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Foundation Degrees: Foundation for what?
Skills needs, lifelong learning and widening participation?
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Abstract
Foundation degrees were established as a policy solution to the intermediate skill needs of the economy and as a means to effect social justice.  This paper examines the outcomes of this policy using an analysis of student enrolment data from 2004-05 and extends the published evidence of the dominance of the public sector in the development of Foundation Degrees.  An analysis of both the national profile and sub-regional entry qualifications in two case studies indicate the use of a variety of qualifications including APEL.  This provides some evidence of new learners using the work-based learning route but there remain problems with the data.  The evidence indicates that Foundation Degrees in the public sector are providing a vehicle for workforce development and widening participation.   However, even in such cases, there remains the inherent tension between skill gaps and lifelong learning.  
Introduction
This paper has three main objectives. The first is to provide evidence of the development of Foundation Degrees at the national and sub-regional levels.
The second is to discuss the development of Foundation Degrees in relation to the policy of modernisation of the public sector.  The third is to explore the tensions inherent in the formulation of the policy for this new qualification which draws on policies related to the skill needs of the economy, social inclusion and lifelong learning.  It is therefore, a policy paper which addresses the outcomes of an education policy development by an analysis of the empirical data on enrolments.  The analysis of this data is related to other mechanisms such as workforce development and the policy of modernisation of the public sector.
The data comes from a project which used mixed methods to map the profile of Foundation Degrees and semi-structured interviews to gather data on the experiences of key stakeholders and students.  Other publications from the project are referred to in the paper but the concentration in this paper is on data on student enrolments at both spatial levels, the sub-regional and the national.
While this paper addresses the policy context the methodological framework was informed by Critical Realism.   Sayer (2000) has argued:
The policies always work through actors’ perceptions and choices, and whether people respond appropriately depends on many possible circumstances which are likely to vary between cases, and which researchers should try to identify. (Sayer, 2000: 23)
For the project from which the evidence for this paper is drawn both the mapping of student enrolment and the ways in which all of those involved as course leaders, employers and students acted are of central concern but the data was too large to report in one paper and qualitative evidence is provided in O’Doherty (2006) and in Doyle and O’Doherty (2006) who deal with issues relating to student data for the period 2003-05.  This paper deals with student data from 2004-05 which is the most recent data provided by HESA. 
Policy Context of Foundation Degree Development
As Doyle (2003) has suggested, we need to locate the development of Foundation Degrees as an aspect of New Labour’s Third Way policies. In this case meeting the skills agenda of business and encouraging lifelong learning. The Foundation Degree award is validated by universities and provides 120 credits at level 1 and 120 credits at level 2.
Foundation Degrees are expected to meet these needs by equipping students with the combination of academic knowledge and technical and transferable skills demanded by employers, while facilitating lifelong learning for the workforce. (pp. 276-277).
Hall (2003) has argued that New Labour’s policies  always involve what he refers to as a ‘double shuffle’ or the combination of modernising and old labour values with the latter always in a subordinate position.  The Foundation Degree policy is just such a ‘double shuffle’, in that the main driver is the skill needs of the economy and the subordinate position is informed by policies of social inclusion and lifelong learning.  This combination is not the only inherent tension in the development of Foundation Degrees.  They are also to be innovative and flexible, involve collaboration and include employers in the development and design.  Foundation Degrees are also the main expansion route into higher education since they were established in opposition to traditional honours degrees.  Blunkett (DfES,2000) indicated that expansion in higher education would not be ‘more of the same’ and this was reiterated in the White Paper (2003) 
.. 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. (2003: paragraph 5.8).
In terms of policy then, this is a step change in expansion of the system towards 2010 and the fifty percent of 18-30 year olds who ought to be in the system by then.  The main expansion route for achieving this will be work-based and work-focused Foundation Degrees.  Doyle and O’Doherty (2006) have examined the profile of student enrolment and indicated the division around these two routes into Foundation Degrees.  The work-based Foundation Degree is a workforce development qualification which attracts employees in certain sectors especially women over 22 years of age from the public sector.  The work-focus Foundation Degree is aimed at young people between the ages of 18-21 and the majority who apply via UCAS are male.  The majority of Foundation Degrees are taught in Further Education Colleges (FECs) and application to the work-based Foundation Degree is usually direct to the FEC.  In the next section I provide data for student enrolment for 2004-05 from HESA and discuss this in relation to the policy aims indicated above.  How does the development of Foundation Degrees meet the twin aims of the government policy?  To what extent are they contributing to the policies of social inclusion and lifelong learning?  Has the influence of the public sector in the development of Foundation degrees changed?  Is there evidence of the expansion of the private sector?

