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What would be the impact if HTQs didn't exist?
Qualitative evidence firmly indicates that these qualifications serve a distinctive need not met by university degrees. Importantly, they don’t 
necessarily compete with them from a learners' perspective, but can be used to facilitate progression toward further learning. Providers’ and 
learners' views align here in painting a positive picture of how these qualifications serve the needs of learners facing additional barriers (such 
as lower SES, history of migration or disrupted education) specifically and contribute to a wider goal of widening participat ion. They can help 
learners to reimagine their relationship with education, and without them some learners would risk being left out or self -excluded from 
further educational opportunities and careers in science.

How successful are HTQs?
Compared to an academic route that leads from school to university, learners are less exposed to the technical route. Outreach opportunities 
to make learners consider HTQs are often neglected. Qualitative evidence from all respondent groups, as well as from the literature review, 
suggests this is the main barrier to making HTQs more popular among learners and employers.

No significant issues in their design or delivery were identified in this research. However, accounts of learners and employers highlight that 
the work- experience element makes such qualifications more attractive. While apprenticeships are well-positioned to respond to t his need, 
classroom-based qualifications with a practical focus can be made more attractive by incorporating workplace-based modules.

What needs do HTQs serve?
This research gathered primary and reported evidence of learners' journeys that demonstrate a range of ways in which HTQs areused as 
building blocks to progress on educational and professional paths.HTQs can lead learners with diverse educational and work backgrounds 
closer to accessing higher education. Although far from everyone uses this route to progress to HE, this route does not closeoff any doors, 
and puts learners with different backgrounds and intentions in a position where new options, including higher education, become open to 
them. However, more could be done to help learners with no work experience or exposure to industry to use this qualification as an entry 
route into applied -sciences sectors.

Executive summary



BACKGROUND
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Methodology
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Profile of respondents

EMPLOYERS: 21PROVIDERS: 20 LEARNERS: 10

Institution type
Private training provider: 1        FE college: 14
University: 3 Other: 2 







Employers pointed to soft skills as key weaknesses in current entry-level employees
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In general, there was a great demand for actual work 
experience in new entrants, which suggests HTQs are 
more attractive if they include a workplace-based 
element. There was less consensus around important 
future skills, but those mentioned included:
•



Employers’ awareness of qualifications at this level was very low
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Familiarity was also very low
Even those aware of the qualifications were in many cases not familiar with their content:

“I knew that they existed, but I didn’t appreciate where they fitted in to the whole pathway. 
We’d look for a bachelor’s degree minimum, and we never considered any HNC or HNDs.” 

Employer, R&D Laboratory, Operating Officer, NW England

Given that these employers were invited to be interviewed about qualifications at levels 4-
5/7-8, awareness in the general population of employers might be even lower. They were 
more well-
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Despite employer engagement being key to a viable qualifications market, 
communication between employers and providers seemed inconsistent

Few employers had been asked to consult



13





PROVIDERS’ NEEDS
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Providers introduced and discontinued HTQs regularly
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We spoke to providers who were: currently offering HTQs; considering offering them; or had offered them in the past. Most 
providers were further education colleges, but we also spoke to universities and a private training provider. 



Senior management teams would decide if new qualifications were feasible
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What do the senior management team consider?
• What qualifications will suit their learners? Do they want to continue with 

education or go into the workforce?
• Will it help create a learning pathway taking learners from level 3 onwards?
• How will they recruit learners?  
• Are the structures already in place? Do they offer apprenticeships or other 

science qualifications already? 
• Do they have the right equipment?
• Do they have the right staff expertise?
• Are there local employers who are willing to support this qualification?
• What type of qualifications do local employers need and want?
• Can they partner with other local universities or colleges to help deliver the 

qualifications or create an educational path?

A need for a new 
qualification is identified. 

Employers or learners 
may request them. 

Science departments 
collectively or Heads of 
Department research 

qualifications and make a 
business case.  

Localemployers are 
contacted to see if they 

would like to be involved 
with the new qualification.
This stage wasn’t always 
completed, but there was 

better qualification 
demand when it was. 

The business case is 
brought to the senior 

management team who 
assess the feasibility and 

approve the request.

We asked providers how and why they decide to introduce new science qualifications. The general process / considerations are out



Providers wanted employers to be more involved in developing HTQs
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Employers

• Providers wanted employers to 
be integrated into the process, 
but they sometimes reported 
underdeveloped networks 
with local industries.

• The reliance on employers to 
help deliver apprenticeships 
(and vice versa) created an 
effective channel to discuss 
industry skills gaps and needs 
and they helped develop the 
curriculum.

