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Section 1: Introduction and Overview of the Research 

 

College based higher education is seen as an increasingly important mechanism for 

developing the high level skills needed by the local economy. The 2011 BIS White Paper, 

‘Students at the Heart of the System’ specifically identified the distinctive character of HE 

delivered by colleges noting that over 200 colleges provide higher education and: 

 ‘have particular strengths in reaching out to non-traditional higher education learners 

including mature and part-time students.’  

The White Paper also noted that colleges 

 ‘have a distinctive mission particularly in delivering locally-relevant, vocational higher-

level skills such as HNCs, HNDs, Foundation Degrees and Apprenticeships’. 

A further White Paper ‘New Challenges, New Chances’ published later in the same year 

also identified the contribution of college based HE to both the development of higher 

level skills and social mobility.  It referred to the need for 

‘A ladder of opportunity of comprehensive Vocational Education and Training 

programmes from community learning and basic skills through to high-quality 

Apprenticeships to clear and flexible progression routes to Higher Vocational Education’.  

This twin focus on recruiting non-traditional learners and delivering higher vocational 

skills relevant to the local economy has been a consistent feature of FE practice.  The 

Association of Colleges in ‘Breaking the Mould’1 highlighted the work already undertaken 

by FE colleges in delivering local and economically important higher education 

programmes.  The 157 group and MEG2 have similarly reported the results of a survey of 

members demonstrating the scale and nature of college HE provision.   

College based HE also appears to command significant cross party support. Liam Byrne 

for example, writing in 20143 referred to the need to create  

‘A gold standard vocational route to degree level skills’ and ‘clear pathways through 

technical education’. 

 In 2015 the Coalition Government published, ‘A dual mandate for adult vocational 

education’4 clearly setting out a central role for colleges in delivering higher level 

vocational education alongside a separate mission of providing a ‘second chance’ for 

adults 

                                                           
1 Breaking The Mould  AoC 2014 
2 Shaping the Future. MEG and 157 Group 2012 
3 Robbins Rebooted.  Social Market Foundation 2014 
4 A dual mandate for adult vocational education BIS March 2015 
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Most recently, two of the key objectives for the current programme of post-16 area-based 

reviews of college provision were described as being to ensure5: 

 Clear, high quality professional and technical routes to employment, alongside 

academic routes, which allow individuals to progress to high level skills valued by 

employers; and 

 Better responsiveness to local employer needs and economic priorities.   

This report provides a broad overview of college based higher education delivered in 

2013/14 and allows an assessment of the extent to which it is contributing towards these 

objectives. It includes comparisons between college based higher education and 

undergraduate provision delivered by Universities which illustrate differences in both 

recruitment patterns and the subject areas offered by the respective sectors. 

 

The data tables and charts in the report are derived from a research project 

commissioned by the Education and Training Foundation (ETF) and supported by the 

Association of Colleges, the Mixed Economy Group (MEG) and the 157 Group. The 

project involved creating a new series of reports for colleges summarising the economic 

and social impact of their higher education offer, benchmarked to the requirements and 

needs of the Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) and the local community. The college 

specific outputs, called CHELIS reports (College Higher Education Local Impact 

Summary reports) were sent out to all General Further Education Colleges who delivered 

Higher Education in February 2016.  

 

Individual CHELIS reports were specifically designed to support individual colleges in 

their future curriculum planning and in preparation for local area-based reviews (in total 

there are over 200 separate reports). The reports are highly detailed and bespoke and 

intended for internal use. However, headline national data derived from these reports 

provide a useful insight into college based higher education as a whole and reveals the 

extent to which it differs from University provision in meeting local economic and social 

needs.   

