focusing future growth on the colleges was similar, with their accessibility and flexibility seen as particularly important for students regarded as non-traditional to higher education. 

Like the recommendation to charge tuition fees for undergraduate education, that proposing a special mission for colleges was also accepted by the new incoming Labour government in 1997. However, weak demand for sub-degree higher education and a concern about quality in a small number of colleges led to an early revision of this policy. Instead of a single funding route, colleges were offered a choice between three options: direct funding by the higher education funding council; indirect (franchise) funding by a higher education institution; and funding through a consortium of further education colleges and higher education establishments. Colleges, if they wished, were able to continue with multiple funding routes. All the same, the funding council made clear its preference for ‘collaborative’ arrangements which, in their view, best supported quality and standards.

Neither in higher education, nor in relation to any of its further education, did colleges award their own qualifications. In the case of higher diploma or certificate courses, these were awarded by a national body – the Business and Technician Education Council – or through a university. For the variety of specialist programmes leading to higher level technical and professional qualifications, these were approved and recognised by individual organisations. Courses at the bachelors and postgraduate levels were validated and awarded by a higher education establishment with degree-awarding powers (usually a university). Except where they were funded by the further education funding council, most of these programmes were subject to external assessment and review by the quality assurance bodies for higher education. 

By the turn of the century, there were about 200,000 students undertaking higher education and higher level qualifications in some 340 further education colleges. This share (eleven per cent) of the higher education population compared to nearly 1.5 million students registered and taught at higher education establishments, including the Open University. As a proportion of the total number of students taught in further education colleges, this 200,000 represented just four per cent of the 3.7 million students in more than 400 further education establishments. This percentage was similar to the proportion of students enrolled on further education courses in higher education institutions in England (Parry, Davies and Williams 2004). 

The complexities of policy, structure, mission, funding and quality assurance that surrounded future growth at the sub-baccalaureate levels and, more particularly, the role of further education colleges in leading this expansion, were a measure of the challenge posed by the Dearing recommendations. Underpinning its proposals on renewed growth were two assumptions: that much of the new demand for higher education would be expressed at the sub-degree levels where accessibility, flexibility and the opportunity to combine ‘learning and earning’ were especially important; and, second, that the existing qualifications at these levels were suited to these purposes.

By the time of the second term of the Blair government, both these assumptions had been rejected and replaced by policies that sought to reform the supply of short-cycle vocational higher education and to stimulate and steer the pattern of future demand. As the main vehicle to achieve an ambitious participation target of 50 per cent for higher education in 2010, a new flagship qualification was created below the bachelors level that, for the first time, was designated a ‘degree’.

A new qualification in higher education
The development of a new two-year qualification – the foundation degree – was announced by the government in the year 2000. This was the first major new higher education qualification in the English system since the introduction of the diploma of higher education in the 1970s. The declared purpose of the foundation degree was to redress the historic ‘skills deficit’ at the associate professional and higher technician levels. By involving employers in its design and operation, by enabling students to apply their learning to specific workplace situations, and by affording smooth progression to the bachelors degree, the foundation degree would, it was anticipated, raise the value of work-focused qualifications. 

Offered in full-time (generally two years), part-time and mixed modes, it was aimed at those in work wanting to upgrade their skills (or change their occupation) as well as young people seeking vocational routes on leaving school or college. It would develop in students the ‘right’ blend of skills and knowledge required by employers, especially in shortage and emerging sectors of the economy. Along with other measures designed to attract new constituencies into higher education, it would lay the basis for widening participation. In time, the new degree was expected to subsume many of the diplomas and certificates at these levels, including the higher national awards whose numbers had ‘begun to fall away’ (Department for Education and Employment, 2000).

