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The Association of Colleges 
 

1. The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 234 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 

 

2. Colleges are transformational – they help people make the most of their talents 

and ambitions and drive social mobility; they help businesses improve productivity 

and drive economic growth; they are rooted in and committed to their 

communities and drive tolerance and well-being. They are an essential part of 

England’s education system.  

 

3. Colleges provide academic, technical and professional education for young 

people, adults and employers. Circa 190 colleges deliver HE in England, and 165 

colleges are registered with the Office for Students. 118,000 students study HE at 

FECs in England. 



 

 

 

 

Summary 
 

The consultation seeks views on a suite of proposals to supplement the changes to HE  

funding and finance, to improve the value for money of the investment in HE made by  

students and taxpayers further, while improving outcomes and access. The proposals 

include re-introducing Student Number Controls (SNCs), implementing Minimum Entry 

Requirements (MERs) for accessing HE student finance. We believe while SNCs can help 

ensure an equitable and efficient allocation of public funding, the proposals can have 

unintended consequences for the sector at subject as well as institutional levels. Also, 

we believe introducing MERs based on GCSE or A level attainment can pose a risk to 

widening participation and offering a second chance to those who may not have done 

well at school level. 

 

On the proposals to lower the fees for foundation years, we believe there is a case for 

aligning the fees for foundation years with access to HE fees but we do not agree that 

this necessarily implies a reduction in fees and we think it should only happen with a 

wider look at financial support arrangements. 

 

Student number controls  

 

Question 1: What are your views of SNCs as an intervention to prioritise 

provision with the best outcomes and to restrict the supply of provision 

which offers poorer outcomes? Please explain your answer and give evidence 

possible. If you consider there are alternative interventions which could 

achieve the same objective more effectively or efficiently, please detail these 

in your submission. 

 

Answer 1: We believe there is a case for student number controls to ensure an 

equitable and efficient allocation of public funding for post-18 education but 

only as part of wider reforms that include the teaching grants and more 

planning of provision to ensure there is choice and access across subjects and 

places. Just introducing student number controls into the current system 

without other reforms would have adverse effects. 

 

The current system funds tuition and living costs for individuals for a degree at 

any HE provider that will take them in any part of the country while restricting 

tuition funding for courses at Level 3 or below, ESOL, literacy, numeracy and 

digital skills. The HE system is an open market. The post-18 FE system has caps 

on budgets, providers and, following adult education budget devolution, on 

location of study. Even with the February 2022 reforms, DfE anticipates a £7 



 

 

 

 

billion cost from an estimated £20 billion a year in HE loans that it expects to 

issue in 2024-5 while spending less than £2 billion on all other adult skills 

provision. The fact that there is an uncapped market has pushed government 

into searching for savings from changing the terms of loans and is likely to result 

in tight limits being placed on the rules for the new lifelong learning entitlement. 

There is a need to protect student choice and a little more direction of funding 

and flexibility of rules can help. However, there are several considerations in 

implementing the SNCs as they are proposed in the consultation. 

 

In the recent years, competition for students has led to an expansion of more 

selective institutions at the expense of the rest. It has also encouraged market-

distorting behaviour with significant growth in unconditional offers and 

foundation years. The government was considering to introduce SNCs during 

the pandemic to help maintain some stability in the sector and we were in 

principle supportive of the SNCs to help maintain quality and minimum 

standards in all types of institutions. DfE decided not to move ahead with these 

plans in 2020 for understandable reasons but the wider government’s decisions 

to commission the Post-18 review and then to respond to its recommendations 

in piecemeal fashion was a missed opportunity. 

 

Reintroducing student number controls in higher education as they are 

proposed would involve a number of practical issues that would need exploring 

in detail: 

 

• There would be a risk of overlapping regulation between DfE and OfS 

which, for colleges, would add to an existing problem of overlapping 

regulation between OfS and ESFA.  

• A decision would be needed on whether to control the volume of places 

or the cash value given that many colleges charge less than the maximum 

tuition fee for courses. It may be the case that all universities charge the 

full £9,250 even for low-cost courses but only 50 percent of colleges have 

approval to charge above the lower limit (via Access and Participation 

plans in place) and even colleges in that situation do not charge higher 

fees for all of their eligible undergraduate courses. 

