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Whatever happened to  
Foundation degrees in  
engineering and construction?

Martin Bates > Martin Bates has been teaching a wide range of higher education 
engineering subjects for 20 years, specialising in microelectronics. As Course Leader for 
higher education (HE) Engineering at Hastings College of Arts and Technology (HCAT), he 
has been involved in developing and delivering HND and Foundation degree courses in 
partnership with the University of Brighton (UoB) over a number of years. He is currently 
managing the delivery of programmes in HE Engineering (BTEC) to international clients.  
He is the author of several books on microcontrollers (www.picmicros.org.uk).
Email: mbates@hastings.ac.uk

 

Introduction

The opportunity to carry out this research coincided with difficulties in maintaining continuity of HE provision in 
engineering and construction at Hastings College of Arts & Technology (HCAT). It was thus considered timely to 
undertake an investigation of the reasons for these problems, and to critically analyse the policies of the college, 
the validating university (University of Brighton) and funding bodies, such as the Higher Education Funding 
Council for England (HEFCE). 

The future prospects for engineering and construction at HE level in the locality, and the implications for HE in FECs 
in general, are the main concerns. Although far from comprehensive, the evidence gathered for this project is, 
hopefully, sufficient to make some pertinent observations on future policy and identify areas for further research. 
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This paper is a summary of the research context and findings. The full report, including data, can be viewed on 
the Sussex Learning Network website. 

Background: issues with the move towards Foundation degrees

A key issue was HCAT’s move from Higher National Diploma and Certificate (HND/C) programmes to Foundation 
degrees (Fds). 

HNDs and HNCs in Engineering and Construction had been in successful operation at HCAT for many years, but 
both were in decline prior to the attempt to introduce Fds. The Foundation degree was initially greeted with some 
enthusiasm as it was seen as opportunity to reverse the declining fortunes of these courses. 

Engineering
In the case of engineering, the Foundation degree failed to recruit sufficient students to form a viable group 
for the planned first year of operation from September 2006. This was despite marketing, consultation and 
awareness-raising among employers.

It was felt that the fact that it was called a degree would benefit the marketing of the new course, and the 
work-related element would lead to an improvement in the engagement of employers with the college. However, 
significant problems became apparent during the validation process which undermined this optimism. 

The work-related element of Foundation degrees was to comprise about 40% of the overall course content and 
assessment. This was found to conflict with the requirement that the academic content was to be equivalent to 
the first two years of an Honours degree, such that successful Fd students could progress into the final year of a 
BSc or BEng. The full-time Fd programme was to be delivered over the same two years as the Honours degree, 
to students whose entry qualifications were lower (120 UCAS points). 

Furthermore, academic expertise of the teaching teams in the colleges typically does not have the same depth 
as a university. This progression requirement was therefore quickly identified as problematic in the context 
of courses with a high analytical content and rigorous accreditation requirements, such as engineering and 
construction.

In the case of the part-time Fd, a three-year timescale was initially seen as necessary (assuming one day per 
week attendance at college), as compared with the two-year HNC. This disincentivised employers. This problem 
was compounded by the need to support the work-related assessment at the workplace. 

Construction
In the case of HE Construction, the HNC at the peak of its demand was offered in three distinct streams, namely 
Architecture, Structural Engineering, and Building. However, recruitment has declined over the years, in line with 
the reduction in the number of construction companies operating locally. Not only did this create a downturn 
in the number of HE applicants but it has also reduced the demand for the provision of part-time National 
Qualifications Framework (NQF) level 3 courses. 

Nevertheless, the Fd Construction was launched in September 2006, with a cohort of 12 students. The first year 
was successfully delivered despite the limited staff resources available, but foundered when the university was 
unable to authorise the flexibility in the delivery schedule of the course units which the college had planned. 

In order to ensure successful delivery of the second year, the course was taken in-house by the university to run 
alongside the Honours degree programme, delivered by the larger UoB team, and cancelled within HCAT.
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Fundamental flaws in the Fd specification in relation to content, progression, timescale and marketing, as well as 
inherently weak demand, led to the failure of the Engineering Fd at HCAT, while the Construction Fd was more 
affected by problems in delivery and the limited support of the validating institution. 

Therefore one objective of the research was to see how this experience compared with that of other colleges 
in the area, and to establish the extent to which these problems were due to local factors, or problems with the 
introduction of Fds in general.