National Profile of Foundation Degrees
There were  30,660 students enrolled on Foundation Degrees in 2004-05.
Table 1.  Gender Profile
Gender Profile 2003-05 (All Years of Study)
                                                 
2004-05
Female
62%
Male
38%

Table 2.  Ethnicity
Student Profile
Ethnic Profile                           
2003-04                                     
 2004-05
Bangladeshi
  0.5%
  0.6%
Black African
  2.0%
  2.0%
Black Caribbean
  2.0%
  2.0%
Indian
  3.0%
  2.0%
Pakistani
  2.0%
  2.0%
Unknown
  9.0%
  6.0%
White
75.0%
 76.0%

The ethnic profile reflects the 2001 Census but requires further analysis in relation to subject studied and location.

Table 3.  Student Profile and Age 2004-05
Age
 Profile
2004-05
18-21
33%
 21+
66%

Table 4.  Gender and Age 2004-05
Gender / Age
Profile

Female 18-21
  4420
  14%
Male    18-21
  5730
  19%
Female 22+
14450
  47%
Male 22+
  5810
  19%


Table 5.  Subject Choice 2004-05
Subjects JACS
2004-05

Accounting, Business and Tourism
   4080
13%
Allied to Medicine
   2770
 9%
Art, Craft, Design & Performance
   2790
 9%
Computing and IT
   2290
 8%
Education
   8120
27%
Engineering
   2080
  7%
Social Policy/Work
   2770
  9%
Sports Science and Biology
   1090
  4%
Veterinary Science and Agriculture
   1470
  5%
Total
27460
90%

Foundation Degree Development and Policy
There has been a slight change in the gender profile of enrolment on Foundation Degrees but the profile still reflects a ratio close to 2:1 female.  In terms of ethnicity there has been little change as the profile reflects the overall proportion in the Census 2001.  There are differences in relation to subjects studied and location given the distribution of the main ethnic minorities within certain major cities. The majority of students from the main ethnic minorities enrol on Foundation Degrees in London, Luton, Leeds, Coventry, Birmingham, Hertfordshire, Sheffield and Salford.  The majority of these locations are to be expected given the distribution of the main settlement areas of migrant workers and their families and although analysis of the Census indicates a move towards dispersal the majority of ethnic minorities are located in the inner areas of major cities.
The subjects studied by ethnic minorities also suggests that they are concentrated inspecific clusters.  For example, the main ethnic minority groups make up twenty four percent of the total enrolments on Computer Science and Information Systems and twenty six percent of those enrolled on Software Engineering.  In Business and Management studies ethnic minorities make up twenty seven percent of enrolments and thirteen percent in Nursing and Subjects Allied to Medicine. They make up twelve percent of those enrolled on Education FDs and sixteen percent on Design Studies. (HESA, 2006).  This reflects, in many ways, the findings of Reay et al. (2005) in a study in  London.
Modood (2004) has indicated how the chances of many ethnic minorities of entering higher education is much better than the chances of working class white British and has argued that this has to do with ethnicity and social capital rather than class and social status.  However, there still remains the issue of the concentration of many of the ethnic minorities in post 1992 HEIs and in specific subject clusters.  Foundation Degrees appear to recruit from the main ethnic minorities in the same ratio as would be expected form the Census data (Census, 2001).  There will be differences between ethnic minority groups in their enrolment on Foundation Degrees but that analysis is on going.
In terms of age the majority of Foundation Degree students are over twenty two years of age and when considered in conjunction with gender forty seven per cent are female and over twenty two years of age.  This has to do with the development of two distinct pathways into Foundation Degrees.  One, the work-based route which is related to workforce development and at present has the support of the public sector which is undergoing change related to modernisation.  The other, is the route for full-time students aged 18-21 usually using UCAS application.  Many of these would have applied for both undergraduate courses and HNDs prior to the Development of Foundation Degrees.  The age and gender division point to the influence of the public sector in the development of Foundation Degrees and although the numbers enrolled in 2004-05 continue to grow in Education the percentage of the total enrolment has fallen slightly from over thirty per cent to twenty seven per cent.  Of the 8,120 enrolled on Education Foundation Degrees in 2004-05 eighty eight per cent were over the age of twenty two and ninety five per cent were female students.
Although it can’t be assumed that all of the students enrolling on Education Foundation Degrees are from the public sector, since some may come from private Nurseries, the case study research that was part of the project suggested that the vast majority of those enrolling on Education, Health and Community Governance were public sector workers.  In 2004-05 enrolments on Education, Social Policy/Work and Health Foundation Degrees accounted for forty five per cent of all enrolments.  This is a slight decline form the 2003-04 data which indicated that these Foundation Degrees made up fifty per cent of all enrolments.
The public sector is still a significant force in the development of Foundation Degrees.  The reasons, as indicated by Doyle and O’Doherty (2006), are related to the policy of modernisation and the creation of new roles and functions within the workforce in the public sector.  At one level this is discernible in the form of the Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA) and the Assistant Practitioner (AP) in the NHS. While these are important as they require new levels of skills and knowledge at the intermediate level there have been other effects related to statutory change and new ways of working.  Local Authorities, the Fire Service, Police, Dental Technologists have had to adapt to new roles and functions and new ways of working.  The policies driving these changes have made use of Public Sector Agreements (PSAs) and workforce development or a combination of the two to effect the changes (James, 2004).  The 2004-05 data suggests that this is still the case and that changes to the Foundation Degree profile will be altered slowly over the next few years.  While more and more employment sectors are becoming involved in Foundation Degree development it appears that skill gaps in the public sector are at present a significant factor.