• Any move to base controls on graduate outcomes would ignore the social 

benefit from courses in early years education, care work, creative arts 

where outcomes may not be visible within 15 months. OfS has already 

decided to take provider context into account when making judgements in 

its new approach to regulate quality and standards. A provider which fails 

to meet all the numerical thresholds for continuation, completion and 

progression can nevertheless deliver positive outcomes for students. The 

regulation will use aggregate metrics as well as split metrics that will 



 

 

 

 

enable OfS to identify outcomes at a provider as well as subject level. 

Therefore, OfS will be able to regulate the sector and ensure providers 

deliver positive outcomes for students. It appears the government feels 

that OfS interventions in this space are not adequate. SNCs will add a 

layer of bureaucracy and burden on providers especially if the SNC criteria 

is based on student outcomes.  

 

Question 2: What are your views on how SNCs should be designed and set, 

including whether assessments of how many students providers can recruit 

should be made at:  

• Sector level?  

• Provider level?  

• Subject level?  

• Level of course?  

• Mode of course?  

Please explain your answer and give evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 2: If SNCs were to be implemented, the criteria for determining ‘positive 

outcomes’ should be identified carefully. This should not be based on graduate 

outcomes alone. The government should place an explicit focus on maintaining 

choice of institution, subject and location of study which would imply protecting 

small and specialist institutions and offering stability to the sector. 

 

There is a case against number controls at a sector level that may lead to a 

distribution of student numbers in favour of selective institutions (on the basis 

of graduate outcomes) at the expense of recruiting institutions that play a crucial 

role in widening access and promoting student choice. Small providers of HE 

have small cohorts and any controls that limit the student numbers can make 

HE operations unviable. Some flexibility that may be offered at a provider level 

may be adequate say 5 percent of 10,000 students can offer a large HEI an extra 

500 students however similar flexibility for a small college with 250 students will 

grant an added allocation for 12 students. FE colleges do not benefit from 

economies of scale and limiting student numbers at a provider or subject level 

can result in limiting the growth of HE at colleges. 

 

At a provider level, it is important to note that FE colleges that serve cold spots 

of the country may be the only providers of HE in an area. SNCs at a provider 

level or subject level for such colleges can have unintended consequences 

limiting the opportunities for students to study HE. Number controls at a subject 

level can limit the student numbers in the specified subjects however for small 



 

 

 

 

providers restrictions in one subject can have an amplified effect. Unlike multi 

faculty providers, colleges deliver a smaller range of subjects and number 

controls in one or two subjects can have a significant impact on the overall HE 

income and provision. One approach can be to exempt small providers with less 

than 1,000 students and those serving the cold spots to be exempt from any 

number controls.  

 

Number controls can also have unintended consequences for partnership 

working and franchise arrangements. SNCs can result in the franchising HEIs 

limiting the student numbers at franchisee partners.  

 

Given that the government is keen to grow level 4/5 study, no number controls 

should apply to HTQs and level 4/5 study. Also, SNCs should not be applied to 

part time study and those studying top-up courses.  

 

Question 3: What are your views of the merits of these various approaches to 

consider outcomes and/or do you have any other suggestions? Please explain 

your answer and give evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 3: We don’t believe the focus can be exclusively on either quantifiability 

of outcomes, societal contributions or strategic priorities (STEM, Net zero and 

others) but a combination of these. Salary outcomes are just one of the markers 

of graduate success and while providers play a role in improving graduate 

outcomes, this is informed by a range of social and cultural factors that are 

beyond the control of a provider. While a focus on strategic priorities can 

provide some steer when considering outcomes this approach will assume a 

robust understanding of future skills needs that should not be estimated using 

retrospective data.  

 

As above, some exemptions should be made at a provider level, level 4/5 and 

part time study.  

 

Question 4: Do you have any observations on the delivery and 

implementation of SNCs, including issues that would need to be addressed or 

unintended consequences of the policy set out in this section? Please give 

evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 4: As above, we believe SNCs can add to the complexity, as well as cost 

and burden for the sector. We believe the purpose of the policy needs to be 

clear so it does not result in an overlap with other aspects of regulation. We 

believe the proposals can have unintended consequences for small providers of 

HE.  



 

 

 

 

 

We also believe that student number calculations for any SNCs should not be 

based on OfS approach to student number calculations which includes students 

studying on NPHE courses. This can have unintended consequences for 

restricting growth in areas of provision that are, in the main, not funded through 

the public purse. 