Research plan

The following tasks were identified in relation to each curriculum area:
•  An evaluation of trends in the demand for HE engineering and construction in the HCAT travel-to-work area
•  An evaluation of the perceptions of employers regarding HNC/D and Fd
•  �A comparison of current demand with that in other areas, taking into account the nature of the current 

industrial base
•  �A comparison of HNC/D and Fd structure as progression routes to Honours degree and certified technician/

engineer status

Current HE provision was identified at Sussex Downs College (Eastbourne/Lewes), City College Brighton 
and Hove, Central Sussex (Crawley), Northbrook College Sussex (Shoreham/Worthing), West Kent College 
(Tonbridge/Tunbridge Wells), Mid Kent College (Chatham/Maidstone) and South Kent College (Folkestone/Dover). 
The validating universities were the University of Brighton, the University of Greenwich and the University of Kent.

The national development of Fd provision was also reviewed, in the light of published government policy and 
data from HEFCE, the Quality Assurance Agency for HE (QAA), and the former Department for Education and 
Skills, now published under the Department for Innovation, Universities & Skills (DIUS). The evidence could then 
be reviewed, tentative conclusions drawn and the research experience reflected on.

Project evaluation

For a full set of research data, please see the full report.

As an HE practitioner and course manager, it has been very useful to get a clearer picture of the local, regional 
and national situation with regard to the delivery of HE engineering. The research data I have gathered, however, 
is far from comprehensive or complete, serving only to identify the relevant issues rather than form the basis for 
definitive conclusions. Nevertheless, there is sufficient evidence to question whether the national policy toward 
universal adoption of Foundation degrees is justified in the subject areas of engineering and construction.

It has been found that HND/C provision is proving surprisingly persistent in Kent and Sussex, and the 
introduction of Foundation degrees patchy at best. College staff are well aware of a continuing preference for 
HND/C among SMEs, which form the bulk of the relevant employers in the area. Concerns about problematic 
aspects of Fds, such as extended part-time time scales, progression and, in particular, work-based learning, 
probably contribute to the slow progress of Fds. 

Where validating universities offer a choice to colleges in funding Fds or HNDs/HNCs, the latter is still frequently 
preferred. This trend is reinforced in HNC provision because potential part-time applicants from areas such as 
Hastings (where part-time Fds have not taken off) are adding to the numbers joining HNC courses at adjacent 
colleges. HNCs thus appear to be expanding in those colleges where the provision is effectively being centralised.
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It would be useful to compare these trends with those in areas where larger employers are more common – that 
is, the more highly industrialised regions – as these tend to have the personnel resources to support Fds more 
effectively. One suspects that government policy, which has strongly favoured Fds over HND/C, is largely based 
on the experience and advice of larger employers as seen on the representative industrial bodies.

The project outcomes suggest that there is a case for continuing support for HND/C courses in Kent and 
Sussex, and that the government would be well advised to tolerate, if not encourage, continuing diversity in HE 
provision in FE in the less industrialised regions such as the South East, at least in specific areas of study such as 
construction and engineering.

Useful links

HEFCE Foundation Degrees
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/learning/founddeg/

Foundation Degree Forward 
http://www.fdf.ac.uk/home/
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An investigation into work-based 
learning in the fashion sector 

Catherine McConnell > Catherine McConnell is currently a lecturer in Learning 
Development based in the Centre for Learning and Teaching at the University of Brighton. 
While undertaking this project she had responsibility for the coordination of work placements 
on the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and BA (Hons) Fashion Media and Promotion courses at 
Northbrook College Sussex.

Introduction

This paper outlines the findings of recent research exploring workplace learning activities that currently take place 
on the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and BA (Hons) Fashion Media and Promotion courses at Northbrook College, 
Sussex. In addition to outlining the methodology employed, the article also presents the student experience of 
work-related and work-based learning in the fashion sector and some of the benefits and challenges faced by 
students when undertaking a placement.

Purpose of this study

•  �To understand more about the student experience of vocational learning on the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and 
BA (Hons) Fashion Media and Promotion courses

•  To work more closely with employers who provide work placements and graduate opportunities 
•  �To obtain accurate information pertaining to training requirements, in order to nurture a more collaborative 

approach to curriculum design that responds directly to industry needs1 

Context

There is increasing pressure on FE and HE providers to train undergraduates who will be immediately effective 
in a range of roles within the workplace. HE institutions must be constantly up to date on practices and 
developments within rapidly changing industries such as the clothing and textile design sector.

