UNIVERSITY OF EXETER – RESPONSE TO HEFCE EMPLOYER ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY

We welcome the Funding Council’s attempt to create a constructive dialogue with employers relating to demand-led programmes.

On the whole, the strategy strikes a good balance between trying to set an overall framework for employer engagement and setting in train some practical initiatives to make initial pilots possible.

We would make three observations:

	Demand from employers is very difficult to manage effectively.  It is often short term and too narrowly defined.  HEFCE can play only a very marginal role in this by encouraging the sector skills councils particularly to engage effectively with universities aiming to provide provision for particular sectors.  Funding streams directed through the SSCs would encourage consideration of higher-level skills by employers and resulting take-up by HE


	We welcome Strand B particularly, with its focus on engaging employers in the HE curriculum.  We believe that more thought should be given to structural systems to encourage employer participation in programmes either through short-term placements or employer visits and talks.  We would particularly like to see bursaries aimed at students spending time in businesses.  These could be part funded by the businesses themselves although we recognise that declining numbers of sandwich placements are caused by the high costs incurred by employers.  We would also want to see encouragement for secondment of business staff in HEIs as teaching fellows and placement of academic staff in business.


	We question the model of providing 1000 ASNs in order to encourage this  type of work.  While this may support certain types of employer engagement, especially aimed at the larger employers such as the police, local government etc, we would prefer to see more creative approaches to supporting ‘bite sized learning’ through placements etc which will require additional funding for existing students. Creating a specific funding band for students on placement to cover the additional management and relationship building costs involved in this would be a very strong signal to academic departments which have previously resisted such initiatives on grounds of the increased opportunity costs involved.  We do not see that putting this work in the hands of the HE Academy will solve the problem.  There will also be a need to engage with the Leitch agenda of employer-led ‘Train to Gain’ type programmes which may be undertaken over short periods but building up over several years. It is instructive to note the low numbers of part-time postgraduate students being supported by employers (21%).  We think these numbers would increase if there were more widespread use of bite-sized CPD programmes building to a PG qualification.


In terms of question (i) (the single most effective thing that HEFCE could do) we believe that HEFCE should use its funding to create an effective market to encourage HEIs to see the direct benefit of working with employers in preference to their traditional markets which are inherently less risky and time consuming.  This could be done by creating new funding bands, allocating funds to employers via Train to Gain or creating specialist bursaries etc.  We do not believe that producing glossy brochures of case studies will be effective in driving wide-spread change amongst HE or employers.