 

Extensive information sources already exist about the impact of higher education; for 

example, data sources in the public domain currently include HEFCE Cold Spot data, KIS 

(Key Information Source) data, UNISTATS, POLAR and a large number of economic 

Impact Studies. Historically, these sources tend to focus on higher education institutions 

(HEIs) rather than FE Colleges. From 2012 the Higher Education Funding Council 

(HEFCE) have produced Higher Education Indicator reports for further education 

colleges6. Whilst these reports have been useful, feedback from colleges we spoke to as 

part of the ETF research suggested that data is sometimes incomplete (e.g. not including 

                                                           
5 Reviewing post-16 Education and Training Institutions (HM Government 2015) 
6 Higher Education Indicators for Further Education Colleges Issues Paper 2016/01 (HEFCE 2016)  
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all courses funded by the Skills Funding Agency) and information based on the 

Destination of Leavers in Higher Education Survey is not contextualised to further 

education colleges and could be misleading. A new report looking at college based 

higher education would therefore appear to be a useful addition to the existing evidence 

base.      

 

There is no single source of data for college based higher education and different data 

sources need to be combined in order to gain a complete picture of this type of activity. 

This can potentially lead to inconsistencies because of the different ways in which data 

might be recorded. This data reliability issue has probably contributed to the relatively low 

visibility of college based higher education in the past. The type of learner record for 

college based higher education depends on the initial funding source (Figure 1) and 

whether provision is franchised from an HEI, directly HEFCE funded (via student loans), 

SFA funded or full cost. The proportion of learners on each of these routes varies 

significantly between different institutions. This means that any inconsistencies in coding 

between datasets can potentially have much bigger impacts on some colleges than 

others, leading to errors with benchmarking data. 

 

The new CHELIS reports specifically address these data issues. Care was taken to 

ensure that the outputs avoided potential inconsistencies, were as comprehensive and 

accurate as possible in portraying the full range and scope of college based higher 

education and illustrate how it differs from higher education delivered by Universities and 

other HEIs. The analysis focuses on undergraduate provision (Levels 4,5 and 6). 

 

Figure 1: Classification of College Based Higher Education 2013/147   

                                                           
7 A small number of learners appeared in more than one category so total of the four sub-categories is slightly greater 
than the overall total. All outputs throughout the report are rounded to the nearest 10. Full cost professional learners 
are those recorded as non-prescribed HE on the ILR but not SFA (or HEFCE) funded.  

College Based 
Higher Education

(156,610 learners)

Skills Funding 
Agency Funded

(15,400 learners -
10%)

Full Cost 
Professional

(38,090 learners -
24%)

HEFCE Direct 
Funded

(69,350 learners -
44%)

HEFCE Indirect 
Funded

(34,970 learners -
22%)
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Section 2: Findings from the Analysis 
 

Profile of Higher Education Learners 

Figure 2 shows the total number of undergraduate HE learners in the 2013/14 academic 

year. In total there were 1,605,890 learners of which just under 10% attended an FE College. 

(156,610). This included learners who were funded by the Skills Funding Agency, learners 

where the FEC was directly funded by HEFCE and learners where the FEC received funding 

via a University through a subcontracting arrangement.   

 

Figure 2: Total Number of Undergraduate HE Learners 2013/14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The profile of undergraduate learners by mode of study (Figure 3) for HEIs and FE Colleges 

is very different. Three quarters of all undergraduates attending HEIs are engaged in full-

time courses and 25% study part-time. In contrast, the full-time and part-time split in FE 

Colleges is almost equal (51% and 44%) and 5% of the learners are studying in the 

workplace. 

 

Figure 3: Undergraduate HE Learners by Mode of Study 2013/14 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mode of Attendance All HEIs % All FECs %

Full-Time 75% 51%

Part-Time 25% 44%

Work-Based 0% 5%

Unknown 0% 0%

HEIs FECs

Total 1,449,270 156,610

Percentage 90.2% 9.8%
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The 20 FECs that have the largest number of higher education learners have a slightly 

higher proportion of full time students than the average FEC (59% compared to 51%) but 

still have a considerably higher percentage of HE part time students than HEIs (36% 

compared to 25%).   

 

Figure 4 shows the proportion of undergraduates by age band studying within FECs and 

HEIs. Almost half (46%) of all undergraduates studying within an HEI are aged under 21, 

compared to only 30% in FE Colleges. FE Colleges recruit a much larger proportion of 

learners who are 25 years of age and older (50% compared to 29%). The 20 FECs that 

have the largest number of higher education learners have a very similar HE learner age 

profile to FECs in general.   

