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Chief Executive
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5th Floor 

Jervis House

Jervis Street

Dublin 1
1st July 2003

Dear Sean,

Review of fees to be charged by FETAC and HETAC - NQAI Discussion Document

Submission by the Higher Education Colleges Association

I enclose herewith a copy of the submission by the Higher Education Colleges Association in relation to the discussion document prepared by NQA I relating to the review of fees to be charged by FETAC and HETAC.

I understand that you were kind enough to agree with Maria Horan that we could submit after the deadline date.  My apologies for the delay in this submission.  It was due to a combination of heavy academic commitments at this time of year on the part of HECA members together with holiday commitments of other Council members. It was clear from our first draft of the document that it needed further development which has since been done. Thank you for patience in this matter.

Yours sincerely,

Diarmuid Hegarty

Higher Education Colleges Association

Review of fees to be charged by FETAC and HETAC - NQAI Discussion Document Submission by the Higher Education Colleges Association

Question 1 - Functions of the Awards Councils - Are there other functions ?

In addition to the functions outlined in the Review Document, The Higher Education and Training Awards Council has the following functions: -

(1) The Council shall consult, as it considers appropriate, with providers of higher education and training or other persons or bodies (Section 23 (2) (a)).

(2) The Council shall, following consultation with the Authority, inform itself of practices outside the State in relation to its functions (Section 23 (2) (b)).

(3) The Council shall, following consultation with the Authority, inform itself of the education, training, skills and qualification requirements of industry, including agriculture, business, tourism, trade and the professions and the public service, including the level of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners and promote practices in higher education and training, which meet those requirements (Section 23 (2) (c)).

(4) The Council has the responsibility to ensure that the awards made or recognised and the programmes validated by the Council, have adequate and fair international recognition, through liaison with appropriate bodies, specifically within the EU (a subset of (2) above and its responsibilities for quality assurance and promotion of awards).

These additional responsibilities are considered important as they pertain to the division of the functions of The Higher Education and Training Awards Council between a policy/framework development function and an operational function.  The distinction between these two functions and the implications for the funding of The Higher Education and Training Awards Council are developed below.  It should also be appreciated that consideration of the list of functions is incomplete without an analysis of the resources devoted to each function.  For instance it is not a simple matter of saying six out of ten functions are developmental in nature and therefore 60 percent of the Councils' funding should be from the State.

Question 1 - Functions of the Awards Councils - Agreement with the analysis of these functions ?

The Higher Education Colleges Association is concerned that the conclusion of the Review Document in relation to the validation of programmes might have unfair implications for learners learning in institutions other than the recognised institutions.

The conclusion appears to be that the validation of programmes would be a service for which fees should be charged. It also appears to be implied that such charge should embrace the cost of  "the whole process put in place by the Councils in relation to facilitating the receipt of validation proposals and the processing of them".

The concern is that if validation proposals for learners other than those of the recognised institutions with delegated authority are costed on this basis the policy development cost relating to validation of programmes will inevitably be included together with the programme validation related costs of reviewing delegated authority of recognised institutions.  All of the cost associated with validation of programmes would ultimately fall upon the shoulders of the learners in institutions other than the recognised institutions when full delegated authority in respect of all programmes is in place.  This would result in a disproportionately high burden per learner in these institutions as opposed to that falling upon the shoulders of learners in the recognised institutions.  This is already happening as explained in Appendix 2

In essence HECA submits that the objective of government policy should be to establish an equivalence of costs of validation as between the recognised institutions and those institutions without delegated authority and hence an equivalence of burden per learner.  In this respect the validation charge to non-recognised institutions, if limited to the incremental costs of their validation process (i.e. the honoraria paid to panel members and cost of secretarial support) would result in a fairer determination of the burden of validation falling upon their learners. 

Indeed the fact that the State, as currently financier of education in the public sector, is the ultimate beneficiary of reduced validation costs in recognised institutions imposes upon it a particular responsibility to be even handed in determining the validation burden falling upon learners in non-recognised institutions.

Question 1 - Functions of the Awards Councils - How this analysis should be developed further ?

In determining the division of funding of the Councils between State funding and learner funding it would be helpful to divide the time and resources of the Councils between activities of a policy/framework development nature to be State funded and activities of an operational nature to be financed by fees for services charged to institutions and ultimately borne by learners.  The analysis of the business of the meetings of HETAC referred to in Appendix 1 would suggest a ratio of 90 : 10 in favour of the policy / framework development.

In essence the argument here is that in regard to policy and framework development the State is the client of the Councils whereas in regard operational activities the learner is the ultimate client.  

The role of the Councils is likely to be primarily developmental over the next five years.  In fairness this developmental cost should be funded by means of grant rather than fees.  To facilitate an equitable division in future years it would be helpful for the Councils to maintain a record of time and resources devoted to the two categories of activity.

