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Introduction and summary: 

1. GuildHE is one of the two recognised representative bodies for 

higher education institutions in the UK. Our members include smaller and specialist 

universities and colleges delivering a wide range of HE courses including those at levels 

4 and 5. GuildHE institutions specialise in subject areas which are critical for the UK’s 

skills base, growth industries, and cultural sector. They include publicly-funded as well as 

private HE providers, as well as some FE colleges with large volumes of HE provision.  

 

2. As GuildHE is a representative body for HE providers, our responses relate only to 

questions that cover provision that is currently treated as HE level for funding and 

regulatory purposes.  

 

3. In summary, we find that the proposals would have significant unintended 

consequences for the HE sector and students. A transfer of Higher Nationals or other 

level 4 or 5 HE qualifications would impact on the ability of students to gain access to HE 

in an HE environment at a variety of academic levels, increase regulatory burdens and 

inefficiencies in the system, and cause confusion amongst employers about the position 

of the qualifications in the qualifications framework. There are other, more efficient and 

effective ways of solving some of the issues Government is seeking to address.  

 

4. In the sections below we explore these consequences and alternative approaches in 

more detail.  

 

 

i. Avoiding homogeneity in HE qualifications: 

5. Higher education providers deliver a wide range of courses at levels 4 and 5 which 

contribute to the diversity of HE options available to students in England. This range 

includes not only Higher National Diplomas and Certificates (HNDs and HNCs) but also 

Foundation Degrees. These qualifications are well-recognised and frequently focused on 

serving local and regional training and skills-development needs, meeting the needs of 

specific employers, facilitating progression from lower to higher levels of study, or 

meeting the needs of students with specific requirements from HE such as flexible 

learning or seeking routes into the professions. They are often taught by institutions 

serving particular localities or regions, and are often central to productive partnerships 

between FE colleges and HE institutions.  

 

6. We welcome the Government's intention to look at ways of increasing coherence 

between FE and HE, but this should not be done at the expense of that diversity. This 

argument applies whether in relation to Higher National qualifications or in relation to 

other HE-designed level 4/5 qualifications such as Foundation Degrees. Changes to 

arrangements for any of these qualifications are not only unnecessary given the existing 

quality assurance mechanisms available within the HE sector (see section ii below), but 

would also have significant unintended consequences for the HE sector and for students.  
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7. Moving any of these qualifications would create an ever-more homogenised HE sector 

because it would reduce the range of HE qualifications and therefore reduce student 

choice. Student choice is one of the principles on which BIS’s 2012 HE reforms are 

founded. A reduction in diversity in HE is already an issue: recent HEFCE analysis has 

already demonstrated a considerable homogenisation of HE programmes since the 2012 

reforms.1 Government should be seeking ways of reversing that trend, not reinforcing it.  

 

8. Since these qualifications are often a key route for those from non-traditional 

backgrounds into HE, there is a significant risk around the diversity of students accessing 

HE as well.  

 

9. Furthermore, some HEIs have been exploring new ways of delivering and accrediting 

their own qualifications and we would encourage BIS to explore this further if 

Government is serious about promoting a diverse qualifications landscape. 

 

 

ii. Regulating the HND/HNC market: 

10. The primary purpose of any reform around Higher Nationals should be to safeguard 

and build on the high quality reputation of Higher National provision. We welcome the 

proposals to expand the number of providers able to licence these qualifications, but this 

must be underpinned by processes to ensure the quality of new and existing provision. 

 

11. There has been a rapid recent growth in alternative provider numbers, and whilst 

many are high quality there have been several high profile cases recently demonstrating 

that this isn't consistent across the whole private sector. Therefore, if BIS is to avoid 

further abuses of the system, it will also need to focus on the regulatory framework 

around HND/HNC accreditation.  

 

12. Whilst other level 4 and 5 qualifications developed and delivered by higher education 

institutions are covered by the QAA's FHEQ, and so do not need additional regulation, it 

is worth noting that Higher National qualifications delivered under licence are not covered 

by the FHEQ and so the quality arrangements covering these qualifications should be 

more robust.  

 

13. The reforms should also consider the impact on the student. Reforms should not 

leave students worse off through inability to access sufficient funding and so these 

reforms should not be seen as an easy way of reducing pressure on HE loan book costs. 

 

14. The crucial consideration should therefore be quality assurance – and BIS should 

recognise where robust mechanisms already exist to ensure high quality provision. Three 

conclusions follow from this:  

 

(i) If the licence for Higher Nationals is to be opened up to HEI-developed 

qualifications, then BIS should recognise where institutions are already fully 

covered by QAA scrutiny, and that their qualifications are already incorporated 

into the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ).  

  

                                                   
1 See http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/201408c/ (April 2014).  

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/201408c/
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(ii) Any new quality assurance expectations would therefore only apply to Higher 

National qualifications that are delivered by licence (from Pearson at present) and 

not those developed by HEIs which are full subscribers to QAA.  

 

(iii) The most consistent – and lowest burden – approach would be to ensure that 

appropriate levels of QAA scrutiny are applied to the awarding organisation for 

those Higher Nationals delivered by licence.  