• Some respondents reported 
having meetings with local 
employers to understand their 
needs.

Learners 

• Current learners helped to 
initiate the process by 
requesting qualifications that 
they wanted to take. 

• FE colleges in particular 
wanted to create a learning 
pathway for their students by 
having qualifications that 
build on each other from level 
3 to level 5 or 6.

Professional bodies

One respondent working at a 
university said they discussed 
their science qualifications with 



HTQs could prepare students for industry or university 

19©SHIFT INSIGHT 2020

What drives providers to introduce HTQs in chemistry or related subjects?

Focus on keeping learners in education
Other institutions introduced HTQs: 
• As an alternative route to achieving a science 

BSc, by creating a pathway from school to 
bachelor level with more teacher contact time, 
smaller classesand reduced fees.

• To provide the entry requirements for 
university courses for learners who didn’t 
achieve the right A-levels/Highers.



A major barrier was a lack of demand from learners and employers

20



Introducing and discontinuing HTQs – case studies 

21©SHIFT INSIGHT 2020

Case study: FE college

What do they offer?
Level 3 science qualifications.
What are they introducing?
They have recently introduced a HNC Laboratory Technician 
apprenticeship.
Why did they introduced it?
Local employers expressed an interest in sending their employees 
on the course and collaborating on the apprenticeship element.
Level 3 learners wanted to continue their education at the college.
What barriers have they faced?
Learner uptake has been poor so far and only six signed onto the 
course this year, which doesn’t make the course financially viable.

Case study: metropolitan university

What are they discontinuing?
This is the last year they will offer the FdSc in chemical science 
(aligned to the level 5 Laboratory Scientist apprenticeship standard).
What are they switching to?
As a university, their strategy has changed to focus on degree 
apprenticeships rather than level 4 & 5 HTQs. 
Why are they switching?
They have an employer advisory board thatsupports the 





Differences between Scotland and England - provision
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• We were interested in uncovering any potential differences between Scotland and England that might affect the provision and d emand for 
HTQs.It must be noted that this researchincluded far fewer respondents from Scotland than England, limiting making generalisations that 
can be deemed representative of the whole nation. However, having collected the experiences from participants based in different regions, 
and within the wider context of the literature review, in this slide we make a cautious commentary around potential similarities
and differences and their prominence within the qualitative phase.

• It should be stressed that providers in Scotland and England alike did not tend to mention significant structural



LEARNERS’ JOURNEYS
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HTQs attract and serve the needs of diverse learners
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While the qualitative research doesn’t allow us to present a generalisable mapping of learners’ demographics, the insight from interviews 
paints a picture of diverse and mixed cohorts. HTQs appear to bring together learners from a wide range of work and educational

backgrounds, genders and age groups.

“I



HTQs’ design and delivery appeared to be appealing to less traditional learners
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“The idea of doing an integrated course and doing a practical course appeals to a lot of learners who don’t necessarily fit into the standard 
educational landscape. And that means that there are a lot of people who are currently dropping out of education and are not seeking 
alternative pathways … until we can encourage them back into education at all it’s not even on the horizon.[We need] to make sure that they 
are continuing learning and they’ve got a pathway ahead of them and then showing them these kinds of options.”

Potential provider, College, SE England

Interviewees felt that the practical, applied nature of HTQs, as well as their more flexible mode of delivery and lower cost and entry 
requirements (compared to university courses) made them more accessible to and supportive of non-traditional learners.

Alternative learning style

Frequently, providers 
commented on how HTQs can 
be a good fit for those who 
may not fit into the ordinary, 
academic and theoreticalstyle 
of learning. Even though HTQ 
learners still were gaining 
knowledge and theory, they 
were also given alternative 
ways to build competences; in 
a more practical, investigative 
or independent way.

Applicable outcomes

Providers and employers 
commented that, due to 
being more practical and 
applied, HTQs helped instil 
confidence in learners. 
For example,students could 
see the overlaps between 
what they did in practicalsand 
in their workplaces, which 
gave them confidence 
that they had the right skills 
to use at work.

Lower entry barrier







Where and how learners get exposed to HTQs
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Compared to an academic route that leads to university, learners are less exposed to the technical route. Those who get to he



Interviewees felt that HTQs could be better advertised to learners, especially 
those who are not convinced a bachelor’s degree would work for them
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Accessible and technical nature of 
HTQs is attractive to learners
 HTQs are for some learners less 

intimidating than a bachelor’s 
degree.

 Some education leavers prefer 
to do something that will give 
them a direct route into industry.

 Some providers commented that 
doing hands-on science in labs is 
attractive to learners.