 

 Figure 4: Undergraduate HE Learners by Age Band  

 
 

 
 

 

The age profile in HEIs reflects the fact that many undergraduates progress directly from 

16 to 18 learning to University. However, higher education in a college environment 

appears to focus less on this ‘traditional route’ with almost half of all undergraduates 

entering HE in an FE College aged 25+. Given that a high proportion are also studying 

part-time it could indicate these learners are more likely to be studying for an HE 

qualification alongside other responsibilities such as working and family commitments.  

Age Band All HEIs % All FECs %

Under 21 46% 30%

21-24 25% 20%

25+ 29% 50%

Unknown 0% 0%
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The Participation of Local Area classification (POLAR) looks at how likely young people are 

to participate in HE across the UK and shows how this varies by geographical area. 

POLAR classifies local authority wards into five groups, based on the proportion of 18 year 

olds who enter HE aged 18 or 19 years old. These groups range from quintile 1 areas, with 

the lowest participation (cold spots) up to quintile 5 areas with the highest rates (hot spots). 

 

Figure 5 compares the POLAR profile of undergraduate learners studying in an FE college 

to those at an HEI. One fifth (20%) of FE College HE learners are from quintile 1 areas 

(cold spots) compared to only 12% at HEIs. Less than one fifth of FE College HE learners 

(17%) are from quintile 5 areas (hot spot) compared to 28% of learners in HEIs. This 

suggests that FE colleges are much more successful in recruiting learners from areas that 

are traditionally less likely to engage in Higher Education (cold spots). The largest FECs in 

terms of HE learner numbers recruit an even higher proportion of their learners from cold 

spots than FECs in general8.  

 

Figure 5: Undergraduate HE Learners by POLAR Geography Classification 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

                                                           
8 Using POLAR data for this sort of analysis has a certain circularity: to the extent that an FE college is successful in 
driving up participation in a cold spot it becomes, by definition, less cold. 

POLAR All HEIs % All FECs %

20 FECs with 

most HE 

learners %

1 (Cold Spots) 12% 20% 23%

2 16% 21% 21%

3 21% 22% 22%

4 23% 20% 18%

5 (Hot Spots) 28% 17% 16%
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The POLAR profile of full time and part time learners is shown in Figure 6.  Full time 

learners studying at an FE College are more likely to come from cold spots than part time 

learners but the difference is relatively small. In contrast full time undergraduate learners 

studying at HEIs are much more likely to live in areas that are already HE hot spots 

compared to HEI part time learners and HE learners studying at a college (both full and 

part time).  
 
 

Figure 6: HE Learners by POLAR Geography Classification (Full Time and Part Time) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

All HEIs % All FECs % All HEIs % All FECs %

1 (Cold Spots) 12% 21% 14% 19%

2 16% 21% 18% 21%

3 21% 22% 22% 21%

4 23% 20% 23% 21%

5 (Hot Spots) 29% 17% 24% 18%

Full-Time Part-Time

POLAR
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Figure 7 analyses learner recruitment by deprivation of home postcode, using the Indices 

of Multiple Deprivation9 classification which ranks each ward in England according to a set 

of deprivation measures. The chart shows that FE Colleges attracted more learners from 

the most deprived areas and fewer from the more affluent areas. This is in contrast to HEIs 

that recruited a greater proportion of learners from affluent areas. The 20 FE colleges that 

have the largest number of HE learners recruit an even higher proportion of their learners 

from the most deprived areas of the country than FE colleges in general.   

 

 

Figure 7: Undergraduate HE Learners by Deprivation of Home Postcode 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

                                                           
9 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2010  

Deprivation All HEIs % All FECs %

20 FECs with 

most HE 

learners

1 (Most Deprived) 8% 11% 15%

2 9% 10% 11%

3 9% 10% 10%

4 9% 10% 11%

5 9% 10% 10%

6 10% 10% 9%

7 10% 10% 9%

8 11% 10% 9%

9 12% 9% 9%

10 (Least Deprived) 13% 8% 7%

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2010
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The deprivation profile of full time and part time learners is shown in Figure 8.  Full time 

learners studying at an FE College are much more likely to come from deprived areas 

than full time learners studying at an HEI.  In contrast the deprivation profile of part time 

learners is very similar irrespective of whether they study at an HEI or an FEC.  