Question 2 - Agreement with the Range, Completeness and Discussion of Issues Arising
The range and discussion of the issues arising is substantially complete with the exception of the following :

(1) While reference is made to the functions of the Councils it is not explicitly stated that the resources allocated to each function be measured.  This would appear to be a necessary pre-condition to the funding of the Council's activities on a cost recovery basis.

(2)  The implications of proposed cost recovery by function for the relativity of the cost burdens falling upon different learners do not appear to be fully explored.  In particular, the possibility of unfair discrimination between learners as to the burden of cost recovery of the activities of the Councils is not acknowledged or investigated.  This is despite the fact that there is clear evidence that the cost burden per learner of such cost recovery has been significantly higher in the years 2001/02 and 2002/03 for learners of providers other than the recognised institutions than for learners in the recognised institutions (See Appendix 2). 

The absence of this follow through of cost recovery to cost per learner leads to the inherent conflicts between the principles later developed in the document.  A clear example of such conflict lies within the principle that "Fees to be charged by the Councils should not stifle innovation and the increasing certification of learning".  If the validation costs per learner and award costs per learner are significantly higher for learners of providers other than the recognised institutions (as in 2001/02 and 2002/3) than for learners of the recognised institutions this will stifle innovation and certification of learning among such providers. It is submitted that conflict also exists in regard to the principle protecting disadvantaged learners and the principle of indifference of arrangements whether or not the provider is funded by the State.

(3) The document does not explore the "market environment" within which the Councils operate.  It gives no consideration to the relative cost of other validation options open to providers other than the recognised institutions.  If it is genuinely desired to increase the certification of learning by the Councils the cost relativity of options available on a European wide basis should be explored.  The principles should be expanded to include comparability of charges raised by the Councils with international alternatives.

Question 3 - Consideration of Way Forward - changes to the principles
The following amendment to existing principles is proposed: -

(a) The principle of not passing costs onto disadvantaged learners should be amended to ensure that the same support is available to disadvantaged learners regardless of whether they are funded by State subvention or private scholarship.

(b) The principle enunciating the State's duty to financially support the work of the Councils should be further developed to state explicitly that the work of the Councils as regards policy/framework development should be funded by the State by way of grant aid.

The following additional principles are proposed: -

(a) as far as is practicably possible the fees charged by the Councils should be structured such that the cost per learner is equivalent.

(b) in determining the charges for their services the Councils should have regard not merely to the cost of the services but also the market rate for same established by the charges levied by other validation agencies.

Question 3 - Consideration of Way Forward -analysis of the options

The simple composite fee charged to providers relating to the number of learners covering the functions of award-making, validation, quality assurance and assessment implied by options 2 and 3 would seem to be the most efficient way of achieving the objective of ensuring that the cost per learner is equivalent.

Option 3, which talks about the additional costs not including staff costs of a limited range of services provided by the Councils would seem to be most in accord with the reality that a substantial part of the work undertaking by the Councils is a policy/framework development nature.

APPENDIX 1

The measurement of the resources of the Councils applied to functions of a policy/framework development nature and functions of operational nature could be approached in a number of different ways.  Ideally staff time, being the major resource, should be analysed between the different functions and overhead cost allocation would follow accordingly.  One of the representatives of providers of educational training, other than recognised institutions, on HETAC, has prepared on behalf of HECA and other such providers an estimate based upon the proceedings of meetings of HETAC since its inception in June 2001.  This analysis would suggest a breakdown of 90% policy to 10% operational approximately.

 APPENDIX 2

It appears that the learners of providers other than the recognised institutions are bearing a totally disproportionate share of the award fees. Under the section, Examination of Existing Practices- HETAC Award Fees, it appears that the fees paid to external examiners fell from €261,959 to €56,093 from 2001 to 2002, which would suggest that the fees paid to external examiners for the recognised institutions were in the region of €206,000. In the same period, presumably in return for agreeing to pay the external examiners directly the total awards fees paid by the recognised institutions fell from €1,580,780 to €477,660, a drop of €1,103,120.

If one looks at these figures on a cost per learner basis, assuming an external examiner cost to the recognised institutions of €206,000 the following disparity emerges: -








Recognised
  Other 









Institutions
Providers








       €

     €

Awards Fees paid to HETAC



477,660
568,821

External Examiner Costs



206,000
     - ___     

Total Costs





683,660
568,821

divided by





    

Number of Learners (including part-time)

  58,000
  10.000 Est.

Cost per Learner




     € 12
     € 57

For the most part the learners of the other providers are fee paying and therefore the burden of the HETAC costs is borne directly by the learner.  The net effect of the above is that learners of other providers are being burdened with a disproportionate share of the cost of HETAC.  No justification for this discrimination between learners is apparent. 

PAGE  
1