 Flexible delivery mode attractive, 



HTQs open doors to work and further study, but there needs to be 
more clarity about what career outcomes are possible
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In their own words
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“We get some good progression. In the past we have had a student who did a level 3 apprenticeship with us, then he did a 
HNC and a HND and then he topped it up to a BSc and he came out of college with a full chemistry degree. He was the sort of 
student who was a really nice lad but wouldn’t have coped in a university with hundreds of other students, he was in a small 



Graduated learner: Katherine – Apprentice route
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Learning outcomes
Katherinehasgone on to do the level 6 in the same apprenticeship schemeand a top-up BScin chemical science. She got a permanent position 
at the company as a quality control lab analyst.She felt the practical and transferable knowledgewas most valuable to her because it gave her 
understanding of regulations, whereas the foundation degree gave her the theoretical knowledge she has used subsequently in herbachelor’s 
degree and may be usefulto get more scientific roles in future.

• 22-year-old
White British 
female.

• NW England.
• Finished Fd in 

chemical science 
combined with a 
level 5 laboratory 
scientist 
apprenticeship.

Expectations and motivations
She started looking at a range of different apprenticeships and found the qualification on the government website. She 
wanted to gain the experience alongside the qualification as she was worried education alone wouldn’t be enough to 
get a job in sciences. The fact that she’d be able to get a foundation degree alongside apprenticeship work experience 
was the main motivating factor. She wanted to be earning a wage instead of getting in debt. She didn’t have specific 
expectations about what job roles this qualification would lead to, but it was associated with the company she’d heard of 
in the field she was interested in. Getting into this company mattered more than the course. 

Educational background
While at school, Katherine applied for undergraduate degrees, but had already decided before she got her A-levels that 



Graduated learner: Rose– Access to university route 
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Outcomes
• Rose managed to progress from HNC straight into a second year of university. She’s aiming to specialise in Immunology and continue to do 

a master’s and maybe even a PhD.
• She feels she learned the skills, especially independent learning and lab techniques, to continue on her academic journey andthinks that the 

HTQ made her career path much clearer.
• Becoming a school science technician, even though not for her, was a top-of-mind career outcome she associated with completing an HNC.

• Young female. 
• West Scoland.
• Completed HNC 

in applied 
sciences this 
summer.

• Interested in 
specialising in 
Immunology.

Expectations and motivations
• Rose was motivated by her interest in sciences and imagined herself as ultimately studying at university.
•



Current learner: Syed – Upskilling route
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Learning outcomes
Syed hopes to continue his educational journey by taking a level 5 HND and then moving on to a level 6 qualification in applied science, whilst 
maintaining his job. He thinks 5 years of work experience and a level 6 qualification will make him a desirable employee.

• 20-year-old
Bangladeshi male.

• NW England.
• Currently studying 

HNC.
• Intends to combine 

futher education 
with work in the 
chemical industry.

Expectations and motivations
• Syed heard about the qualifications from his work colleagues – mainly individuals currently taking the HNC rather 

than his managers.
• He thought it sounded like a great way to expand his scientific knowledge and improve the skills he uses at work, 

such as report writing. He expects his qualification will help him move to higher positions in the chemical industry.

Educational background:



Graduated learner: Delina– Career-change route
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Learning outcomes
Delina





EVALUATING HIGHERTECHNICAL
QUALIFICATIONS
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REGULATON AND QUALITY – employers stressed the importance of technicians understanding Healthand Safety rules, quality 
control and following industry and workplace regulations.

LABORATORY TECHNIQUES – some commented that this knowledge was sometimes missing, even among those working for longer 
in industry. They wanted to see technicians learning about manual pipetting, errors, calibration, sampling and sample prep and 



Knowledge areas employers would like added to topic lists covered by HTQs
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Employers differed in their 



Employers expected technical qualifications to give learners 
more than technical skills alone
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Interestingly, employers seemed to focus on cognitive, soft and work-based skills, rather than technical ones when discussing what 
competences HTQs should help learners develop. They wanted well-rounded technicians with a broad skills set, but some wondered 
how realistic it was to teach some of those skills in a classroom. They also highlighted that depending on how the core and optional 
modules were combined







Providers thought HTQs give learners competences they need in 
order to succeed at work and in further learning
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Providers thought HTQs cover the skills that learners need to succeed in applied sciences careers. They also tended to agree that learners are 
generally successful in developing those skills. The key skill areas they thought HTQs should and do focus on covered soft, practical and 
cognitive skills, which were consistent with employers’ views. 

