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million+ response to BIS consultation on the future 

development of Advanced Learning Loans – August 2014 

 

Introduction 

1. million+ is a university think-tank working with modern universities which engage in teaching, 

research and knowledge exchange. These universities also have many long-standing 

partnerships with further education colleges, supporting students from diverse backgrounds to 

access and progress through higher education. We welcome the opportunity to respond to this 

consultation. 

 

2. The consultation covers a number of areas. In this response, we restrict our comments to the 

proposals to move certain qualifications – Higher National Certificates and Higher National 

Diplomas (HNCs and HNDs) – within the scope of the Advanced Learning Loans (ALL) system. 

Currently these qualifications fall within the remit of the higher education funding system, with 

students able to access tuition fee and maintenance loans via the Student Loans Company to 

support the costs of study. We do not believe there is any advantage to be gained in altering the 

status quo.  

 

Background 

3. The million+ / NUS report Never too late to learn (2012)1 confirmed that a third of university 

students enter university for the first time when they are over 21. There is also a strong 

trajectory of older students who begin their journey into higher education by studying Level 3 

when they are over 24. Compared to their younger peers, mature students are more likely to 

have non-traditional qualifications, to apply to just one university or FE college, to study part-

time and locally, to be juggling study and family responsibilities, to be from black and minority 

ethnic groups, and to have disabilities.  

 

4. Since 2013-14 students over the age of 24 studying at Level 3 have had to take out Advanced 

Learning Loans or pay full costs of their courses upfront. At the time of their introduction BIS 

estimated that the RAB charge would be 60% and accepted that the removal of direct 

investment in these leaners and the introduction of ALL was likely to depress demand. 

Accordingly, we are concerned that this proposal may depress student demand for HNC/D 

courses. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 See http://www.millionplus.ac.uk/research-policy/reports/latest-reports/never-too-late-to-learn  

http://www.millionplus.ac.uk/research-policy/reports/latest-reports/never-too-late-to-learn
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Moving Higher National Certificates and Diplomas to the Advanced Learning Loans System 

Funding 

5. The transfer to ALL would potentially reduce investment in HNC and HND students and the 

funding of these qualifications. Any HNC and HND students who had been studying full-time 

would also lose access to maintenance loans and grants. HNCs and HNDs are higher education 

qualifications and the majority are accredited by universities with students studying in colleges 

but also directly in universities. HNCs and HNDs have currency with employers and students, are 

well-recognised as higher education qualifications and students graduate (with other graduates) 

at university graduation ceremonies. These students are, of course, encouraged to continue or 

return at some future point to complete an Honours degree often on a part-time / flexible basis. 

 

6. Figures published by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) in April 20142 

demonstrated that the declines in part-time study in universities in England was largely 

attributed to lower uptakes of sub-degree courses – HNCs, HNDs and Foundation Degrees. The 

consultation document suggests (on page 22) that the moving of HNCs and HNDs from the 

higher education funding system to the further education system will make them more 

prominent with that system, and enable government to prioritise funding of the qualifications to 

meet local demand. It also states that the expansion in provision at private providers has not 

been in priority vocational areas. 

 

7. We cannot agree with this rationale. As yet, there is no definitive explanation for the declines in 

sub-degree qualifications although it is likely that a combination of the decision to increase 

tuition fees and the impact of the recession have been factors. Although part-time qualifications 

are now supported by tuition fee loans, the cost of courses compared to pre-2012 has increased 

sharply at a time when employers and households were still recovering from the economic 

downturn. This has compounded the existing problems in part-time provision (lack of sufficient 

funding for courses, lack of study flexibility, the policy on equivalent and lower qualifications).  

We believe that the factors outlined above have impacted on HNC and HND students in HE 

rather than the issues identified in the consultation document.  

 

Private providers 

8. A number of problems have occurred as a consequence of the expansion of HNC/D provision in 

private providers. This suggests that further regulation is required and there are benefits in 

HNC/D provision being focused on HEIs where there are already greater quality and regulatory 

oversight.  

 

9. The consultation document suggests that by bringing HNCs and HNDs into the further education 

funding system, they will be better regulated and managed. However, as it stands, qualifications 

developed and delivered within the higher education system are subject to highly effective and 

rigorous scrutiny by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) and by HEFCE. There would therefore 

                                                           
2 Pressure from All Sides, available at: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/201408d/name,87100,en.html   

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2014/201408d/name,87100,en.html
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be no sound reason in regulatory terms to transfer these qualifications to the Skills Funding 

Agency and indeed every reason to bring HNC/D qualifications not currently within the QAA into 

the latter’s framework.  

