Summary of NFER Report: National Evaluation of Diplomas

Fin Findings from the 2008 Survey of Higher Education Institutions 
on their Implementation and Impact

Background
Published in August 2009, this report summarises the attitudes of 19 Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) towards 14-19 Diplomas. The responses were collected from key senior managers (Pro Vice-Chancellors and Heads of Admissions) and admissions tutors. The findings are considered to be representative of the English higher education sector. 
Key findings

HEI support for the Diploma

There is broad and strong support across all types of HEIs for the design and breadth of Diplomas and their potential to bring new types of students and styles of learning into HE. They regard the range of learning styles fostered by Diplomas to align well with developments to refine and develop undergraduate learning. Review and innovation in teaching and learning is high on the agenda, themes which complement the aims of Diplomas: promotion of enquiry-based learning and life/employability skills; increased e-learning and a broadening of learning styles and experience; emphasis on sustainability/sustainable development throughout the curriculum; continued attention to student support. 
In ‘teaching-led’ institutions especially, a high level of support for Diplomas is reported among departmental tutors; these HEIs are assuming that Diploma applicants will be recruited in 2010, across lines of learning. 

HEIs welcome the Extended Project both as a standalone qualification and as part of a Diploma. Most admissions tutors believe that a written ‘dissertation’ is the most appropriate form of project for learners hoping to progress to HE.
HEI concerns about the Diploma

Although Diplomas in 2010 would in principle be appropriate for entry to undergraduate courses, a minority of more cautious admissions tutors and managers query whether in practice Diploma study will turn out to have been adequate preparation.
‘Research-intensive’ institutions are more likely to examine closely the academic rigour of Diploma content and less likely to assume that Diploma study will have been adequate preparation for HE. However, this caution appears to be based on perceptions that Diplomas might be lacking in subject depth rather than detailed knowledge of the content of the lines of learning. Lower levels of support for Diplomas were noted in ‘research-intensive’ universities. 
Some concerns were voiced that Diplomas may widen disparity between types of HEI. 
HEI initial admissions policies in relation to Diplomas
HEIs indicate that they will be keen to recruit candidates who can demonstrate that they are committed, enthusiastic and likely to succeed on undergraduate courses. All HEIs surveyed will consider applicants with Diplomas fairly and consistently, and have assessed which of the first 5 Diploma lines will offer suitable preparation for entry to their undergraduate courses. IT is the Diploma line of learning where recruitment is considered most likely, whilst Construction and the Built Environment is considered the least likely. Most managers and admissions tutors see Diplomas as offering both a specialised pathway into undergraduate study and as suitable for admission onto a wide range of courses. Managers in most HEIs expect Diploma-holding applicants to progress straight onto undergraduate degrees; only two expect that Foundation degrees will be the preferred entry route.
With the exception of one ‘research-intensive’ university, senior managers expect to follow the UCAS tariff, which regards an Advanced Diploma as equivalent in size and status to 3.5 A levels. HEIs will publish the specific entry requirements, including Additional and/or Specialist Learning (ASL), for their 2010 courses by Diploma-holding entrants during 2009.
HEIs expect to recruit only small numbers of Diploma-holders in 2010 (potentially around 10 learners each) due to the low volume of candidates who started Level 3 in September 2008. This will an opportunity for HEIs to consider the applicants on a case-by-case basis, especially useful as learners starting Diplomas in September 2008 may not have received adequate advice concerning Additional and Specialist Learning requirements for HE. 
With the exception of the Russell Group members surveyed (where it is thought that recruitment is more likely to arise from the area in which the HEI is located), HEI managers do not expect Diploma-based entry in 2010 to differ from the current geographical pattern of their undergraduate recruitment.
HEI awareness of, and involvement, in Diploma development and delivery

Although awareness of Diplomas among HEI managers is widespread, awareness within the broader academic staff is uneven. It was suggested that admissions tutors would find it useful to receive detailed information relating to specific Diploma lines. 

Approximately 20% of HEIs surveyed had been involved in the development of Diploma specifications (all Engineering). Levels of current involvement with the development and delivery of Diplomas are low; HEIs have not given this a high priority, nor do they see it as part of their role. It is considered important that when HEIs are involved in influencing Diploma Development Partnerships, they do so in ways approved by their academic peer / disciplinary community, to enhance the status of the Diploma as an appropriate pathway into HR.

Looking ahead
In order to secure and sustain high levels of progression to HE (including ‘research-intensive’ universities), high quality delivery of Diplomas to appropriately able and motivated young people is essential. 
The first three years of Advanced Diplomas will be important in determining the reputation of this new qualification. HEIs will be monitoring evidence relating to the calibre of students, their ability to show commitment to their chosen sphere of knowledge and the effectiveness with which they have been taught prior to seeking progression to undergraduate study.
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