Awarded by an institution with degree-awarding powers, the foundation degree was to be delivered typically, but not exclusively, by further education colleges. Like the higher national diploma which began as a free-standing vocational qualification and then came to be used by many students as a step to the bachelors degree, the new qualification was intended as both an exit and transfer qualification. Unlike the higher national diploma, the foundation degree would give greater emphasis to the ‘key transferable skills’ deemed necessary to be effective in work and, through guaranteed arrangements, would facilitate progression to the bachelors degree.

In rejecting a national validation system for the new qualification and requiring colleges to become partners (with employers) in consortia led by universities, the government demonstrated an unwillingness to trust further education colleges with ownership and leadership of the new award. Where once franchise-type relationships were officially regarded with caution, they were now seen as the normal and preferred means by which colleges might augment their higher education provision. In the event, 21 consortia were approved to deliver the new qualification from 2001, each in receipt of development funding to launch the first prototype courses. 

In parallel with this venture, and as a marker of the expansionary intent of government, the Blair government committed itself to a ten-year goal of 50 per cent of 18 to 30 year-olds in higher education. The 50 per cent target had its origin in the Labour general election manifesto of 2001. With political devolution implemented in Scotland, Wales and, for a short time, in Northern Ireland, the target was developed essentially for England. At the time of the election, Scotland was already enrolling half of its young people in some form of higher education by the time they were aged 21, whereas in England the equivalent proportion was around one in three. 

Whatever the rationale for a figure of 50 per cent, the target placed more urgency and energy behind the policy of renewed growth. It also required a steeper curve of expansion than the 45 per cent participation rate thought achievable by the Dearing inquiry over the next 20 years. In large part, the foundation degree was created to build demand for a different kind of higher education and, in so doing, achieve most of the expansion to meet this target. In Scotland, on the other hand, the early achievement of this level of participation was owed in large part to recruitment to higher national qualifications in the Scottish further education colleges. Rather than borrow the foundation degree from south of border, Scotland chose to strengthen rather than abandon its existing qualifications below the bachelors level.

In England, the invention of the foundation degree was also part of a broader policy to bring education and employment into closer relationship. To this end, ‘a new vocational ladder’ was proposed spanning secondary and post-secondary education. At the upper end of this ladder, the foundation degree would provide a vocational route into higher education for those qualifying with upper secondary qualifications or through the award of credits for appropriate prior and work-based learning. Employees looking to upgrade their skills were a key audience for the foundation degree and its wide range of modes of delivery were expected to align with contemporary conditions of work and employment. 

At the other end of the ladder, more vocational versions of secondary qualifications were to be introduced for 14 to 19 year-olds which would open a pathway to more advanced programmes that were predominantly vocational or which combined academic and vocational study. Having already established itself as the principal location for young people and adults undertaking qualifying programmes leading to higher education, the further education sector was poised to supply qualifications at each of the main levels in the new vocational ladder.

A partnership model for colleges and universities 
Six years after its decision to introduce an up-front flat-rate tuition fee for all levels and years of full-time undergraduate education, the Blair government announced a deregulation of fee arrangements in England. Henceforth, providers of full-time undergraduate education were able to charge variable fees (up to an annual maximum of determined by parliament) and students were able to repay these after graduation. Although expansion at levels below the bachelors degree remained a core objective, neither under the new variable fees regime nor under the previous flat-rate scheme did the government use its policy on fees to manage demand for undergraduate certificates, diplomas and now the foundation degree.

Providing incentives for students doing foundation degrees was nevertheless an option kept open by the government, such as through bursaries for extra support with living costs or to offset the fee for the course. Rather than intervene on the demand side, the preference was to increase the supply of foundation degrees. Institutions were offered additional funded places for foundation degrees and, just as important, the numbers studying three-year courses were held steady. Furthermore, development funding was provided to institutions and employers to work together in designing new foundation degree programmes.

Foundation degrees were expected to be priced competitively in the deregulated market for student fees and, so far, there has been no attempt to bring bursary incentives into play. This was despite the original intention to use both demand-side and supply-side measures to change the nature of provision in higher education.