 

This data suggest that FE colleges contribute most to the widening participation agenda 

through their full time HE programmes which, by being locally based, attract a relatively 

high proportion of non-traditional applicants.  The major contribution of part time 

programmes on the other hand is to meet the needs of local employers for upskilling. 
 

Figure 8: HE Learners by Deprivation of Home Postcode (Full Time and Part Time) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

All HEIs % All FECs % All HEIs % All FECs %

1 (Most Deprived) 8% 13% 8% 9%

2 9% 11% 10% 9%

3 9% 11% 10% 10%

4 9% 10% 10% 10%

5 9% 10% 10% 10%

6 10% 10% 10% 10%

7 10% 9% 10% 10%

8 11% 9% 10% 11%

9 12% 8% 11% 10%

10 (Least Deprived) 14% 8% 11% 10%

Full-Time Part-Time

Deprivation
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Local enterprise partnerships (LEPs) are voluntary partnerships between local authorities 

and businesses, set up in 2011 by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, to 

help determine local economic priorities and lead economic growth and job creation 

within the local area. Their responsibilities include planning infrastructure projects, 

business development and adult skills. The LEPs are keen to ensure that there is 

alignment between the skills needs of employers and the type of adult provision being 

delivered by local education institutions. There is an expectation by LEPs that provision 

offered in the institutions will align more closely with skills priorities and key businesses 

sectors in the local area. 
 

Figure 9 shows that FE colleges are recruiting a much higher proportion of their learners 

from within the local LEP area where the institution is located10 (over three-quarters of HE 

learners at FECs live in the local LEP area compared to just over one third at HEIs). This 

suggests the further education colleges are much better placed to help deliver the skills 

priorities identified by the LEPs as they are targeting local learners (Figure 17 later in the 

report looks at the alignment of the curriculum to LEP priorities).  

 

Figure 9: Percentage of HE Learners Recruited from Local LEP Area 

 

 

 
 

 
                                                           
10 Whilst this is a useful measure at an aggregated level for comparing FECs and HEIs the limitations should be noted 
if used for particular institutions which may be located near a LEP boundary.  

%

% of Learners FECs Recruit from Local LEP: 78%

% of Learners HEIs Recruit from Local LEP: 37%
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Figure 10 shows the proportion of higher education learners who are studying in each 

LEP area whose home postcode is also in the LEP area (both live and learn in the area). 

Overall, just under 40% of undergraduate learners in England are actually from the LEP 

area in which they are studying.  

 

There are significant variations by LEP area. The North East LEP area has a relatively 

localised recruitment of undergraduates with 88% and 59% of students studying at FECs 

and HEIs respectively having home postcodes in the LEP area. York and the North 

Yorkshire LEP area has the lowest proportion of HE learners in colleges who live in the 

local LEP area (36%). 
 
 

Figure 10: Percentage of HE Learners Recruited from Local LEP Area 

 
 

  

Total
Live and 

Learn %
Total

Live and 

Learn %
Total

Live and 

Learn %

Black Country 26,350 33% 22,970 28% 2,820 64%

Buckinghamshire Thames Valley 14,730 12% 13,280 9% 1,290 42%

Cheshire and Warrington 22,290 19% 19,310 13% 2,610 65%

Coast to Capital 46,360 23% 40,340 18% 5,540 58%

Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly 12,430 30% 8,680 6% 3,230 85%

Coventry and Warwickshire 22,160 35% 19,510 30% 2,240 68%

Cumbria 10,220 38% 8,050 27% 1,940 77%

Derby, Derbyshire, Nottingham and Nottinghamshire, 46,340 41% 39,080 37% 6,060 59%