1“If Careers Education, Information and Guidance, as well as the employability aspects of course content and of curriculum-based skills 

development, are to be relevant and up-to-date, then they must be informed by accurate labour market information and by the experience and 

perspective of employers”. (QAA Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education Section 8: Career 

education, information and guidance – January 2001, Point 16.)

4.7 << start     < previous      next > 

Bringing higher education within reach >				    116



Over the past two years, the BA (Hons) Fashion Design and Fashion Media and Promotion students at 
Northbrook have all secured placements with either high-profile London-based companies, such as Alexander 
McQueen, Vivienne Westwood, Arcadia Group, or locally based companies in Sussex, such as Redmutha, JJ 
Noki (both recycling specialists), Ciel, and the London Graduate Fashion Week organisers Lynmouth Events, 
based in Arundel.

The majority of these placements have been hugely successful, with students gaining excellent feedback on 
their professionalism and technical skills, while increasing the profile and reputation of Northbrook as a credible 
provider of quality recruits to this demanding and competitive industry.

Due to limitations of time, funding and resources, direct liaison and collaboration between the fashion course 
teams and placement providers has not previously been possible. It was felt that a piece of small-scale practice-
based research could:

•  Improve our understanding of students’ learning experiences while on placement
•  Improve the employability aspects of the course content and of curriculum-based skills development
•  �Increase the profile and employability of Northbrook BA (Hons) Fashion graduates for future progression 

opportunities and to provide the industry sector with a reliable workforce

Methodology

First, it was necessary to identify potential companies, professional and trade organisations, and individuals 
willing to support and contribute to the development of industrial involvement and liaison activities. The 
companies that have provided work experience opportunities to date supplied a good basis for early networking 
activities and, in addition, we approached alumni currently working in the sector.

The design and development of a short, descriptive questionnaire or survey relating to sector requirements, 
industrial and HE collaborations and placement opportunities aimed to help forge new links and assess future 
opportunities for curriculum development.

In addition to a small-scale literature review, the primary research methods aimed to capture the experiences of 
students preparing for or undertaking a period of work experience.

A total of 29 undergraduates took part and the research methodology focused upon gathering qualitative data 
through semi-structured interviews and a paper-based questionnaire. In addition, and in some ways the richest 
source of data, a number of the student participants were also willing to share their experiences in the form of 
their online reflective placement journals using the professional networking site www.fashionspace.com. They 
also contributed via work experience reports and through focus group discussions on return from a period of 
work-based learning.

Companies that were willing to get more involved in the development of curricular activities were invited to 
contribute to collaborative, industry-led live projects based at the college, such as competitions and sponsorship 
opportunities or, on a smaller scale, to deliver specialist one-off workshops or interview simulations, or talks on 
topics such as portfolio building and career planning.

Developments

At an early stage of the research, a similar call for proposals was published by the Higher Education Academy 
Subject Centre for Art, Design and Media (ADM-HEA) in collaboration with Skillfast-UK, the Sector Skills Council 
for Fashion and Textiles. 
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Their brief was to investigate how successful relationships between HE and employers in the fashion and 
textiles sector are initiated, developed and sustained, and to investigate how staff and students perceive current 
opportunities and their experiences of work-related learning. These research questions aligned well with the aims 
of our SLN research project and we decided to apply for further funding to extend the project to a national scale, 
which was awarded.

The research paper outlining the findings of the Skillfast-UK/ ADM-HEA funded project will soon be available 
on the ADM-HEA website http://www.adm.heacademy.ac.uk/ and a summary will be published in Networks 
magazine, issue 05.

Subsequent approved project funding from the Centre for Excellence in Professional Placement Learning (Ceppl) 
will allow the extensive data that has now been gathered from the two projects to be formalised and shared 
with others interested in placement learning in this and other disciplines. It will also enable the development of 
learner-, employer (designer–maker)- and academic staff-facing materials aimed at enhancing the placement 
experience for each of the stakeholders involved. More information about this Innovation Fund project will be 
available on the Ceppl website http://www.placementlearning.org/ in due course.