Table 6.  Highest Qualification on Entry 2004-05
Student Qualification at 
Enrolment

Postgraduate/PGCE
     296              
  1%                 
First Degree UK
     754              
  3%
Other Graduate Equivalent
     333             
  1%
HE Credits
    449             
  2%
Other HE and Professional Qualifications
  4186
 14%
A Level, SCE Higher, GNVQ/SVQ
NVQ Level 3, ONC/OND

 13312

43%
Access Courses
     580
   2%
GCSE/ O-Level, SCE O grades only
   2180
   7%
Other qualification
   3116
   9%
No formal qualification required/held
   2640
   9%
Not known/sought
   2883
   9%
Total
30660
100%
Source: HESA Student Data 2006
In the discussion at the beginning it was pointed out that this was the dominant aspect of this policy, although it wasn’t envisaged that the public sector would be so involved in Foundation Degree development.  Are Foundation Degrees widening participation ?  This was the second policy strand in the formulation of combination of policies referred to above.  Table 6. provides the data for this but the data for level 3 qualifications is not disaggregated by different qualifications at level 3.  There is a problem of identification of those students enrolling on Foundation Degrees who have entered using NVQ level 3 qualifications, which have been gained through employment as opposed to level 3 qualifications gained at FEC on a full-time course which could be A/AS Level, BTEC, AVCE.  Thirty four per cent of those enrolling on Foundation Degrees have other qualifications or have used Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) or Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL) in conjunction with level 2 NVQ qualifications.  This suggests that Foundation Degrees are attracting new learners from new sites of learning.
However, it is worrying that twenty one per cent of those enrolling had existing higher level qualifications or credits or professional qualifications.  The data needs further refinement before a definitive answer can be given on widening participation.  Evidence from two cases studies from Doyle and O’Doherty (2006) provides a  clearer answer in relation to widening participation  at the sub-regional level.

Sub-Regional Case Studies
The data in the two case studies is taken from the project and is a year earlier than the 2004-05 HESA data.  However, it indicates a much clearer view of the levels of entry onto these two Foundation Degrees.

Table 7. (i) Qualifications at Entry 
FD in Health & Social Care 2002-04


First Degree
   4
  0.7%
A/AS/VCE/Access
107
21.0%
NVQ L 3
174
33.5%
NVQ L 2
172
33.0%
APEL
  62
11.5%
Total 
519
100%
Source: MMU returns to the project
Table 7. (ii)
FD in Community Governance 2002-04


