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Introduction

The opportunity to carry out this research coincided with difficulties in maintaining continuity of HE provision in engineering and construction at Hastings College of Arts & Technology (HCAT). It was thus considered timely to undertake an investigation of the reasons for these problems, and to critically analyse the policies of the college, the validating university (University of Brighton) and funding bodies, such as the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). 

The future prospects for engineering and construction at HE level in the locality, and the implications for HE in FECs in general, are the main concerns. Although far from comprehensive, the evidence gathered for this project is, hopefully, sufficient to make some pertinent observations on future policy and identify areas for further research. 

This paper is a summary of the research context and findings. The full report, including data, can be viewed on the Sussex Learning Network website <include link>.

Background: issues with the move towards Foundation degrees

A key issue was HCAT’s move from Higher National Diploma and Certificate (HND/C) programmes to Foundation degrees (Fds). 

HNDs and HNCs in Engineering and Construction had been in successful operation at HCAT for many years, but both were in decline prior to the attempt to introduce Fds. The Foundation degree was initially greeted with some enthusiasm as it was seen as opportunity to reverse the declining fortunes of these courses. 
Engineering

In the case of engineering, the Foundation degree failed to recruit sufficient students to form a viable group for the planned first year of operation from September 2006. This was despite marketing, consultation and awareness-raising among employers.

It was felt that the fact that it was called a degree would benefit the marketing of the new course, and the work-related element would lead to an improvement in the engagement of employers with the college. However, significant problems became apparent during the validation process which undermined this optimism. 

The work-related element of Foundation degrees was to comprise about 40% of the overall course content and assessment. This was found to conflict with the requirement that the academic content was to be equivalent to the first two years of an Honours degree, such that successful Fd students could progress into the final year of a BSc or BEng. The full-time Fd programme was to be delivered over the same two years as the Honours degree, to students whose entry qualifications were lower (120 UCAS points). 

Furthermore, academic expertise of the teaching teams in the colleges typically does not have the same depth as a university. This progression requirement was therefore quickly identified as problematic in the context of courses with a high analytical content and rigorous accreditation requirements, such as engineering and construction.

In the case of the part-time Fd, a three-year timescale was initially seen as necessary (assuming one day per week attendance at college), as compared with the two-year HNC. This disincentivised employers. A problem compounded by the need to support the work-related assessment at the workplace. 

Construction

In the case of HE Construction, at its peak of demand the HNC was offered in three distinct streams, namely Architecture, Structural Engineering, and Building. However, recruitment has declined over the years, in line with the reduction in the number of construction companies operating locally. Not only did this create a downturn in the number of HE applicants but it has also reduced the demand for the provision of part-time level 3 courses. 

Nevertheless, the Fd Construction was launched in September 2006, with a cohort of 12 students. The first year was successfully delivered despite the limited staff resources available, but foundered when the university was unable to authorise the flexibility in the delivery schedule of the course units which the college had planned. 

In order to ensure successful delivery of the second year, the course was taken in house by the university to run alongside the Honours degree programme, delivered by the larger UoB team, and cancelled within HCAT.

Fundamental flaws in the Fd specification in relation to content, progression, timescale and marketing, as well as inherently weak demand, led to the failure of the Engineering Fd at HCAT, while the Construction Fd was more affected by problems in delivery and the limited support of the validating institution. 

Therefore one objective of the research was to see how this experience compared with that of other colleges in the area, and to establish the extent to which these problems were due to local factors, or problems with the introduction of Fds in general.

Research plan

The following tasks were identified in relation to each curriculum area:

· an evaluation of trends in the demand for HE engineering and construction in the HCAT travel-to-work area

· an evaluation of the perceptions of employers regarding HNC/D and Fd

· a comparison of current demand with that in other areas, taking into account the nature of the current industrial base

· a comparison of HNC/D and Fd structure as progression routes to Honours degree and certified technician/engineer status

Current HE provision was identified at Sussex Downs (Eastbourne/Lewes), City College Brighton and Hove, Central Sussex (Crawley), Northbrook (Shoreham/Worthing), West Kent (Tonbridge/Tunbridge Wells), Mid Kent (Chatham/Maidstone) and South Kent (Folkestone/Dover). The validating universities were University of Brighton, University of Greenwich and University of Kent.

The national development of Fd provision was also reviewed, in the light of published government policy and data from HEFCE, the Quality Assurance Agency for HE (QAA), and the former Department for Education and Skills (now published under the Department for Innovation, Universities & Skills (DIUS). The evidence could then be reviewed, tentative conclusions drawn and the research experience reflected on.

Project evaluation
For a full set of research data, please see the full report <link>.
As an HE practitioner and course manager, it has been very useful to get a clearer picture of the local, regional and national situation with regard to the delivery of HE engineering. The research data I have gathered, however, is far from comprehensive or complete, serving only to identify the relevant issues rather than form the basis for definitive conclusions. Nevertheless, there is sufficient evidence to question whether the national policy toward universal adoption of Foundation degrees is justified in the subject areas of engineering and construction.

It has been found that HND/C provision is proving surprisingly persistent in Kent and Sussex, and the introduction of Foundation degrees patchy at best. College staff are well aware of a continuing preference for HND/C among SMEs, which form the bulk of the relevant employers in the area. Concerns about problematic aspects of Fds, such as extended part-time time scales, progression and, in particular, work-based learning, probably contribute to the slow progress of Fds. 

Where validating universities offer a choice to colleges in funding Fd or HND/C, the latter is still frequently preferred. This trend is reinforced in HNC provision because potential part-time applicants from areas such as Hastings, where part-time Fds have not taken off, are adding to the numbers joining HNC courses at adjacent colleges. HNCs thus appear to be expanding in those colleges where the provision is effectively being centralised.

It would be useful to compare these trends with those in areas where larger employers are more common – that is, the more highly industrialised regions – as these tend to have the personnel resources to support Fd more effectively. One suspects that government policy, which has strongly favoured Fds over HND/C, is largely based on the experience and advice of larger employers as seen on the representative industrial bodies.

The project outcomes suggest that there is a case for continuing support for HND/C courses in Kent and Sussex, and that the government would be well advised to tolerate, if not encourage, continuing diversity in HE provision in FE in the less industrialised regions such as the south east, at least in specific areas of study such as construction and engineering.

Useful links

HEFCE Foundation Degrees

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/learning/founddeg/
Foundation Degree Forward 

http://www.fdf.ac.uk/home/
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