Project findings

The semi-structured interviews that took place with students on a range of courses provided some insightful 
qualitative data relating to their experiences of work-based learning, and it was possible to identify how these 
experiences fit with Knight and Yorke’s (2000) recommendations, cited in Moreland (2005), for the development 
of understanding about work, skilful practices, efficacy beliefs and metacognitive capabilities. The following is a 
small selection of quotes offered by the Fashion Design and Fashion Media and Promotion students.

“Everything was going good, because strangely enough I remembered what my tutor had said about being 
organised and the best way was to write everything down in a notebook. So yes organisation skills are very 
important.”

“… [I] carried on doing some graphic work for the Vera Moda t-shirts. Louise is sending off one of my designs to 
them along with the other designers work so that they can pick and choose which ones to be sampled. Exciting 
that a company like that is going to be looking at my work.”

“I have learnt to have better communication with the people I work with and to use my initiative in all situations 
when there is no one there to help me. Having to communicate with a team of all ages and seniority and having 
to meet people from other companies has been valuable in developing my professionalism.” 

“I have learnt how the industry works and it has confirmed that this career choice is something I want to dedicate 
myself to. However, I don’t think that I want to be a fashion designer as this is not my main strength.”

In addition, access to students’ reflective journals gave a thoroughly insightful view of students’ experiences in 
the workplace, suggesting that the range of placements available to students is variable, and that responsibilities 
that students are given in the workplace cannot always be described as equitable.

Students encounter a number of difficulties when arranging and carrying out placements, such as financial 
constraints, travel arrangements, family commitments and managing additional part-time work. The following are 
excerpts from the students’ journals and interviews:
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“The commute is killing me physically […] and financially.... £82 just to Victoria [from Brighton]! I am working on 
finding somewhere to stay … to ease the purse strings.”

“I have made many sacrifices during my placement, on things such as travel expenses, long distance journeys 
and long hours, and they have all been worth it. My experience has been very intense but enjoyable.”

“My placement was able to accommodate my flexible working hours, as I have a young child I need to be able to 
pick him up from school.”

The quotes included above are just a small representation of the quality of insights that students can provide 
about placement working in the industry. Many of the issues that students face relate to: 

•  �Finance – for part or all of the placement depending on what the host company can offer in terms of 
remuneration (ie subsistence, travel, accommodation, child care) 

•  �Expectations – either by the student or the host company in relation to the types of task students will be able 
to undertake or the responsibility that is accepted

•  �Well-being – the working hours, conditions and physical tasks that students are expected to adhere to – often 
they are not sufficiently mentally or physically prepared 

•  �Supervision – the amount of mentorship varies considerably between companies

Conclusions and future work

This piece of small-scale research was able to form the basis for a larger scale project that drew informed 
conclusions and recommendations from a national picture.

Findings from the student perspective evidence a general satisfaction with work-related and work-based 
learning opportunities in the fashion sector, but some struggle to personally fund placements, find an appropriate 
work–life balance, and find it difficult to ask employers about pay and hours of work.

A key recommendation resulting from the overall investigations was to acknowledge the need for learning 
agreements and explore opportunities for a sector placement charter, learning contracts (for both student and 
employer), statement of responsibilities, and health and safety compliance. In addition, employers should be 
encouraged to offer payment and information about working hours up-front of any period of work experience. 

These recommendations will be directly responded to in the forthcoming Ceppl project, whereby the 
development of learner-, employer (designer–maker)- and academic staff-facing materials will aim to enhance the 
placement experience for each of the stakeholders involved.

For more information about the projects summarised in this paper, please contact Catherine McConnell, Centre 
for Learning and Teaching, University of Brighton – c.mcconnell@brighton.ac.uk.

Useful links

Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) http://www.agcas.org.uk/
Skillfast-UK http://www.skillfast-uk.org/
Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for Art, Design and Media (ADM-HEA) http://www.adm.heacademy.ac.uk/
Centre for Excellence in Professional Learning (Ceppl) http://www.placementlearning.org/
Fashionspace  http://www.fashionspace.com/
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Training within the digital media 
industries: an interim study  

John Clamp > John Clamp is Programme Area Leader for Digital Arts & Photography at 
City College Brighton & Hove.

Background

The basis for this study was the range of current and emerging evidence concerning the skills gap experienced 
by many of the new media companies nationally. This is now openly recognised within the industry itself and by 
government and agencies alike. Whilst many of these reports and research articles have a national focus, the 
questions raised relate directly to the Brighton area as part of the bigger national problem. 