  

10. The consultation document suggests that there is a lack of diversity in providers of HNCs and 

HNDs. However, higher education institutions are independent organisations competing within a 

market for students. The suggestion that there is no competition is therefore inaccurate. 

 

11. The expansion of provision at private (alternative) providers has led to challenges for the student 

loan book costs and for regulation of courses. The proposals suggested in the consultation are 

unlikely to address these issues.  One approach would be to consider how the qualifications 

currently delivered within the further education system are regulated and managed. Introducing 

different licensing arrangements that moved beyond a single awarding organisation (as is the 

case currently) is one way to increase competition.  

 

12. It is also worth considering  the transfer of all HNCs and HNDs into the regulatory sphere of QAA, 

to ensure there is an even playing field for all qualifications. If higher education institutions have 

to deal with two regulatory systems and funding arrangements, then this is likely to increase the 

cost of provision of HNCs and HNDs and so may lead to course closure, which would mean less 

diversity of provision.  

 

Financial support for students 

13. Currently, students studying HNCs and HNDs within the higher education system can access 

maintenance support as well as tuition fee support (when studying full time). The arrangements 

within the current Advanced Learning Loan system mean that students can only access support 

for tuition fees. If this transfer were to take place, it will lead to a two-tier system within higher 

education whereby some first time students studying full time can access support for 

maintenance and others cannot. A further consequence could be that students for whom an 

HNC or HND is the most appropriate choice deciding to opt for a different course on account of 

funding arrangements.  

 

Financial support for providers 

14. Bringing HNCs and HNDs within the further education system is likely to reduce the investment 

received by providers (as traditionally further education provision attracts less funding than 

higher education provision) to support students. This will have a detrimental impact on the unit 

of resource, which will be a disincentive for higher education institutions to continue to offer the 

courses. The loss of support through HEFCE funding arrangements such as student opportunity 

allocations will also result in less investment in these course and students, adding to the 

disincentives to offer them. This will restrict student choice.  
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Modern universities role in delivering HNCs and HNDs 

15. Modern universities have long-standing experience in delivering HNC and HND qualifications, 

often with partner colleges, within vocational fields that provide skilled graduates to local 

employees.  In many fields these qualifications are the preferred professional recognition. As 

well as the issues around funding and student choice raised earlier in this response, the shift of 

HNCs and HNDs into a different funding regime could have: 

 

i. a detrimental effect on skills and professional development in key, locally important 

areas 

ii. a disproportionately higher impact on mature learners (HNC and HND students are often 

already in employment and being released for skills development) 

iii. a disproportionately higher impact on students from black and minority ethnic 

backgrounds 

iv. damaging effects on local further education college partners if courses are cancelled 

v. damaging effects on progression to degree courses 

 

Conclusion 

16. There is no evidence to support the view that the retention of HNCs and HNDs courses within 

the HE funding regime limits competition between external funding bodies at level 4/5. 

Universities operate as independent organisations, competing for students, and as such are seen 

by further education colleges as external funding agencies. Further education colleges are able 

to consider a variety of providers within the higher education sector when it comes to offering 

qualifications to students.  

17. HNC and HND qualifications developed and delivered within the higher education system are 

subject to rigorous and robust quality assurance, funding and governance arrangements. The 

government proposals would not be an improvement on this, and in fact may well have 

detrimental consequences. However, there are strong arguments to extend the quality and 

regulatory framework to those HNC/D courses currently not being delivered by higher education 

providers. 

 

18. HNCs and HNDs are highly valuable qualifications for both employer recognition and for 

progression to other higher education courses. As such, they are integral to promoting access to 

higher education, with the consequent benefits on individual earnings and social mobility.  

 

19. The expansion of provision by private providers has led to issues in managing the costs of the 

student loan book and in effective oversight of new providers. million+ believes that the 

government should address these directly through better regulation of these colleges, the 

courses they offer, and the students they recruit, rather than unnecessary reform of effective 

higher education provision.  

 

For more information on this, please contact: Alan Palmer, Head of Policy and Research, million+ 

alanpalmer@millionplus.ac.uk, or 020 7717 1657  

mailto:alanpalmer@millionplus.ac.uk