 

Also, drawing on the DfE proposals on SNCs from 2020, caution needs to be 

exercised when setting tolerance limits on number caps for individual providers. 

For instance, 5 percent flexibility can allow for considerable margin for a large 

HEI to grow but for small providers, this could translate into 5-10 students.  

 

Minimum eligibility requirements 

 

Question 5: Do you agree with the case for a minimum eligibility requirement 

to ensure that taxpayer backed student finance is only available to students 

best equipped to enter HE? Yes or No. Please explain your answer and give 

evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 5: No 

Minimum entry requirements are not new, these are used for entry to certain 

occupations and providers already have entry requirements at A-levels and 

GCSEs (or equivalent) in place for different courses and subjects. We believe 

controls are a yes/no approach to implementing a policy that could be more 

effectively achieved by rules for providers.  

 

We agree that a university degree should not be the default choice for everyone, 

and not all students equally benefit from a level 6 university education. 

However, we believe introducing MERs based on GCSE or A level attainment can 

pose a risk to widening participation and offering a second chance to those who 

may not have done well at school level. DfE’s impact assessment shows that 

after applying the exemptions, MERs would only reduce the number of students 

by a small number, of which, only some would not have had favourable 

outcomes.  

 

We believe low continuation and completion rates cannot be explicitly 

associated with prior attainment at GCSE and A levels. Students may drop out 

because of change in personal circumstances, financial hardship as well as 

because the course may not be appropriate for them. FE colleges often accept 

students who have not performed well at level 2 or 3, however they lead 

successful careers after completing their HE study at colleges. 

 



 

 

 

 

We note the government’s intentions to apply MERs to students accessing 

English student finance for full-time level 6 study. We agree that any MERs 

should not apply to level 4/5 study to offer students a pathway into HE even if 

they did not meet the eligibility criteria for level 6. After completing their level 5 

qualifications, students can complete the top-up year and complete a degree 

which will help ensure that those who do not meet the required GCSE or A-level 

grades can still earn a degree, if they desire. However, this approach poses two 

potential issues. First, it sends an unhelpful signal that level 4/5 study is for 

those who are not suitable for level 6 study which will undermine the effort and 

investment in positioning level 4/5 education as a genuine alternative to 

degrees. And secondly, all level 6 qualifications are not offered under a 2+1 

model. Therefore, there is a risk that students who do not meet the MER for a 

degree will have limited choices to study HE. 

 

Colleges may accept students who have not met the entry thresholds but have 

demonstrated clear potential to succeed. Small class sizes at colleges combined 

with academic and pastoral support enables students to complete their studies 

and progress to employment or further study.  

 

The Independent panel had recommended that ‘Unless the sector has moved to 

address the problem of recruitment to courses which have poor retention, poor 

graduate employability and poor long-term earnings benefits by AY2022/23, the 

government should intervene’, we believe the OfS’s revised approach to quality 

and standards aims to ensure that providers meet the proposed high baselines 

and the regulatory assessments will be done at a provider level as well as at a 

subject level. We believe, once implemented, the new quality and standards 

conditions will influence the provider behaviour. The government could consider 

evaluating the impact of this regulation over the next two years and hold off 

implementing any SNCs or MERs. 

If MERs are implemented, a number of exemptions must be made including for 

those undertaking modular study, level 4/5 and those topping up to level 6 after 

successful completion of a level 5 qualification, part time study, mature students 

as well as for those with learning difficulties.  

 

Question 6: Do you think that a grade 4 in English and maths GCSE (or 

equivalent), is the appropriate threshold to set for eligibility to student 

finance, to evidence the skills required for success in HE degree (L6) study? 

Yes or No. Please explain your answer and provide reference to any 

pedagogical or academic sources of evidence to explain your reasoning. 

 

Answer 6: No.  



 

 

 

 

Attainment at GCSE and A-levels varies considerably by region. Creating a 

national minimum threshold will disproportionately impact on some regions of 

the country, which will be contrary to the government’s levelling up ambitions.  

  

Question 7: Do you think that two E grades at A-level (or equivalent) is the 

appropriate threshold to set for eligibility to student finance, to evidence the 

skills required for success in HE degree (L6) study? Yes or No. Please explain 

your answer and provide reference to any pedagogical or academic sources of 

evidence to explain your reasoning. 

 

Answer 7: No. As above. 