By analysing trends in education, recruitment and training within the new media industries at a local level, 
answers as to how this might be occurring can, to some extent, be answered. 

From the point of view of this study, the term ‘new media industries’ means companies whose output relates to 
web, on-line and off-line broadcast, games design, games publishing and games QA testing. These are generally 
representative of the wider media industries. The study also reviewed a wide range of supporting research. This 
thereby provides a wider and more informative context to the study. 

This included a wide range of material from government agencies such as Skillset (2004), online industry surveys 
such as at Chinwag.com (2007), and a series of papers and reports on education and its role and relationship 
with employers such as the Institute for Employment Studies research (2002).

In order to obtain both qualitative and quantative primary data for the study, two research activities were carried 
out. A range of employers and companies in Brighton were interviewed, and others were sent an on-line 
questionnaire. The questionnaire focused on key questions relating to company profile, recruitment methods, 
training practices and other relevant initiatives contributing to company growth and expertise. 

Wired Sussex, a Brighton-based organisation whose remit is to provide independent and not-for-profit support 
for new media businesses, was commissioned to carry out the research. The online questionnaire elicited 32 
responses, and eight one-hour interviews were carried out.

The digital landscape

The South East’s media industry has a turnover of around £4.5 billion and employs about 35,000 people 
(excluding freelancers) in an estimated 2,000 companies. Full-time employment has grown by about 8%.

4.8 << start     < previous      next > 

Bringing higher education within reach >				    121



More specifically, the Brighton and Hove cluster group has seen the development of more media companies than 
in any other city or town in the South East, employing in total around 3,000 people. 

Geographically, the cluster is focused around the city of Brighton & Hove – about 70% of companies are either 
in or near to the city. What is clear is that, along with a general national trend in the area of skills, demand is 
outstripping supply. The expansion of the industry within the South East remains the fastest growing industry 
cluster in new media outside of London. The range of activity also creates challenges in attracting the appropriate 
type and level of skill. 

The research identified that companies canvassed indicated a significant growth year-on-year in their business, 
and in some cases by as much as 100% annually since they started. Most companies interviewed had been in 
operation for between five and 20 years. They reported that, whilst business growth had financially benefited the 
company, it had, conversely, created increased pressure on recruitment. More specifically, there was a need for 
recruiting new staff to address both expansion in company size but also practice diversification. In other words, 
there was an increase in demand for skill level and breadth. 

Chinwag.com, in their 2007 online survey reported that over 80% of companies felt that the skills gap and the 
inability to recruit skills-ready candidates would create barriers to business growth overall. Whilst this survey 
was UK-wide but not geographically specific, it did highlight one of the key issues concerning the prevailing and 
widely acknowledged skills gap.

The overall view arising from this study was that there remained three main areas that were impacting or 
contributing to the skills gap. These were in the areas of education, recruitment and training. Simply put, the 
study raised questions about the nature of education provision and the policies being employed by different 
companies.

Recruitment

In terms of recruitment policies there were two main differences between smaller and larger companies. The 
smaller companies tended to retain a core set of key staff – the CEO, partners, production and administrative 
staff – and a much larger proportion of freelancers. This allowed for more flexibility concerning the expansion and 
reduction of business. It was identified that Brighton offered a large pool of freelance workers possessing a wide 
range of skills and skill levels. The larger companies retained larger degrees of full-time staff and relied less on 
freelancers. 

When recruiting staff, smaller companies tended to utilise word-of-mouth through small and connected networks 
and their own websites to recruit both full-time and freelance staff. Larger companies also used these methods 
but had the financial capital to employ a wider set of strategies including recruitment through agencies, trade 
shows and recruitment fairs, although agencies were often cited as a last resort due to expense. Cost always 
remained a factor regarding methods employed. Where budgets were greater, more innovative cost-based 
approaches were employed.  
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For example, in two of the largest companies interviewed, ‘incentive’ schemes were operated where employees 
were paid bonuses for the successful introduction of potential recruits. Many companies, both large and 
small, considered their position within industry and their style of work to be an effective tool for recruitment. 
Companies that had an established reputation received a lot of cold-calling by prospective full-time applicants 
and freelancers alike. 