However, a couple of providers mentioned that it’s not always easy for learners to identify the competences they’re learning (especially the 
behavioural ones). Sometimes they become aware of them when they progress to further study or workplaces and the tasks feel familiar.

Analysis and 
interpretation

Maths and 
calculations Problem solving Critical thinking Conducting 

research

Independent 
learning

Designing 
experiments

Working in a lab 
environment Using equipment 

Following 



What providers felt was the purpose of HTQs depended on the context 
of their provision
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For providers offering them as a standalone qualification, HTQs often served the purpose of 
getting more learners access to university courses. They did this by reducing the cost of entry to 
university for those who were able to get into second year courses subsequently, but also 
through offering a slower route to uni to those for whom a jump from level 3 to level 6 is too big 
or they lack confidence. They also offered a route for those who preferred coursework to exams. 

“I mean, it’s quite clear in SQA’s 
documentation. They actually do serve two 
purposes. One is for the academic 
progression route, but the other is 
preparing them directly through to 
employment. You know, we’re trying to 
reflect the amount of practical skills that 
they do have. And that means they’ve also 
developed things like good problem 
solving skills, time management, 
organisation, all of those. Because they’ve 
had so much practice at working in a lab.
It’s viewed as the same level as a first year 
university programme. But actually, we ask 
a lot more of our learners than they would 
if they were sitting in the equivalent 
university programme.”



RECOMMENDATIONS FROM 
RESPONDENTS
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Employers were keen for RSC to promote HTQs and act as a 
bridge between stakeholders
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Employers often mentioned a feeling that the RSC was doing a good job currently and a couple mentioned their support of the RSciTech in this 
respect. However, it is worth remembering that our sample is probably biased towards those with a higher level of engagement with the RSC. It 
was clear that they felt that there was a great deal of work to be done if HTQs were to get wider recognition and use. Employers felt that there 
was much that could be done to promote the qualifications more widely and educate managers about them. In some cases these are actions 

directly for the RSC, in others the RSC may have a role in encouraging and lobbying other actors e.g. awarding bodies, government and providers. 
Some of these suggestions refer to areas in which the RSC has made a decision not to involve themselves, for example the direct provision of 

HTQs. Endorsement and support may be one possible approach here.

Pr
om

ot
e 

H
TQ

s • Help to raise 
awareness and 
understanding 
in the RSC 
community, 
including 
among 
employers, 
providers, 
schools and 
prospective 
learners.

• Encourage 
inclusion of 
HTQs in career 
guidance at all 
levels.

Ac
t a

s a
 b

rid
ge

• Sponsor 
discussions 
between 
government, 
employers and 
providers.

• Continue to 
give learners 
and providers 
information , 
highlighting 
the breadth of 
employer types 
that employ 
technicians.

Fa
ci

lit
at

e • Give more 
support to 
help 
students get 
industrial 
experience.

• Facilitate 
collaboration 
between 
employers 
and 
providers by 
endorsing 
HTQs within 
apprentice-
ships.

Pr
ov

id
e • Become a 

provider, 
delivering 
HTQs online.

• Run courses on 
professional 
development 



Providers also wanted RSC to promote HTQs more strongly
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Suggested actions for other stakeholders

Providers were more likely to speak not just of actions that the RSC could take, but of those they would like to see from other stakeholders 
to encourage further take-up of HTQs. As with employers, providers felt that the RSC had a role to play as a bridge between different 

stakeholders in this area.

Employers to talk more 
about HTQs.

More tailoring to 
specific industries.

Status of BTEC needs 
to be improved.

Recognition from big 
employers in the HE 

sector, Water industry, 
Healthcare and 

Pharma. 

“Outreach is one of the main things. By outreach, I mean outreach to employers and learners too. It’s all about increasing the awareness of 
HTQs to employers.”

Currentprivate training provider, West Midlands

Pr
om

ot
e H

TQ
s

• Provide 
information 
about HTQs for 
prospective 
learners and 
employers 
through relevant 
channels, such 
as their website, 
to promote 
awareness.

Ac
t a

s a
 b

rid
ge

• Liaise with other 
institutes that 
promote 
technical 
learning.

• Input into the 
development of 
qualifications.

Ac
cr

ed
it 

an
d 

su
pp

or
t c

ar
ee

rs

• Accredit 
qualifications.

• Make potential 
career paths for 
technicians 
clearer.



Conclusions 
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Our conclusions are shown using a simple policy triangle. They should not be read as directives for RSC, but we hope 
that interpreting key findings in light of policy content, process, context and actors might be a useful starting point. 

How could policy interventions around HTE 
be positioned within a wider policy 
context?
• HTQs appear to have an important role 