We do not believe that expansion should mean ‘more of the same’. There is a danger of higher education becoming an automatic step in the chain of education – almost a third stage of compulsory schooling. We do not favour expansion on the single template of the traditional three year honours degree. (Department for Education and Skills 2003: 62)

But in order to get over the barrier of unfamiliarity and suspicion with which new courses are often regarded, and catalyse a change in the pattern of provision in the sector, we also intend to incentivise both the supply of and the demand for foundation degrees. … We believe that these stimulii are necessary to break the traditional pattern of demand. Focusing more on two-year courses will serve both our economy’s needs, and our young people, better in the future. But we know that we will only succeed in changing the pattern of provision if foundation degrees are valuable to employers, attractive to students, and supported by institutions. We cannot impose this change. (ibid: 61-62)

Two other measures were also significant at this stage of the English experiment. To promote the development of foundation degrees, a national organisation was established – Foundation Degree Forward – which would also act as a broker for further education colleges seeking a suitable university to validate their own foundation degree courses. Some further education colleges had argued for a national validation body to perform this service and so reduce their dependency on individual universities. However, a second set of measures sought to curb this ambition and, at this point in time, discourage a more independent role for colleges in the delivery of foundation degrees.

Where previously further education establishments had been able to choose from three models of funding for higher education, any future expanded provision was to be mainly through ‘structured partnerships’ between colleges and universities: either franchise or consortium arrangements with further education colleges funded through partner higher education institutions. Only where ‘niche’ provision was delivered, or where there were no obvious higher education partners, would colleges be able to apply for directly-funded places. The majority of colleges, if they had not done so already, would need to combine with a partner higher education establishment since, it was claimed, this was a relationship that safeguarded quality.

From the beginning, many of the newer universities were just as keen as the colleges to benefit from this source of additional funded places. Indeed, as recruiting rather than selecting institutions, both were competing in the same market for students. By 2004, institutions in the higher education sector taught just over half of the 38,000 students registered on foundation degree courses. If structured partnerships became the primary vehicle for higher education in the further education sector, then demand might be expected to improve for college-based foundation degrees, some of which had under-recruited. Such arrangements might also make it easier for students to continue to the bachelors degree, although more emphasis was now being given to foundation degrees as qualifications in their right.

That more colleges were funded indirectly than directly did not presuppose a shared enthusiasm for indirect funding, especially if access to directly funded places was correspondingly reduced or denied altogether. Direct funding, it was argued, made for a measure of independence and ownership not available to colleges in indirect funding relationships. While further education colleges had always to turn to a degree-awarding institution (such as a university) or an external examination body to validate, accredit and award their higher education qualifications, colleges in receipt of directly funded numbers were able to negotiate and pay for these services from their own purse. 

Most indirect funding partnerships took the form of franchise arrangements where agreement was reached on what funds were passed to the college for the supply of teaching and, in turn, what services were provided by the higher education institution. In franchise partnerships, it was the higher education establishment in receipt of public funding that was ‘fully responsible’ for the students and accountable for ‘all aspects’ of finance, administration and quality. This was not the case in the small number of funding consortia where funds were channelled through a lead institution, which might be a higher education establishment or a further education college (Higher Education Funding Council for England 2000).

Unlike in funding consortia, there was wide variation in the proportion of funds retained by the higher education institution in franchise partnerships. The level of the top-slice was sometimes contentious. Where partnerships were well-established, disagreements were few and usually resolved speedily and amicably. In other cases, however, acquiescence rather than agreement was the norm, often accompanied by an undercurrent of complaint. Again, there were concerns on each side about how the costs of services were determined. Both believed that the proportion of the funding transferred or retained did not cover their costs (Higher Education Funding Council for England, 2003).

Whatever their circumstances, funding partnerships for the delivery of higher education in further education colleges were already a widespread feature of the English landscape. Around half of all higher education establishments and some two-thirds of further education colleges were party to indirect funding agreements, with the great majority of these relating to franchises and the remainder to funding consortia. Moreover, such partnerships intersected with a whole range of other collaborative activities aimed at increasing access, extending participation and building progression across the two sectors.

