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Purpose of the seminar

Ken Spours explained that the purpose of the seminar series was to discuss and explore emerging evidence on the scope for progression from each of the first five Diploma lines onto HE courses. In addition to the sponsors and organisers (the Linking London Lifelong Learning Network and the Institute of Education) the seminars involved an invited audience of people from the relevant Sector Skill Council and professional bodies, from UCAS and Awarding Bodies and from HE and FE providers in London. The aim was to develop a mutual understanding of how best to present and interpret the evidence generated during a student’s level 3 Diploma programme in order to maximise progression from the Diploma in to HE. The seminars would also examine how Diploma students could best be matched to appropriate HE places in order to ensure suitable courses of study and thereby improve levels of retention.

Initial perspectives

Energy and Utility Skills Ltd:
This organisation is a partner in the Engineering DDP. In 2008 there were 2,378 starts on Engineering Diploma courses across the 63 consortia offering these opportunities. The vast majority were on level 2 programmes, with fewer than 300 at level 1 and some 500-600 at level 3. However this was not unexpected, as planning had always assumed there would be a flow through of students from level 2 to level 3. In 2009 a further 64 consortia had been approved to deliver the Diploma. Although not all would necessarily be running courses from September 2009, the total number of starts (across all consortia) was expected to be around 7,000 this year. 

Although there had been some teething problems, those delivering the course were generally very enthusiastic about the way it was developing. The Diploma involved a different approach to teaching, which had been well received by students.

Professional bodies: Both the Royal Academy of Engineering and the Institute of Mechanical Engineers have been very supportive of the Diploma during the development phase. Both see it as an opportunity to enthuse young people the engineering profession. They have also helped develop a separate Maths for Engineering module. There are concerns about the relatively low numbers currently on level 3 programmes, since this results in small class sizes and difficulties in delivering specific ASL modules tailored to this particular Diploma. It would not achieve its full potential until there were larger numbers of participants.

The Engineering Council has been involved in the Diploma from the outset. The Engineering Diploma had been one of the first to embark on development, which had added to the difficulties in practice. The approach had been to find ways of adapting and incorporating existing provision where possible, whereas with hindsight it might have been preferable to put greater emphasis on developing new practical learning materials (there had been some uncertainties about what `applied learning’ actually meant). Awarding Bodies had been brought in to the process quite late to develop the qualifications themselves, rather than working alongside the DDP during the specification of the learning content.  

CIBSE has an interest in both the Engineering and the Construction and the Built Environment Diplomas. Building services engineering tends to see itself as one of the poorer relations among the engineering professions. The Institute’s main concern in respect of both Diplomas is the practicality of delivering appropriate ASL to students on both Diplomas. A total of nine units specifically tailored to BSE are available, but none is currently being offered to Diploma students. The Institute has doubts as to whether any consortium would realistically be in a position to offer any of them in the foreseeable future given the small numbers of participants and the costs of laying on relatively specialist provision.  


UCAS and HEIs:
Publicity material for the Diploma on the web appears to be spread across a range of different sites (including DCSF, QCA and Awarding Bodies), which made it rather difficult to get a full picture. For engineering, examples of potential progression relate very specifically to the engineering industry itself (e.g. on to an Apprenticeship) rather than focusing on HE or progression outside the industry. UCAS has undertaken an initial assessment of HEI receptiveness to students offering a Diploma qualification, derived from focus group discussions. The results suggest there is still a lot of ignorance about the Diploma itself, although as understanding of the qualification increases this tends to produce a more positive attitude towards it. In broad terms HEIs and courses divide into two groups: those that specify the particular entry qualifications required; and those just requiring a minimum number of points on the UCAS tariff. In the latter, the Diploma tended to be accepted alongside other qualifications. 

Some HEIs have said they regard the functional skills provision within the Diploma as valuable in overcoming some of the shortcomings typically evident in students’ preparedness for HE, notably team working abilities for those embarking on engineering courses. However others have expressed concern that the applied learning approach might dilute the content of students’ learning in preparation for HE courses. The extended project is particularly valued by Russell Group universities, especially if it involves a presentation, although some have expressed concerns that this might favour students who have access to the most effective types of support when undertaking their project. The particular ASL units taken by Diploma students are seen as important in terms of progression to HE: the value of the purpose-designed Maths for Engineering module is recognised as particularly relevant for those applying for places on engineering degree courses. 