Dorset 14,660 28% 12,630 23% 1,720 60%

Enterprise M3 40,740 16% 35,750 12% 4,480 53%

Gloucestershire 12,360 24% 10,630 17% 1,530 70%

Greater Birmingham and Solihull 51,150 38% 43,740 34% 6,520 63%

Greater Cambridge & Greater Peterborough 30,220 21% 26,800 18% 2,870 43%

Greater Lincolnshire 26,470 30% 18,590 21% 7,530 50%

Greater Manchester 66,770 50% 57,540 46% 7,900 77%

Heart of the South West 33,420 44% 25,980 33% 6,560 83%

Hertfordshire 29,540 17% 27,110 14% 2,070 56%

Humber 25,790 40% 16,630 34% 8,650 52%

Lancashire 41,370 51% 30,880 39% 9,740 87%

Leeds City Region 75,710 53% 62,410 49% 12,300 70%

Leicester and Leicestershire 25,030 37% 22,020 32% 2,720 74%

Liverpool City Region 36,820 44% 31,470 39% 4,440 77%

London 237,390 58% 218,850 57% 15,540 75%

New Anglia 32,010 34% 25,830 26% 5,330 71%

North Eastern 45,050 66% 34,750 59% 9,160 88%

Northamptonshire 20,100 22% 17,480 20% 2,190 39%

Oxfordshire LEP 17,850 33% 16,070 31% 1,460 50%

Sheffield City Region 39,070 40% 31,770 36% 6,640 56%

Solent 33,980 39% 28,830 35% 4,580 63%

South East 84,910 26% 74,410 20% 9,070 73%

South East Midlands 48,090 25% 41,930 21% 5,430 55%

Stoke-on-Trent and Staffordshire 25,880 35% 21,650 31% 3,700 59%

Swindon and Wiltshire 13,880 9% 11,760 0% 1,960 64%

Tees Valley 17,470 54% 13,880 46% 3,260 83%

Thames Valley Berkshire 21,310 8% 19,290 4% 1,710 44%

The Marches 13,390 13% 11,300 3% 1,910 70%

West of England 21,580 46% 18,170 41% 3,150 75%

Worcestershire 13,110 26% 10,760 20% 2,100 53%

York and North Yorkshire 32,840 17% 26,720 12% 5,580 37%

Total 1,252,080 43% 1,082,460 37% 148,780 78%

Learners Home LEP

All HEIs FECs
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Figure 11 reinforces the evidence from the previous tables that the college based higher 

education recruitment is more localised compared to that of HEIs. The average distance 

between home postcode and learning location for undergraduate learners attending an 

FEC is 17 miles compared to 52 miles for those at an HEI. HEI learners are much more 

likely to be living in student accommodation close to the HEI during term time where they 

are studying and FE learners are more likely to be studying part time.  

 

The more local profile of college based HE however is not driven by the higher proportion 

of part time students: the data shows that the difference in recruitment patterns is in fact 

most marked for full time students who travel on average 56 miles to an HEI compared with 

19 to a college.  This is consistent with the earlier analysis of ‘cold spot’ or deprivation data 

and underlines the importance of local, college based HE to widening participation. 

 

For both colleges and HEIs part time students live closer to their place of study though 

those attending an HEI typically travel twice as far (33 miles compared to 16). This 

emphasises the importance of college based HE to local economies and is consistent with 

the analysis of programmes offered, FECs focussing on sub degree work and initial HE, 

whereas HEIs are more likely to offer progression for existing graduates (see Fig 13). 

 

A small number of FECs recruit a much larger number of HE students than the average 

and their recruitment patterns have been analysed to see whether the characteristics of this 

group more closely resemble those of HEIs than FECs in general.  The 20 FECs that 

recruit the largest number of HE learners still predominately recruit learners from their local 

area with the average travel distance being 22 miles. Whilst this is slightly higher than 

FECs in general it is much closer to the FE pattern than the average for HEIs. The 

implication would appear to be that FECs with a large HE cohort are not offering different 

provision to the rest of the sector; just more of it. 
 

Figure 11: Average Distance - Home Postcode to Learning Location (FECs and HEIs) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 Miles

52 Miles
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Figure 12 shows the qualifications on entry for full time undergraduates in 2013/14 on 

HEFCE funded courses (qualifications on entry for other types of HE provision is not 

routinely collected). Whilst 82% of undergraduates at an HEI entered with a Level 3 

qualification the entry profile at an FEC was much more diverse. Just over half (56%) 

followed the ‘traditional’ Level 3 on entry route but for 22% the qualification on entry is not 

known. This could be related to a high proportion of mature students studying at FE 

colleges or alternatively due to data recording issues in FE Colleges.   
 