A strategy for vocational progression and provision 

In another policy turn prompted by the need to raise demand for work-focused higher education and thereby to contribute to its 50 per cent participation target, the government provided support for ‘lifelong learning networks’. Operating across a city, area, region or subject, and combining the strengths of a number of diverse institutions, these networks of higher and further education providers were expected to bring clarity, coherence and certainty to progression opportunities for vocational students. Lifelong learning networks were part of a ‘joint progression strategy operated by government and the funding councils to advance vocational and workplace progression into and through higher education.

A more immediate reason for creating these networks was to protect opportunities for vocational progression ahead of increased turbulence in the market for students and their fees. Since fewer choices were available to students on vocational programmes than for those on academic routes, there were worries that variable fees might act to reduce and restrict the availability of vocational pathways, programmes and providers.

Research-intensive universities may be persuaded to withdraw from the limited progression arrangements that they currently operate, while competition intensifies between some higher education institutions and further education colleges in the provision of vocational progression. More intense competition might, perversely, operate to restrict opportunities to fewer institutions and programmes, and confine those that do progress to relatively narrow pathways. (Higher Education Funding Council for England 2004: 4)

By inviting institutions to ‘play to their strengths’ within lifelong learning networks, such configurations might help counter or ameliorate some of the distorting effects of increased competition.

As a more differentiated sector emerges, it remains important that the whole range of educational opportunity is available to learners as their lifetime needs, interests and abilities develop. LLNs [lifelong learning networks] will reconnect the sector where this meets the needs of learners, making the strengths of a more diverse sector readily accessible to them. (ibid: 4-5)

To meet the competing demands on English mass higher education, differentiation and diversification were explicit goals of public policy. Early examples of this were policies dedicated to increased selectivity in the allocation of research funding and market-based approaches to the recruitment of students and the funding of teaching. More recently, the introduction and subsequent de-regulation of tuition fees has been combined with relaxation of the criteria for university status. The state would continue to be the main source of funding for teaching, research and knowledge transfer but, in future, institutions should have greater freedom to access new funding sources on their own account.

Alongside de-regulation has come new regulation. This was strongest in the early forms of external quality assurance applied to institutions and courses funded within the newly unified higher education sector. It was conspicuous again in the recent requirement for all institutions to have an access agreement approved by the ‘office of fair access’ before they could raise the level of the tuition fee for undergraduate education. These controls and interventions were frequently exercised on behalf of policies directed at widening participation and, as here, through strategies to expand new forms of vocational and work-focused higher education.

In further education, differentiation policies have been just as powerful and pervasive. As a result of the replacement of the further education sector by the learning and skills sector at the beginning of the new century, a combination of competition, collaboration and strategic area review was expected to produce clearer differentiation between providers. This was especially so among the general further education colleges which were urged to play to their particular strengths and gain recognition as ‘centres of vocational excellence’. By 2005, over half of these colleges, many of which provided modest amounts of higher education, had established at least one vocational specialism for which they were regarded a centre of excellence locally, regional or nationally.

That a further education college might be offering vocational programmes to fourteen-year-olds in the school system at the same as delivering undergraduate courses in the higher education system highlighted the multiple missions and overlapping responsibilities that many colleges had acquired over time. Official concern about mission drift and mission stretch led to a review of further education colleges in England (the Foster review, 2004-05) and a recommendation that ‘skills’ should become the primary focus of the college of the future. Building vocational skills for the economy, it asserted, was the tradition from which much of further education developed but which had been diluted in recent years (Foster 2005).

Throughout the review, the need and search for differentiation and specialisation was seen as paramount. A recommendation that sixth form colleges continue to focus on academic programmes and that most other further education colleges concentrate on an economic and vocational mission was endorsed by a new Blair government re-elected for a third term. However, the government went much further than the Foster review in suggesting that the college role in higher education should continue to grow in importance and that this should be linked to an economic and social mission.