UCAS aims to ensure that all HEIs using the UCAS framework have at least a policy statement relating to the Diploma on the website in time for this year’s applications, and ideally that they also include mention of the Diploma in individual course entry requirements. An analysis of the current position shows that 90% of all courses do now specify entry requirements. It also indicates that 82% of courses would be prepared to count a Diploma towards the entry requirement, although the figures were significantly lower for Russell Group institutions (38%) and the 1994 Group of universities (45%).

A more detailed analysis of some 800 courses listed by members of the Russell Group specific to engineering indicates that 79% of these would be prepared to accept the Engineering Diploma (with only one university not accepting it at all). The position varies between different courses, both at Russell Group universities and more widely. Mechanical Engineering courses are among the most likely to accept Diploma students, not least because in most cases these are `recruiter’ rather than `selector’ courses. 

Plenary discussion

The following points arose in discussion following the initial perspectives:

· There has been some initial feedback that those on the level 2 Engineering Diploma are finding the courses challenging.

· The announcement that practical skills are not to be included as a requirement in GCSE courses was seen as a potential blow to take up of the Diploma.

· Composite awards such as the Diploma are often more difficult to attain than single qualifications, because they are much bigger and students need to attain a minimum level in each element, including some they may not be particularly proficient in.  

· Many schools are likely to feel under pressure to discourage higher performing students from taking a Diploma course as these students will normally be expected to achieve high grades in GCSEs and A levels, which will then be reflected in the schools’ league table results. There is an example of a school (in Birmingham) that had been prepared to take a risk on this, which appeared to be paying off. However there are also examples where schools appear to be encouraging less able and more difficult students on to Diploma courses, which could adversely affect perceptions about the qualification.  

· It seems clear that a lot of the ASL provision currently being offered to Engineering Diploma students has not been designed specifically to fit with the course, and is for the most part dictated by what is readily available in the provider institution.  DCSF and QCA are aware of this issue and will be looking to address it for future cohorts, by identifying a more limited range of progression routes and ensuring the availability of relevant ASL units to support these.

· There is still evidence of confusion as to the nature of the Diploma among FE providers, where some tutors appear to regard it as a vocational programme, especially as some elements are similar to aspects of vocational qualifications.

· The Diploma should not just be seen as a progression route into the engineering sector, although this appears to be the dominant view among providers at present. It could help prepare people for a range of different degrees or occupational areas.

· Employers and HEIs are likely to want to know how the Diploma compares with existing qualifications, notably A levels and BTEC awards.

· The Maths element in the Engineering Diploma was identified as a critical issue for HE at an early stage. This led to a lot of HEI involvement in developing a module that would meet the needs of students seeking to progress onto engineering degrees, which in turn helped in gaining acceptance in principle for the Diploma among HEIs. However there are doubts as to whether many current level 3 Diploma students are studying the Maths in Engineering module.

· Chemical Engineering appears to be emerging as the main degree course for which the Engineering Diploma is not seen as a suitable entry qualification (typically A levels in Maths, Physics and Chemistry are required for these courses). 

· Recruitment to civil engineering courses appears to have reverted to requiring A level Maths at least until the Diploma has become established. This may in part reflect the experience of accepting students with GNVQs who proved not to have the level of mathematical ability needed for these courses.

· Engineering courses at HEIs often tend to attract relatively high proportions of international students, so it is already important for these institutions to be able to look beyond A levels when considering applications.

· Of the initial five Diploma lines, the Engineering Diploma is probably the one most directly relevant to specific degree courses, and arguably this offers it the greatest prospect of achieving success and recognition among `selector’ courses and universities.

· HEIs have expressed interest in the extended project as one potential means of assessing applicants to degree courses, particularly in cases where the HEI itself has been involved in the design of the project.

· The range of ASL units needed to meet the entry requirements of different HE courses is so disparate that it is difficult to design courses that can meet the needs of all learners. 

· The routes and pathways within different strands of engineering are reasonably well known and understood. The main difficulty lies in ensuring the capacity to provide the required modules as part of ASL provision within Diploma programmes.

Summing up this part of the discussion, Ken Spours said that two predominant and inter-related issues had emerged:

· How can the Diploma best be described and defined so that the nature of the qualification is better understood?