Many companies indicated that the Wired Sussex job website was central to their recruitment strategy. Using 
internships as a method of recruitment was rarely in evidence although some companies (not dependent on 
size), reported their involvement with Wired Sussex’s Internship Programme now in its second year of operation. 
The cost of ‘downtime’ and production hours lost by mentoring was cited as being one of the major factors why 
companies in general were not more actively involved in this type of recruitment.

Relationships with education providers

In the majority, many of the companies indicated that they did not have working relations with HEIs (Higher 
Education Institutions) although, in the interviews, many companies cited graduates as an identified source of 
potential recruitment. One company had established a working relationship with the University of Sussex; in this 
case, the company had approached the university directly. 

Within the scope of the study, there was no evidence that the companies involved in the research operated 
an informed strategy in working relationships with HEIs. However, many of them attended recruitment fairs 
as exhibitors. One company was actively engaged with an HEI where staff acted as sessional lecturers and 
subsequently provided access to graduates on this basis. Again, this was operated by one of the larger 
companies who could absorb the indirect costs. 

In general, the companies held the view that, in most cases, graduates were not skilled enough to meet the 
requirements of the job at entry level. While it was acknowledged that many had good technical skills (except in 
the area of programming), other areas of competence such as soft skills, project management, communications 
skills and industry awareness were in serious deficit. Several companies felt that HEI curricula were not keeping 
up with the speed of technical and business change within the industry as a whole. 

Companies also felt that programmes of study were often devised with little or no consultation with industry; 
this resulted in a gap between what was taught in HEIs and what was required by industry. It was felt that there 
should be closer ties with educational establishments so that curriculum offers are defined in relation to industry 
needs. 

In their recruitment strategies the companies approached seemed to place little emphasis on, or 
acknowledgement of, the role played by FECs (Further Education Colleges) as a recognised supplier of skilled 
and/or trained talent within the Brighton area. The main focus was placed either on undergraduates from 
universities or (as in the larger companies where finances allowed) on internship programmes or recruitment from 
across the industry. 

Companies’ views regarding vocational educational programmes suggested that undergraduate programmes 
were considered to be the only valid training model leading to employment at entry level. Only one company 
interviewed was actively engaged in an internship programme through the government’s Apprenticeship Scheme 
(the programme was directly linked to an FEC). 
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Training

Generally, training beyond contexts of general induction programmes related to size of company and not so 
much to the nature of the work or sector companies operated in. Smaller companies relied upon skill-ready 
employees requiring little or no training. Where training did exist, it mainly related to keeping abreast with 
technical, creative and industry changes. This unaccredited training was mainly left to the individual to acquire 
through informal and self-initiated processes. 

In general, structured training for smaller companies tended to focus on areas of infrastructure or on supporting 
business expansion. They were likely to provide cross-skill accredited training for office staff taking on, for 
example, accounting or payroll responsibilities. As the size of company increased, more formal structures and 
initiatives were in place. The bigger the company, the more likely they were to take on entry-level semi-skilled 
staff with a view to train further. 

The term ‘training on the job’ often took the form of sharing best practice, concepts and ideas through both 
formal and informal knowledge networks. Both small and large companies alike practised in-house dissemination 
sessions; with the smaller companies this tended to be directed towards informal ‘chats’. The larger the 
company the more formal the process became, with several of the larger companies operating departmental and 
company-wide ‘knowledge network’ blogs, forums and intranets. 

More interestingly, one company had introduced an ‘Idea for Learning’ policy based on the Google.com model releasing 
employees from 15% of their working time to create ideas, research and develop knowledge. Very few companies 
outsourced their training and, again, this referred only to the larger companies who had training budgets in place.

Many companies commented on the dynamic and positive experience of external networking, particularly in 
Brighton, which provided opportunities for sharing best practice and ‘knowledge networking’. This also occurred 
more widely through various organisations and events throughout the South East, nationally and internationally.

Conclusions

In conclusion, it was identified that many companies within the Brighton area were experiencing difficulty in 
obtaining the right type of skills at entry level and, in some cases, ready-skilled and experienced management 
level staff. Company size determined the nature of training where the larger companies with larger budgets could 
more likely afford innovative training models and formal systems of knowledge sharing. Larger companies were 
also more readily able to accept internship programmes and train entry level candidates. Companies generally 
agreed that their relationship with HEIs could be stronger and a more responsive approach to industry by 
education was needed.