 

15. This would enable a freeing up of the licensed higher national sector to organisations 

beyond Pearson/Edexcel whilst ensuring that robust quality mechanisms are in place. It 

would also reinforce the principle of institutional autonomy, whereby degree awarding 

bodies design and validate their own qualifications. 

 

 

iii. Promoting recognition and credit: 

16. By excluding HEI-designed HND/HNC qualifications as outlined in the above section, 

would prevent other questions about the difference between other level 4/5 qualifications 

– such as Foundation Degrees – that are delivered by higher education institutions. It 

would generate more choice in provision, for both students and institutions. 

 

 

iv. Promoting progression: 

17. The consultation proposals may work against progression in two main ways. Firstly, 

under the terms of progression framework agreements, institutions may choose to 

continue accepting students for progression to top-up degrees, but given the proposed 

switch from HE to FE regulatory regimes for HND/Cs, top-up institutions would require 

new assurances in relation to the quality of such provision and its compliance with QAA 

expectations. This would create an administrative burden and risks discouraging this as a 

route for progression to higher levels of study.  

 

18. Our second concern relates to the wider proposals about extending loans within 

existing FE qualifications. It is likely that some students would be deterred from taking 

out a second loan for HE level study after their FE qualification, creating a further risk 

around progression and potentially destabilising existing partnerships.  

 

 

v. Student finance: 

19. FE loans do not normally cover maintenance support, but the consultation has 

recognised that if HNDs/HNCs are moved to FE, there may be a case for them 

continuing to include maintenance funding. It would be important to ensure that students 

are not worse off by these changes in terms of their access to support for the costs of 

living. Any focus on reducing the burden on the student loan book must also consider the 

student interest and should not create financial disincentives to study. Without access to 

living cost support, students would be perversely incentivised to take full-time degrees 

over shorter alternatives – again threatening the diversity of provision. 

 

20. We also consider that even the risk or prospect of reductions in maintenance funding 

are likely to affect demand for any HE qualifications at level 4/5 which are moved to FE. 

This deterrent effect is, once again, damaging to potential students and damaging to the 
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diversity of higher education and to the students who currently take any qualifications 

which were moved.  

 

21. Current demand for key sectors which are served by level 4 and 5 HE qualifications 

which provided access to the professions – for example health and social care or 

teaching – also depends upon an expectation of maintenance loans at HE levels. The 

risk to maintenance support highlighted in the response would be a particular worry in 

this context. 

 

 

vi. Unit of resource: 

22. If the proposed changes to HND/Cs are introduced, it will important to provide 

reassurance to institutions that they will receive equivalent funding per student to run 

these courses. Otherwise there may be a peverse disincentive for institutions not to 

create these qualifications – therefore restricting student choice.  

 

 

vii. Institutional status: 

23. Has BIS assessed whether the proposed movement of certain level 4/5 qualifications 

from HE to FE would affect any institutions’ status as HEIs? Legally, institutions must 

meet a threshold of having 55% of students studying on HE-level courses in order to be 

designated as an HEI. Has BIS investigated whether any institutions have a sufficiently 

large HND/C offer, that they would need to be re-designated if HND/Cs (or other HE 

qualifications for that matter) were moved to FE? This would have devastating 

consequences for any affected institutions.  

 

 

viii. Bureaucracy and burden: 

24. There will be additional bureaucracy and burden by being required to register with the 

Skills Funding Agency register of providers – which involves, among other things, more 

transparency about finance. Will institutions react by moving out of the HE sector? How 

easy/expensive is it for an institution to become an FEC? Has Government considered 

the unintended consequences here? 

 

25. At a time of continued financial difficulties for both sectors, and when efficiency is 

very high on BIS’s agenda, the proposals risk creating a severely burdensome transition 

period – not only in terms of new institutions registering with the SFA, but also changing 

and clarifying the HE/FE status of affected students, mechanisms for recognising that 

status if the student progresses to HE study, and additional complications around data 

returns. The latter point is particularly important given BIS’s own HE White Paper 

commitment to a more efficient data landscape for HE providers, which has already led 

to significant efforts to reduce the data burden.   

 

 

ix. Benefits to the sector? 

26. It is important that there is reassurance that these reforms are considered because 

they are for the benefit of the sector not just the BIS budget. 

 

27. We do not consider the proposals outlined will deliver a benefit in the long run – 

whether to institutions, or to students, or to Government. And as we have pointed out in 
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section ii above, the issues around expansion of the private provider market in HND/Cs 

can be addressed in other, simpler and less damaging ways.  

 

 

 x. Employer engagement: 

28. HNDs and HNCs help forge strong links with employers and are of real value to 

specific employers. We therefore welcome BIS’s ambition to further encourage 

employers to participate in shaping provision at higher levels, but we note that there has 

been difficulty in engaging employers under the current loan facility and it is difficult to 

see how the proposals alone would promote greater levels of engagement at levels 4 

and 5.  

 

29. Alternative methods of incentivising employer engagement should be encouraged – 

including through enhancing and encouraging the development of Higher 

Apprenticeships. 

 

30. Moving any level 4 or 5 qualifications out of HE would also cause unnecessary 

confusion amongst employers about their position in the qualifications framework.  

 