 

If MERs were to be introduced, we believe it is better for these to be at level 3 

rather than the subject specific criteria for Maths and English at GCSE level. 

Those who do not meet GCSE grade 4 Maths and English are still able to obtain 2 

Es or better at A levels.  

 

Question 8: Do you agree that there should there be an exemption from MERs 

for mature students aged 25 or above? Yes or No. Please explain your answer 

and give evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 8: If MERs are implemented, we strongly agree that mature students 

should be exempted. Those choosing to return to study after further study or 

work will have accrued other skills and experience that can help override any 

concerns arising out of less successful outcomes at levels 2 or 3. 

 

It is not clear from the consultation why 25 years age has been proposed to 

identify mature students. We believe definition of mature students should be 

consistent with the widely used definition of mature students for HE purposes 

(21 and over).  

 

Question 9: Do you agree that there should there be an exemption from MERs 

for part-time students? Yes or No. Please explain your answer and give 

evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 9: We strongly agree that MERs should not apply for part time students. 

Those choosing to study on a part time basis often have other work or family 

commitments, accessing HE is difficult for those returning to study and 

introducing additional requirements will deter them further.  

 



 

 

 

 

Question 10: Do you agree that there should be an exemption to the 

proposed MERs for students with existing level 4 and 5 qualifications? Yes or 

No. Please explain your answer and give evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 10: We strongly agree that there should be an exemption to MERs for 

those with existing level 4/5 qualifications as they will have already 

demonstrated their ability to study and succeed at an HE level. 

 

Question 11: Do you agree that there should be an exemption from any level 

2 eligibility requirement to level 6 study for students with good results at 

Level 3? Yes or No. Please explain your answer and give evidence where 

possible. 

 

Answer 11: Agree. If the student has achieved well at Level 3, they will have 

demonstrated that they are able to perform well at a higher level than Level 2 

and are likely to succeed at higher level study.  

 

Question 12: Do you agree that there should be an exemption to MERs for 

students who enter level 6 via an integrated foundation year, or who hold an 

Access to HE qualification? Yes or No. Please explain your answer and give 

evidence where possible.  

 

Answer 12: We agree that those entering HE via an integrated foundation year or 

Access to HE qualification should be exempt from MERs. Those who complete 

these courses are better prepared to study HE, and they will have gained the 

necessary study skills and confidence to pursue HE.  They are therefore likely to 

benefit from the taxpayer investment and should be exempt. 

 

Question 13: Are there any other exemptions to the minimum eligibility 

requirement that you think we should consider? Yes or No. Please explain 

your answer and give evidence where possible. 

 

Answer 13: We believe exemptions should be made for students with Special 

Educational Needs. We believe it is not right to place the same thresholds for 

students with learning disabilities and limit the opportunities for them.  

 

We also feel care leavers should be exempt from such rules. These students may 

not have met the GCSE or A level grade thresholds however any school results 

are unlikely to present a full and accurate judgement of their potential to 

succeed in HE.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Foundation years 

 

Question 14: Do you agree with reducing the fee charged for foundation years 

in alignment with Access to HE fees?  

 

Answer 14: No 

 

We believe there is a case for aligning the fees for foundation years with access 

to HE fees but we do not agree that this necessarily implies a reduction in fees 

and we think it should only happen with a wider look at financial support 

arrangements. Foundation year students are able to access maintenance loans 

whereas access students rely on work, family support, a limited bursary pot and, 

if they can remain eligible, universal credit. We believe Access to HE students can 

benefit from better funding and support during their studies.  

 

We recognise the benefits for students in studying Foundation years as well as 

Access to HE courses. While Access to HE is mainly studied by mature students, 

foundation years are pursued by younger learners. Foundation years are fully 

integrated courses making it easier for students to make a smooth transition 

into HE. However, in studying Foundation years students use their fourth year of 

loan and have no further funding available in case they need it towards the end 

of their study. Also, successful completion of Access to HE courses enables 

students to obtain the Diploma that can help provide entry to HE at many HE 

providers, foundation years are integral part of a specific HE course but they do 

not offer any qualification that can be used widely. 

 

We broadly agree with the recommendations of the Independent panel that 

students should not have to take out tuition fee loans for £9,250 to study 

Foundation years when an alternative Access to HE pathway can offer entry to 

HE at a reduced cost and the fee is ultimately waived upon successful 

completion of HE although is not clear whether this arrangement will continue 

under the proposed LLE model.  