First Degree
    0
  0%
A/AS/VCE/Access
  10
  7.5%
Other NVQ L 3
  74
56.0%
APL/APEL
  48
36.5%
Total
132
100%
(Source: Salford University Annual Programme Review Statistics)
From these two examples of Foundation Degree enrolments, it is clear that a significant number of students are enrolling with NVQ level 3 qualifications as opposed to A Level.  A significant number are also enrolling using NVQ level 2 and APL/APEL.  This suggests that Foundation Degrees are indeed widening participation and is partial confirmation of research carried out by Yorke (2005: 19-20).  The data on entry qualifications needs to be disaggregated by Foundation Degree course as well as by level 3 qualification so that a judgement can be made about the two routes into the qualification and their effect on widening participation.
Intermediate Level Qualifications
The White Paper (2003) indicated that it was at this level that the skill needs of the economy would expand over the next ten years and that there would be skill gaps at the intermediate level.  This refers to associate professional and higher technician or para - professional level and this is where the Foundation Degree is aimed.  Opportunities for employment at this level are not evenly spread across all employment sectors and  expansion and development of the FD qualification has, in part, reflected this.  The sectors which have this level of employment expansion tend to be Education, Public Administration, Health and Financial Services (LFS, 2005).  Apart from the latter which has recently launched its framework for Foundation Degrees there have been major developments in the other areas.  Equally, it can be argued there is not the same level of need for this level of qualification in Construction which employs two per cent of people at this level (LSF, 2003, 2005).   Engineering has twelve per cent of its employees at this intermediate level but development in this sector may not reflect the specific regional skill needs (Greeson, 2005).
 The unevenness of development is therefore, partly reflected in the unevenness of opportunities across employment sectors for associate professional and higher technician level employment, as well as the effects that the policy of workforce development in the public sector has had.  This was reflected in the HEFCE review of Foundation Degree Forward which pointed to a significant need for employer engagement with Foundation Degrees (Moseley and Hill, 2005).
Skill Needs and Lifelong Learning
Progression into Foundation Degrees indicates that the qualification is attracting new learners from both the public sector and the private sector even though at present there are differences in sector responsiveness.  Although the evidence drawn from the project did not directly address progression from FD to honours level this was explored in interviews with employers, course leaders and students.
However, one of the largest Foundation Degree developments in the sub-region was the Greater Manchester Strategic Health Authority which aimed to develop at least 1600 support staff using the Foundation Degree in Health and Social Care.  At the time of writing there were 75 qualified Assistant Practitioners in place in the NHS in Greater Manchester and a further 600 enrolled on the work-based Foundation Degree (Mullen, 2005, Benson, 2004).
This upskilling of the workforce in relation to changing roles and skill gaps works on the two levels indicated in the policy formulation.  The skill needs of the organisation are met and they are met in such a way that many women in support roles in the NHS who were studying NVQ level 2 or 3 can study for a higher education qualification.  This meets both the organisational and the individual needs and it means when they become an Assistant Practitioner and are placed in a Trust they automatically receive a change of status and an increase in salary.  This isn’t as straight forward within Education although there are similarities.  There are two routes to HLTA and one is the Foundation Degree and once this has been achieved the status and remuneration of the member of staff alters in a school.  However, the ability to pay staff once they have been accredited with HLTA depends on the school budget and in some cases HLTA staff may need to move schools or Local Authorities before getting their pay rise commensurate with their qualifications.
In Local Authorities there is no new workforce agreement although the requirements of new policies has altered the skill needs of the organisation.  There is evidence of people who study for the Foundation Degree being promoted within the project at the sub-regional level but there has not been a systematic analysis of the effect of the qualification within Local Authorities. Similarly, there have been few analyses of the effect of studying Foundation Degrees in the private sector among small and medium businesses.

Conclusion
While I have used the data to confirm some earlier findings from the project in relation to policy and provided evidence of some changes to the national profile of Foundation Degrees, the influence of the public sector in developing Foundation Degrees remains significant.  The best fit in the public sector appears to be the NHS where the workforce agreement has created the need for new roles and functions which are commensurate with higher level skills and knowledge.  Education with its workforce agreement comes next although there are effects of the modernisation policy across the public sector.  Foundation Degrees in the Police, Fire Service and Dental Technologists have all been developed in response to changing roles and statutory agreements and there is a need to conduct research into these areas.  Similarly, there is a need for research in the private sector specifically around issues related to employer engagement, capacity for development and flexible provision.
There are, however, tensions in some of the examples which I have cited above around the move from low skill/low trust employment practices to high skill/ high trust employment practices and lifelong learning.  In some of the cases there is good evidence of high skill/high trust practices, where employees are provided with an opportunity to develop higher level skills and knowledge and at the same time receive remuneration.  Each Foundation Degree has an articulated progression to an honours degree and in many of the cases the skill gaps identified are at the associate professional or higher technician level rather than the professional level. The decision to continue to study for an honours level qualification and professional practice in such a scenario becomes an individual decision rather than a joint decision between the employer and employee.
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