· How should it be presented to HEIs in order to ensure that students are given proper credit for their achievements when applying to HE courses?

The Maths content of the Diploma is clearly a critical element in the second of these issues, since this maths skills are often seen as a determining factor in assessing students’ suitability for degree courses in engineering. Within these broad issues there are also a range of more detailed and technical matters relating to the make-up of the ASL elements of Diploma programmes and the specific requirements of different branches of engineering. 

Group discussions

The seminar divided into two discussion groups to discuss the following questions:

· What are the issues for progression from Diplomas to higher education?

· What strategies might be used to facilitate progression?

The main points that emerged in feedback from the groups were as follows:

 Issues for progression

· There are concerns about the possible implications of non-viable group sizes in provider institutions and consortia.
· How can advice and guidance arrangements for students best be structured to provide effective support for the roll-out of the Diploma programme?

· There is a strongly established `community of practice’ within the engineering sector, which tends to make it harder to implement changes to established progression routes. The Diploma could be `squeezed out’ by the recognition accorded to established qualifications such as A levels and BTECs.

· HEIs tend to be broadly satisfied with A level performance as a means of selecting suitable students for degree courses in engineering.

· There is little incentive for HEIs to alter or review their admissions systems and structures to accommodate the Diploma at present, given the very small numbers of students likely to be achieving level 3 awards in the foreseeable future. For the same reason, there is little incentive to review course content to better reflect the skills that Diploma students will have acquired.

· The size and complex make up of Diplomas (including all the elements in addition to the principal learning) can make it hard for admissions staff to understand what a student has achieved.

· How will HEIs interpret the results of students who do not achieve the full Diploma, but only some elements of it?

· Assessment of achievement in terms of PLTS is of little help to HEIs, since it is based essentially on a `tick-box’ approach.

Strategies to facilitate progression

· Schools and colleges to raise the skills of those staff delivering the applied learning elements of the Diploma.

· Produce typical `learning journeys’ and make these explicit as a guide to learners.

· Highlight the qualities that can be expected of successful Diploma students, for example in terms of PLTS and practical skills (an `A level plus’ learner).

· Develop a more explicit articulation between what has been learned as part of the Diploma and what will be taught at university.

· Seek to get agreement at consortia level on the different combinations of ASL units that can realistically be offered as part of a Diploma programme, including the incorporation of relevant BTEC units within ASL where appropriate.   
· Wider adoption of good practice from local learning networks (e.g. the initiative in Derby to produce specific `Diploma progression’ documents aimed at HEIs. 
· Build on the initiative being taken by the DDP to develop a transcript of a specimen `Diploma CV’ designed to help students prepare for HEI applications and interviews.

· HEIs could be encouraged to become involved and engaged with consortia or groups of consortia in development and delivery of the Diploma.

· In particular HEIs to be encouraged to contribute directly to the design and support of extended research projects. However projects need to be built into the course from a relatively early stage (rather than being `end-loaded’) if it is to provide students with the evidence and skills that can enhance their applications to HE. 
· HEIs could also be encouraged to agree `progression agreements’ or `progression accords’ with local consortia, for example giving a guaranteed offer of a place if a student meets specified requirements.

· Need an independent study of the experience of Diploma students applying to HE.

· Encourage HEIs to critically reappraise recruitment procedures and course content in the light of emerging evidence about the skills, attributes and needs of Diploma students.

Concluding remarks 

Ken Spours reported that a major DCSF-funded study, being undertaken by Exeter University and NFER would provide detailed longitudinal data about the progression of Diploma students. He also mentioned a more limited and intensive research project being carried out by IoE which would provide detailed evidence on the experiences of all students in Year 9 and Year 11 cohorts covered by a consortium in the Bristol areas, including those taking the Diploma. Azizum Nehar reported that the Linking London LLN was supporting a research study of level 3 Diploma students in three London boroughs (Hackney, Islington and Tower Hamlets). 

Ken Spours said that the intention was to produce summaries of the discussion at each of the five seminars, together with a more thematic report picking out the key messages to emerge from the series as a whole. The report on this seminar would be sent in draft to those attending, inviting any comments before it was finalised for wider dissemination. 
Institute of Education (May 2009)