We believe there is a case for reviewing Access to HE courses so they can 

provide stronger foundations for entry to HE and made attractive for younger 

learners. On balance, we believe the fees for foundation years should not be 

reduced because the delivery will be unviable for this price for many providers.  

 

However, to help ensure that foundation years are not bluntly used to turn three 

year degrees into four, we suggest that the uptake of foundation years could be 

limited by introducing some form of number controls. Providers should be 

asked to provide a clear justification for why a foundation year is the best option 



 

 

 

 

for the student. This could include checks such as are there any specific entry 

criteria or pre-requisites for the course, is an alternative Access to HE course 

available, has the student been made aware of the possible implications of using 

the fourth year of loan and understand the benefits of choosing an Access 

course etc. HEIs could also consider working in partnership with FE colleges to 

deliver foundation years if they can deliver these at a lower cost. 

 

Question 15: What would the opportunities and challenges be of reducing the 

fee charged for most foundation years, and of alignment with Access to HE 

fees? Please explain your answer, providing evidence where possible.  

 

Answer 15: The government has taken the view to support foundation years 

because they can be a useful route to access HE for some individuals, 

particularly for high-potential students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  

 

Reducing the fee charged for foundation years can help disincentivise providers 

from delivering foundation years however we believe that if providers deliver 

foundation years the reduced fee should not result in poor quality or reduced 

support for learners. Lower fee will result in reducing the amount of loan taken 

out by students however it is still a loan that will need to be repaid. If the quality 

of the course is compromised, there is a risk that there will be reduced support 

for students which in turn will affect their ability to progress to year one.  

 

Question 16: Do you agree there is a case for allowing some foundation year 

provision to charge a higher fee than the rest? Or is there another way for 

government to support certain foundation years which offer particular 

benefits?  

 

Answer 16: Yes 

 

We believe foundation years should be funded more selectively so providers 

cannot use them for courses that do not have specific entry requirements or 

where an alternative Access to HE course is available. However, where 

foundation years are a genuine pathway to enable students to study HE and the 

course is a high cost course, we agree that there may be a case to allow some 

foundation year provision to charge a higher fee than the rest. The existing high 

cost funding bands can be used to identify foundation years that could charge 

higher fee. 

 

While this approach can help cover the costs for high cost subjects, this also 

presents a risk to students from disadvantaged backgrounds who may be more 

sensitive to price than the others and may choose a course with a lower fee for 



 

 

 

 

year zero. Therefore, in the interest of student choice, the government could 

consider subsidising the high costs through teaching grants. 

 

Question 17: If some foundation year provision were eligible to attract a 

higher fee, then should this eligibility be based on: • particular subjects, such 

as medicine and dentistry; or • some other basis (for example by reference to 

supporting disadvantaged students to access highly selective degree-level 

education)? Please explain your answer. 

 

Answer 17: The eligibility could be based on the benefits that the course brings 

both to an individual, economy as well as the society.  

 

 

National scholarship scheme  

 

Question 18: What are your views on how the eligibility for a national 

scholarship scheme should be set? 

 

Answer 18: We are very supportive of the principle to support talented 

disadvantaged students to succeed in HE however we need more detail to be 

able to answer this question more meaningfully. We believe the government has 

made a mistake in limiting the budget to £75 million which falls far short of the 

Post 18 review recommendation that maintenance grants should be 

reintroduced. 

 

We believe that the criteria for scholarships should be based on the financial 

disadvantage and not be restricted to students choosing to study selective 

courses at elite universities. Cost of study can deter students from choosing to 

study at high tariff institutions but high costs are a key concern for those facing 

financial hardship to study HE anywhere regardless of the provider type. 

Studying HE at a local FE college can be life changing for students and the 

scholarship should help students from low-income families who may not have 

secured high entry grades but are able to demonstrate their potential otherwise 

to succeed in HE (for instance, through portfolio of their work or interviews). 

 

 

Level 4 and 5 courses 

 



 

 

 

 

Question 19: How can Government better support providers to grow high-

quality level 4 and 5 courses? You may want to consider how grant funding is 

allocated, including between different qualifications or subject areas, in your 

response. 

 

Answer 19: FE colleges are the key providers of level 4/5 education in England. 