 
Figure 12: Qualifications on Entry (Full Time) – HEFCE Funded 
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Qualifications on entry for part time HEFCE funded students is shown in Figure 13. Over 
half of all part time HEI learners already have higher education qualifications with a third 
possessing a first degree or higher. This suggests that University part time higher 
education is primarily focusing on further development and updating of existing HE 
learning rather than initial higher education. The relatively high number of unknown prior 
qualifications makes it difficult to compare FECs directly with HEIs but it appears as 
though learners in FECs generally have lower levels of prior qualifications.        

 

Figure 13: Qualifications on Entry (Part Time) – HEFCE Funded 
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As expected, the range of higher education qualifications taken by learners at FECs is 

different from those at HEIs. Over 93% of full time learners (93%) at HEIs are taking first 

degrees, compared to less than a third (31%) at FECs. Over 40% of learners at FECs are 

taking Foundation Degrees and 16% are taking BTEC HND/Cs (Figure 14)11. 

 

Figure 14: Qualifications Type (Full Time) 

  
  

                                                           
11 As a result of this profile a significant number of full time FEC learners will probably progress to an HEI to take a first 
degree, after finishing their course, rather than entering employment directly. Therefore, comparing FEC and HEI 
‘employment progression rates’, as is done in other studies based on the Destination of Leavers in Higher Education 
Survey, is potentially misleading as the HEI data includes learners who were initially recruited via an FEC. 



The Local Impact of College Based Higher Education 

 
Final Report 
 

RCU Market Research Service - Tel: 01772 734855, Fax: 01772 721621 

E-mail: enquiries@rcu.co.uk, Web: www.rcu.co.uk 

Ref: 15N.007 Final Report  18 

 

The profile of courses for part time learners is shown in Figure 15. Approximately 50% of 

HEI part time learners are taking first degrees with most of the remainder taking ‘other HE 

qualifications’ which will include professional courses. Only 6% of part time FEC learners 

are taking a first degree with about two-thirds taking sub degree courses such as HNCs, 

HNDs and Foundation Degrees. A further 29% are taking ‘other HE qualifications’ including 

professional qualifications.   
 

 
Figure 15: Qualifications Type (Part Time) 
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The profile of subject areas studied for FECs and HEIs is shown in Figure 16.  Compared 

to HEIs, colleges deliver a higher proportion of courses in Business, Administration & Law, 

Education & Training, Arts, Media & Publishing, Engineering & Manufacturing 

Technologies, and Construction, Planning & the Built Environment. This confirms the 

generally held perception that college higher education provision is more vocational and 

relevant to the workplace.      

 

 
Figure 16: Subject Area Studied 
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Impact of College Based Higher Education 

As part of the development of the CHELIS reports the curriculum offered by individual 

FECs and HEIs was matched to the skills priorities of LEPs in order to identify the extent to 

which courses offered were broadly aligned with local needs. This was achieved by utilising 

the Sector Subject Area classification for colleges and JACS classification for HEIs. This 

data has been summarised at a national level in Figure 17. A greater proportion of FEC 

provision (41%) appears to be focusing on local economic priorities than the provision at 

HEIs and this is more likely to be targeted at local learners (Figure 9) and part time adult 

learners (Figure 3).      

 

 

Figure 17: Delivery Against LEP Priorities (National)  

 
 

 

 

Figure 18, from BIS Research Report 45 “The Returns to Higher Education 

Qualifications” (June 2011), shows the lifetime benefits (calculated as net present value) 

associated with higher education. The monetary values are the net premium for obtaining 

a higher education qualification (additional post tax earnings minus cost of acquisition) 

compared to an individual who possessed 2 or more A Levels or equivalent. It should be 

noted that Foundation Degrees and HE Diplomas generally take 2 years to complete 

compared to 3 years for Undergraduate Degrees so the differences in net present value 

per year of study are less pronounced.  
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Net Present Value figures in Figure 18 do not take into account the added productivity 

gains for employers as a result of these individuals gaining higher level qualifications. 