Accordingly, there was a presumption that higher education delivered in further education should have ‘a strong occupational and employment purpose’ and that, as before, foundation degrees would be a major area of expansion. In support of a social mission, the higher education funding council was asked to treat widening participation, as well as employability, as high priorities for funding allocations.

FE [further education] is particularly effective for HE [higher education] learners from disadvantaged groups, backgrounds and communities. Many FE colleges offer flexible, local opportunities which make HE accessible to people who might otherwise face significant barriers to participation. This sector is well placed to promote wider participation in HE. (Department for Education and Skills 2006a: 30)

All the same, not all colleges were considered well placed to provide higher education and those ‘not delivering to the right standard’ were expected to discontinue work at this level. In another move aimed at differentiation, the government proposed to prioritise the development of some larger college providers of higher education and, echoing its policy on vocational further education, to recognise ‘centres for higher education excellence’. At the same time, the conduct of franchise arrangements and the effectiveness of small pockets of higher education provision would need to be reviewed. Where access to higher education institutions was limited, the college role in higher education in regions was deemed particularly important, with new lifelong learning networks targeted at areas where provision was currently most sparse.

Policy for the medium and long term

In four main policy phases, each with its own ambiguities, uncertainties and contradictions, a policy framework for changing the pattern of demand for English undergraduate education has emerged. Evolving and elaborating this goal over the medium and long term has just begun and the course and conclusion of this policy experiment is unknown. Nevertheless, there are pointers to the next phase of policy development and, as ever, to the scale of this undertaking.

Priorities for higher education through to 2010 have been set involving strategies for growth through employer-led provision and strategies on widening participation for people from low income backgrounds. In pursuit of the first, radical changes in the provision of higher education are anticipated by ‘incentivising’ programmes that are ‘partly or wholly designed, funded or provided by employers’. In advance of a review of the impact of variable fees in 2009, a public investment in employer engagement is intended to bring financial rewards and other benefits to higher education.

It will introduce new sources of finance that will allow us to grow the country’s high-level skills base more quickly than the public purse alone could afford. And it will yield a richer, more diverse range of provision. This may include more opportunities for: part-time and short-cycle courses; a curriculum that changes more quickly in response to learner and employer demand; a more diverse range of providers, including reinforcement of the role of FE colleges in delivering HE; and new private provision. (Department for Education and Skills 2006b)

In pursuit of its second strategic priority, that of widening participation, progress in raising rates of participation among the lowest socio-economic groups was still short of what was needed. In future, any increases in widening participation allocations are to be used on the most effective interventions, including those that ‘bear down on non-completion rates’ and taking account of the evidence available ‘about what works’. As previously, improving the routes of progression between schools, further education and higher education is regarded as central. This meant closer working between the two funding councils to enable students to progress ‘seamlessly’ between further and higher education as well as identifying any areas where lack of provision might be depressing demand for higher level learning.

Expanding and changing the pattern of provision in undergraduate education to broaden its social base and to meet the ‘high skill’ needs of employers and the economy were among the objectives of the original 50 per cent participation target. Five years after its adoption, the possibility of achieving this target in 2010 had receded, with official statements referring instead to moving towards this figure by the end of the decade. After that date, for reasons of demography alone, the number of young school-leavers will reduce substantially and rapidly until the end of the next decade. However, the decline in the young population will be concentrated in those social groups who participate least in higher education, so the effect on student demand will be much less severe than would otherwise be the case (Bekhradnia 2006).

If the 50 per cent target is to remain and if, as currently proposed, the bulk of the expansion to increase participation in higher education is to come from foundation degrees, then to reach this figure in the medium term will involve a marked acceleration of growth from the increases achieved so far. Whatever view is taken of the role of targets and projections, they highlight here the distance to be travelled in realising a different shape and profile for English higher education.
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