Many colleges are keen to grow their level 4/5 offer however they are 

confronted with a range financial and non-financial barriers. Historically, the 

majority of students studied level 4/5 courses on a part time basis and many 

were funded and supported by their employers. The funding reforms from 2012 

combined with a lack of employer funding led to a significant reduction in the 

number of students studying part-time level 4/5 courses. The disparities in 

funding between those studying level 4/5 and level 6 courses combined with the 

ELQ rules strongly impacted on the student decision making and choices. We 

welcome government’s interest in trying to address these disparities by putting 

the student finance package for Higher Technical Qualifications (HTQs) at par 

with degrees.  

 

Level 4/5 provision suffers from low visibility and recognition and degrees are 

seen as a gold standard. There is a need for parity of esteem so level 4/5 study is 

not seen as a pathway for those who are unable to study level 6. These 

qualifications should be seen as exit qualifications as well as provide progression 

pathway to level 6.  

Prospective students and their parents have low understanding of level 4/5 

courses and employers also have limited understanding of level 4/5 offer. The 

HTQs are at very early stages of development and the government needs to 

invest in a structured and intensive campaign to promote HTQs and level 4/5 

offer as a genuine alternative to the more conventional routes to HE. Raising 

awareness and profile of HTQs requires considerable investment in providing 

Information, Advice and Guidance to young as well as mature learners. Careful 

consideration needs to be given to target mature learners who may or may not 

be in employment. A key success from the HTQ reforms should be to attract 

those who would otherwise not have engaged in HE. 

The delivery of high-quality level 4/5 courses requires colleges to invest in 

buildings and resources, attract and retain expert and experienced staff to 

teach, and strengthen and develop even stronger links with the employers. The 

government recently invested £18million to support the providers that will 

deliver HTQs and has committed to support providers through a further 

iteration of the growth fund. We believe that while the growth fund can help 

providers invest in the equipment, workforce development and business links, 

providers need to offer training that will meet growing employer needs and two 



 

 

 

 

iterations of the growth fund will not be adequate to address the funding needs 

of colleges.  

 

Government should support providers delivering level 4/5 through strategic 

priorities grant. Consideration should be given to providers teaching high-cost 

subjects and specialist or niche courses. Funding should also prioritise providers 

serving the cold spots of the country. FE colleges are genuinely committed to 

widening access and participation in the country. The increasing costs and 

regulatory burden can result in providers choosing to exit the HE markets. The 

government should acknowledge the contribution made by FE colleges in 

meeting the HE needs of communities that are not served by other providers. 

Small class sizes and volatility presented by the pandemic can result in course 

closures or even an exit from the HE market and the government should protect 

this provision which is essential to help meet the levelling up ambitions.  

Any investment through future iterations of growth fund should be 

complemented by sustained funding and support for at least first few years after 

the initial roll out of HTQs. There have been some failed policy experiments on 

sub-Bachelor HE in the past and we need to learn from those experiences. It will 

be a false expectation that HTQs will swiftly change the provider, learner and 

employer behaviour, any material differences will not be realised in the 

immediate or short term.  

 

Finally, we believe there is a need for more collaboration between FE and HE to 

help grow level 4/5 offer. Excessive competition does more harm than good.  

 

Question 20: What drives price differences at level 4 and 5, where average 

fees in FE providers are significantly lower than in HEIs?  

 

Answer 20: It is important to note that the price differences between FE and HE 

are not just at levels 4 and 5 but also at level 6. There is considerable price 

variability in FE at a provider as well as subject level. Of the 165 colleges on the 

OfS register, roughly 50 percent have approved APPs which allows colleges to 

charge higher fees although colleges do not necessarily charge higher fees for all 

of their eligible courses. In addition to the price variability amongst subjects, 

there is price variability based on mode of study. It is worth nothing that colleges 

do not necessarily charge pro-rata fees when same courses are delivered on a 

part time basis. Colleges often set their fees based on what the market dictates, 

especially for part time courses where employers often pay the fees for part 

time study. Those that charge lower fees underpin their fee decisions so it does 

not deter students from low income and disadvantaged backgrounds to study 

HE. Small class sizes, individualised learner support and location of study are 

important factors that informs student decision making to study HE at FECs.  



 

 

 

 

 

Pricing decisions at colleges are complex and are informed by a range of factors. 