Some studies have suggested that the increase in productivity derived from qualifications 

is on average about twice the increase in wages12.   

 

 

Figure 18: Economic Impact – Net Present Value by Qualification Type 

Degree Level Net Present Value 

Undergraduate degree £108,121 

Foundation degree £51,402 

HE Diploma £69,465 

Other Higher Education £31,611 

 

 

Figure 19 summarises the total economic impact in terms of Net Present Value for HE 

learners at FE Colleges who completed in 2013/14. 

 

 

Figure 19: Economic Impact – Net Present Value Totals for FE Colleges 

 

 
  

                                                           
12https://ideas.repec.org/p/cep/cepdps/dp0674.html 
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Section 3: Conclusions 
 

Public policy has consistently set out a distinctive role for college based higher education; 

and one which has two key components.  The first concerns recruitment: FE colleges are 

seen as a way of expanding and widening participation in HE by recruiting both those 

from non-traditional backgrounds and a higher proportion of older students, often 

attending on a part time basis. At the same time FE college provision is expected to 

focus to a greater extent than universities on the needs of their local economy, supplying 

the higher level technical and professional skills required by local employers.   

 

Representatives of the FE sector have fully embraced this agenda and are keen to 

expand provision along these lines.  Moreover, they have consistently asserted that 

college based HE has exactly this character. The complexity of the relevant datasets 

however has made it difficult to describe accurately the college contribution to HE, check 

whether these assertions are true and to assess progress in meeting the government’s 

agenda. 

 

The new CHELIS reports prepared by RCU now give every college the tools with which 

to examine the nature of its HE provision and to benchmark its performance against 

others.  Taken together they also provide an important starting point for understanding 

the character of college based HE and its overall contribution to economic and social 

goals.  More work needs to be done, for example to better understand the match 

between subjects studied, the occupations to which they can lead and the industries 

those occupations serve: but some important preliminary conclusions can be drawn from 

the data. 

 

1. College based HE students differ from those in HEIs in the way policy 

expects 

 

 College based HE is significantly more likely to involve part time study; around 

a half of college students are part time compared with only a quarter of those in 

HEIs 

 College based HE students tend to be older; half are aged 25+ compared with 

29% in HEIs 

 College based HE students are more likely to come from non—traditional 

backgrounds whether this is measured by POLAR category, deprivation 

indices or qualifications on entry 
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2. College based HE students are more likely to be local 

 

 Over three quarters of college based HE students are recruited from the local 

LEP area compared with just over one third for HEIs; they travel an average 

distance from home of 17 miles compared with 52 

 The difference between FECs and HEIs in this respect is most marked for full 

time students 

 Those colleges that offer most HE provision do not recruit more widely than 

average but simply recruit more from their local area 

 

3. College based HE programmes differ from those in HEIs in the way policy 

expects 

 

 FE based students tend to study applied rather than pure sciences and 

vocational areas rather than the humanities 

 FE based students are more likely to be studying sub degree level HE 

qualifications such as Diplomas or Foundation Degrees 

 Part time students in FE are more likely than those in HEIs to be engaged in 

initial higher education  

 

4. More work is needed to understand the links between HE and LEP priorities 

 

 While slightly more college based HE can be linked to LEP priorities it is not 

clear how such priorities relate to the scale or level of skills needed in the local 

workforce 

 There are very substantial differences between areas in the proportions of 

students on LEP priority provision in both FECs and HEIs 

 

5. More work is required on improving the quality of HE data to ensure that the 

full contribution of College based HE can be demonstrated 

 

 Destinations data is becoming increasingly important across the sector but 

DLHE data was not considered complete or accurate enough, for college 

based HE, to be included in the CHELIS reports. This was due to the variable 

completion rate, lack of access to the data and the possible misinterpretation of 

some of the questions in the survey  

 Data on prior qualifications was inconsistently recorded by FE Colleges making 

it difficult to directly compare FECs and HEIs 

 A more consistent and coherent approach for recording and measuring 

professional and technical education from Level 3 up to Level 6 (including 

advanced and higher apprenticeships) would be helpful in accurately 

measuring progress in this area        
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