Digital landscape:
•  Skills gaps do exist
•  �Skills gaps will continue if issues not addressed, creating continued shortfall in UK skills and global competitiveness
•  Skills gaps create barriers to business growth

Recruitment:
•  Company size determines recruitment models
•  Smaller companies rely on skills-ready freelancers
•  Difficulty in recruiting skills-ready management level staff and also programmers
•  Few recruits are taken from HEIs and virtually none from FEIs.
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Training:
•  Smaller companies utilise more informal, on-the-job training models due to cost
•  Informal networking, or the ‘coffee machine culture’ acts as means of skill sharing
•  Larger companies operate more corporate models of appraisals and offer formalised training opportunities
•  Larger companies outsource training but not often
•  �Emergence of formalised knowledge networking as means of skill development and skills transfer in larger 

companies 
•  �HEIs and FECs need to work more closely with industry, such as in the Skillset Academies initiative, to help 

identify curriculum design and create the development of fit-for-purpose skills
•  �Funded initiatives need to be made more available for companies to engage directly with training and 

internship programmes – such as those operated by Wired Sussex  and Skillset 
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The development of a Foundation 
degree in Management and 
Leadership within the  
‘Gatwick Diamond’

Paul Clark > Paul Clark is the curriculum team leader for professional management 
programmes at Central Sussex College.

Background

Within the Gatwick Diamond1 catchment area, over 32,000 businesses employ a workforce of over 310,000 
people. Government recognises the strategic importance of the airport hub, and the significance of the rapidly 
growing business sector located within the surrounding area to the economy of the South East. 

Research commissioned by Central Sussex College indicates that one in five businesses within the Gatwick 
Diamond experience skills shortages that directly impact on their operations; many of the deficiencies identified 
involve management and leadership competences. Consequently, Central Sussex College has recognised that  
a gap exists for management and leadership training within the workplace.

Opportunities for management training exist in abundance within the Gatwick Diamond. For example, both 
private and public sector providers offer a range of bespoke training packages and institutionally endorsed 
qualifications. However, whilst recognising a gap in provision, it was important for the college not to offer a 
programme that duplicated (or competed with) our current management curriculum. The objective was to 
provide a unique product that did not contradict or compromise our existing programmes. 

After considerable analysis we detected a gap in the market around work-based learning and assessment. 
This is an area that integrates direct work-related learning, college-focused theoretical input, and work-based 
assessment strategies. This is exactly the territory occupied by the Foundation degree. We realised that an 
opportunity existed to develop a Foundation degree in Management and Leadership.

Further analysis of the evidence supporting the demand for a Foundation degree in Management and Leadership 
indicated that a detailed segmentation study of potential target markets should be carried out. Eventually, we 
focused on seven key segments, each representing a fruitful prospect in terms of economic growth rates and 
future labour demand. 

1The Gatwick Diamond is a regional economic initiative covering Surrey and West Sussex. Its aim is to develop an internationally competitive 

business location over coming years.
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We hope that our approach has been innovative, creative and resourceful but, more importantly, we hope that 
our curriculum design will encourage more students to pursue a degree rather than electing to pursue a non-
degree route and merely acquire the basic level of qualification required to enter employment in the health and 
fitness industry. Our experience therefore provides a salutary lesson in the pragmatics of upskilling the workforce 
and widening participation into HE. 

This lesson is that, in employment areas where a degree is not a pre-requisite for entry, there have to be clear 
benefits to a degree programme in order to encourage progression. Our survey helped to reveal this, for the 
indecision expressed by students studying CYQ courses demonstrated their recognition that a degree might be 
helpful but it was not a necessary qualification to enter the industry. Hence many, we judged, were undecided 
about progression. We hope that with the new Foundation degree in Health Promotion and Personal Training we 
have developed a package that both makes this decision easier and is more likely to encourage progression.

Conclusion

Our survey was a useful tool that helped to provide us with some insights into the attitudes and aspirations of 
level 3 vocational learners towards HE. It clearly revealed different attitudes to the likelihood of progression across 
the range of level 3 qualifications and, as we reflected and delved deeper into the responses, we realised that 
any curriculum had to address in a fundamental way the issues that were being unearthed.  

In this regard, the survey played an important part in the design and development of the Foundation degree in 
Health Promotion and Personal Training, and it helped to make sure that this programme addressed issues that 
we felt were highlighted by students currently studying level 3 professional qualifications in health and fitness.
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