While many colleges charge lower fees, some colleges charge the maximum fees 

of £9,000 or £9,250 (depending on APPs and TEF). Price is perceived to be an 

indicator of quality and courses with lower fees risk being perceived as low 

quality. Some colleges do not set lower fees to avoid the risks associated with 

perceived low quality and low value. Pricing decisions are also informed by costs 

of delivery that vary from one college to another.  

 

These include staffing costs, validation costs and others.  

Staffing costs and estate costs at FECs are relatively lower than that at HEIs. A 

small-scale study on costings of level 4/5 programmes conducted by AoC and 

UUK highlighted that pay costs per course are on the whole substantially larger 

than non-pay costs at colleges, and higher in HEIs than FECs, reflecting lower 

rates per hour for teaching staff in the latter.  

 

Question 21: To what extent do the drivers of fees at levels 4 and 5 differ from 

those for level 6 (including between universities, further education colleges 

and independent providers)?  

 

Answer 21: As above, level 4/5 was historically taught at FECs on a part-time 

basis, studied by mature students and was often funded by the employers. After 

the 2012 fee reforms, FE colleges did not automatically increase their tuition fees 

up to the maximum fee limits. The fees were set in line with what the market can 

bear including carefully considering the possible impact of higher fees on 

learners who were not funded by the employers. Decision making of younger 

students is not impacted significantly by price however mature students are 

debt averse and are more sensitive to price.  

 

Question 22: How can we best promote value for money in the level 4 and 5 

market to avoid an indiscriminate rise in fees? 

 

Answer 22: As above, college decisions to teach HE and the fee strategies are 

informed by a range of factors. We believe colleges are unlikely to 

indiscriminately increase the fees, where they do, it will be a carefully considered 

decision.  

The 2012 reforms did not automatically result in all colleges setting their fees at 

the highest levels, the costs of delivering HE have increased as a result of 

changes in regulation and the requirements to pay fees to the OfS, QAA, HESA 

and OIA. The regulatory costs per student are higher at FECs than at larger HEIs.  

 



 

 

 

 

In the main, colleges do not have DAPs of their own and have to pay a validation 

fee which is a substantial cost for the delivery of HE programmes. Applying for 

own DAPs is costly and burdensome. Raising the fees requires colleges to submit 

APPs which is burdensome for colleges that do not have large teams to 

administer and manage higher education.  

 

The pandemic has posed particular challenges to FECs in relation to staffing. 

Attracting and retaining expert staff to teach HTQs is a key concern for colleges. 

Delivering high quality programmes will require upfront as well as ongoing 

investment to help meet the rising costs for delivering HE.  

 

Colleges do not benefit from economies of scale and have small class sizes. 

Colleges use in-fill models to deliver courses in Full Time and Part Time modes. 

Targeted campaigns to promote level 4/5 and HTQs can encourage more 

students to study level 4/5 courses and generate more demand for these 

courses. This in turn will help alleviate concerns relating to rising costs and SPG 

can help cover some of the costs to help avoid fee increases.  

Question 23: Which learner types are more or less price-sensitive and what 

drives this behaviour? As part of your response, you may want to specifically 

consider the learner cohorts described above and the equalities 

considerations set out in the level 4 and 5 section of the equality document, 

published alongside this policy statement and reform consultation.  

 

Answer 23: As above, mature students who often have work and family 

commitments are more debt averse and sensitive to price than young school 

leavers. Those from disadvantaged backgrounds, low-income families are also 

sensitive to price and more concerned about loan repayments.  

 

Question 24: What are your views on the current barriers, including non-

financial barriers, that providers face in offering and marketing level 4 and 5 

courses? Where possible please include evidence in your answer. In 

answering this question, you may wish to consider the steps we have taken to 

reform HTE to date, as set out in the following section. 

 

Answer 24: As above. The perceived low visibility, status and recognition of level 

4/5 qualifications, especially when contrasted with full time degrees is a key 

barrier to the uptake of level 4/5 qualifications. This when combined with a 

range of qualifications in the recognised as well as non-recognised (or non-

prescribed) have made this space complex to understand and navigate.  

 

Qualifications that are recognised by employers are easier to market and 

promote. Employers are prepared to fund and support their employees to study 



 

 

 

 

courses that they recognise to have labour market currency and are often the 

qualifications they will have studied themselves. 

