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The University of Exeter welcomes the opportunity to comment on the UUK response to the Leitch Report (hereinafter the Report). We agree with UUK that this is an important report which will significantly inform education policy and funding for the foreseeable future. We are in broad agreement with the points made in UUK’s initial response to the report last month. In particular:

	We agree with UUK that the 40% target for Level 4 attainment is ambitious but agree with the Report that it is essential if the UK is to compete in the upper quartile of the OECD. We also agree with the report that the UK should continue moving toward 50% of young people participating in HE. The Report recognises that achieving these ambitious targets will require that Government redoubles efforts ‘to raise awareness and aspirations amongst young people and ensure that standards in all schools continue to rise’ (3.63). Realising the Report’s ambitions for Level 4 attainment and HE participation will in large part be dependent on the realisation of the Report’s vision for world class attainment at Levels 2 and 3. 


We support the Report’s argument for increasing the school leaving age from 16 to 18 (whether in formal education or training). We also strongly agree with the Report’s view that this change should be implemented only ‘once the Government is on track to successfully deliver Diplomas, with rising participation at 17’ (3.49). If the school leaving age is raised without the successful implementation of 14-19 reforms then this risks discrediting a vital area of Levels 2 and 3 skills delivery.

	We welcome the Report’s recognition of the powerful impact of Level 5 skills, providing significant returns to ‘organisations, individuals and the economy as a whole’ (3.64). We also agree with the Lambert Review’s recommendation that Level 5 skills should be an important feature of employer collaboration with HE. The Report recognises that this will require an increase in demand. We agree with this and believe that there can be little progress in the absence of a greater willingness by employers (both public and private) to meet the full economic cost of postgraduate level CPD, particularly that which is developed on a bespoke basis for particular employers or sectors.

	We agree with the Report’s view that significant further growth in Level 4 attainment will require expansion below degree level, e.g. Foundation Degrees. Nevertheless, this should not be at the expense of continued expansion at honours degree level which provides very significant returns, particularly over the course of an individual’s working life. We welcome the Report’s confirmation, contrary to much popular opinion, that the wage returns from degrees have remained steady over the past decade as ‘increased supply of people with high skills has been met with increased demand’ (3.52).

	We share UUK’s concern that the definition of ‘economically valuable skills’ may be too narrow. We believe that students acquire a great variety of skills during their university careers, which they draw upon throughout their working lives, and which includes both directly vocational skills that are the primary focus of the report, and the ‘generic transferable skills’ that students acquire through their degree programmes. These more generic skills (of research, analysis, communication, etc.) allow graduates to adapt more readily to changes in their working environment (social, economic, technological, etc.) throughout their lives.


We also share UUK’s concern that the Report does not place sufficient emphasis on student demand. A too narrow focus on employer demand risks an over emphasis on transient, immediate employment sector priorities at the expense of the more adaptive and resilient skills referred to above. Individuals’ choices are, in many respects, a better indicator of the long-term value of various qualifications. For example, although it could be said that employers in general do not actively lobby universities for a growth in Arts and Humanities graduates, it remains the case that these subjects are amongst the most popular choices for some of our most able students who become the most employable. This is no doubt for a variety of academic and personal reasons, one of which is recognition that these qualifications will serve them well throughout their working lives.

	The Report does recognise that growth in participation at Levels 4 and 5 will depend on increased contributions from employers and individuals. We support this view, not least because of the significant benefit that follows for them (as above). We anticipate that this Report will have a significant impact on the review of HE funding in 2009.

	The Report could do more to stress the essential role of employers in providing relevant work experience and placement opportunities for students.  Such initiatives do a great deal to provide relevant skills for the workplace and to enthuse students about new career paths. This, combined with increased involvement of individual employers in the delivery of programmes through for example visiting lectures or workplace visits, should be encouraged through ASN allocations to existing programmes. In many cases, new courses do not need to be developed.  The key is to introduce employer involvement at relevant points, although this is expensive in time for both sides. Employers must also be encouraged to see partnerships with HEIs as longer term investments and to be clearer about their longer term training and development requirements.

We share UUK’s concern regarding the role of the Sector Skills Councils (SSCs). These bodies are relatively disparate, their role with regard to HE is unclear, and there are few instances of successful partnerships between SSCs and HEIs. We would commend as a notable exception the ESkills Council and its IT Management for Business programme. This has fulfilled its brief very well and should be considered a model of best practice (i.e., it identified an industry need, approached a consortium of HEIs and funded the initial programme development so that the course could be offered with reduced risk). However, if the Report’s vision of the expanded role for SSCs is to be realised, it will be essential that there is meaningful HEI representation on these bodies.

	Whilst we support the principle of employer engagement in research and the creation of jointly funded Research Chairs (5.75-5.76), we are concerned that the mechanisms for measuring this engagement should focus on the quality of the outputs which these relationships generate, rather than the raw quantity of collaboration.

	We strongly support the Report’s recommendations for creating and embedding a ‘culture of learning’ in the UK (6.1-6.6). We regret, however, that higher level skills and HE are not mentioned in this section. We believe that HE should be an important part of the raising aspirations and that HE can be an important ‘pull-factor’ as people are motivated to pursue Level 3 skills as a stepping-stone to HE. We also think that the inclusion of HE in campaigns to promote learning will go some way towards balancing the unfortunate adverse messages about the cost and value of HE in the debates surrounding the introduction of variable fees. These debates are likely to resurface during the review of HE funding in 2009 and it will be important to counter these with positive messages about the high value of HE qualifications.

Finally, we are concerned that there is an unfortunate, although perhaps unintentional, tendency throughout the Report to sharply distinguish between vocational and academic skills and qualifications. We consider that this both misrepresents the nature of both and risks undermining the Report’s intentions by reinforcing a distinction which has all too often been used as a cipher for class differences. It would have been preferable had the Report grappled this issue head on and discussed the overlapping and synergistic relationships between the work of universities and academics with the needs and interests of employers.

We hope you find these comments useful in constructing a UUK response to the Report and look forward to further comment and analysis from UUK on this important topic.