 

Also, while FE colleges are keen to engage with HTE delivery, in the main, 

colleges do not have DAPs of their own and cannot submit qualifications for 

IfATE approval without the interest and consent of their validating HEIs. While 

IfATE has been supportive, the approvals process has been bureaucratic and 

burdensome for colleges that have limited resource and capacity. HE teams at 

colleges are small and HE managers are responsible for multiple HE 

commitments. 

 

HTQs are still in their infancy and will require some time before they gain 

recognition. The key test will be whether the HTQ kitemark helps in securing the 

confidence of employers, which in turn, will help generate interest amongst 

prospective students and their parents. 

 

Provider Growth Fund can help support providers of HE however £18 million is 

not enough to support colleges that require considerable investment. The 

timelines for the phase one of growth fund were very tight and did not allow 

many colleges to participate. The fear of claw back of funds deterred some 

colleges and others were challenged because of the specificity of using the funds 

and the timelines to use them by March 2023. 

 

The in-work skills pilot was not extensively publicised and we believe it is 

important to showcase the findings from any pilot projects as well as share 

practice on all aspects of delivering short courses and HTQs (including on 

marketing) with the sector. 

 



 

 

 

 

Question 25: We want to ensure that under a flexible study model, learners 

studying HTQs still develop occupational competence. We also want the 

quality and labour market value of individual higher technical modules to be 

signalled. Which of the approaches below, which could be introduced 

separately or together, do you prefer for delivering these aims, and why?  

• Introducing requirements for each module to be individually assessed 

and/or for students to complete a summative assessment at the end of 

a qualification.  

• Awarding bodies submit qualifications with a modular structure and 

the Institute carry out an assessment of the quality of individual 

modules to provide assurance of their value to learners and employers. 

• An Institute/employer-led process to develop a common modular 

structure for HTQs, to support credit transfer and labour market 

currency of modules.  

 

Answer 25: None 

 

We believe the approvals process needs to be simplified to encourage more 

awarding bodies and providers to submit their qualifications for HTQ approval. 

The question assumes that a student choosing to study one or more modules 

from an HTQ qualification will complete that specific qualification. HTQ modules 

may be combined with modules from other qualifications (HTQs or non-HTQs), 

but the key question arising from the LLE proposals is whether the providers will 

recognise and award a qualification at various stages of step off points and a 

final qualification at the end, regardless of whether the modules are part of a 

specific qualification and whether they are studied at the same provider. 

 

It is common in HE for modules to be assessed individually however adding 

specific requirements for assessment at a modular level will add to the 

complexity and burden. It is not clear whether the proposal relates to HTQs that 

will be undertaken in a modularised, flexible way or to all HTQs. Requirement for 

a final assessment before awarding a HTQ can pose particular challenges for 

those unable to pass the final summative exam. Also, considering 

apprenticeships are based on the same occupational standards as HTQs, some 

additional considerations may arise. For instance, apprentices are asked to take 

an EPA for their apprenticeship however in the event the apprentice does not 

pass their EPA, they can still exit with their HE qualification. Adding a separate 

exam for those undertaking the HTQ as part of an apprenticeship can make this 

process more complicated by adding an additional exam for the HTQ 

component.  

 



 

 

 

 

It appears that the present IfATE process already includes some mapping 

between the occupational standard and the individual modules. It does not use 

the ‘module’ as the starting point but the focus is on how the KSBs are met. The 

application asks for detail where the relevant content sits within a qualification 

followed by the evidence. We believe it would be ideal to use the existing 

information or consider adapting the existing process while minimising the 

burden on providers.  

 

We agree credit transfer should be supported and promoted but more detail is 

required to better understand how any of the proposed approaches will 

enhance stackability and portability of HTQ credits. This needs careful 

consideration and exploration with awarding bodies as well as teaching 

providers. AoC will be pleased to work with DfE and IfATE to support any such 

work.  

 

Also, there is an assumption that employers would benefit from and valid any 

additional information about the knowledge, skills and behaviours covered at a 

modular level. We believe if a module is part of an HTQ qualification, the 

transcript could use the kitemark to signal the quality and value of that module.  

 

Question 26: How would these approaches align or conflict with OfS and/or 

university course approval requirements? 

 

Answer 26:  

 

Question 27: Are there any other approaches we should consider?  

 

Answer 27: 

 

Question 28: How should any of these approaches be applied to qualifications 

already approved as HTQs? 

 

Answer 28: This would cause additional burden for the recently approved 

qualifications in advance of the delivery (or soon after) that starts as early as 

September 2022. 

 


