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INTRODUCTION
This paper outlines the landscape of foundation year provision in London and the
potential impacts of changes to or defunding of these courses in particular subject
areas and provider types, and for particular demographic groups. It provides context
on foundation year programme aims, their impacts on student continuation as well as
soft skills and confidence, and sets out what the sector could productively bear in
mind when designing or redesigning foundation year provision in the future. 

Foundation years are offered by a wide range of higher education institutions across
the UK either as an extra year at the beginning of a course, teaching course-specific
skills, or a more general additional year teaching transferable academic skills
applicable to a number of degree courses. Foundation years primarily target students
with the desire to study for Bachelor’s degrees but lacking the Level 3 qualifications
asked for by most degree courses, offering an alternative and accessible pathway into
degree study.  
 
The UK Government’s February 2022 proposals for reform in the post-18 education
landscape were critical of the way foundation years currently work, particularly the
additional debt foundation year students take on by studying for an extra year. This
reflected previous criticism of foundation years in the Post-18 Review of Education
and Funding. The increase in foundation year student numbers, particularly in London,
attracted negative attention. Foundation years were compared to Access to HE
diplomas and it was suggested that Access to HE diplomas offered better value for
money with the same benefits for students.  
 
In our response to the consultation, London Higher highlighted research from the OfS,
which found that students across several demographics are more successful on
foundation years (where 79% of students progress onto higher education) than Access
to HE diplomas (where only 62% progress to higher education).

CONTEXT

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/higher-education-policy-statement-and-reform
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-and-further-education-minister-michelle-donelan-speech-on-the-augar-review
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/805127/Review_of_post_18_education_and_funding.pdf
https://londonhigher.ac.uk/london-higher-submits-response-to-the-higher-education-reform-consultation/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/f3450e04-2d2b-4b33-932f-41140d57c41e/ofs2019_20.pdf
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In 2020-21, there were over 12,000 individuals studying foundation years in London.
This is an increase of around 3,000 individuals from 2019, and an increase of almost
10,000 individuals from 2007. This large increase is particularly striking given that in
2020-21, there were 62,000 Foundation Year students nationally, so London students
represent almost one fifth (20%) of the national population. UCAS statistics from 2021
indicate that London students made up around 17.6% of the total population entering
HE, so London foundation year students represent a slightly larger proportion of the
foundation year national student pool than they do the rest of the student body. 

Foundation years also play a vital role in supporting belonging and levelling up. In the
context of the wider HE reform consultation, it is likely that the impact of other
proposals (e.g. minimum eligibility requirements), should they go ahead, will increase
the need for foundation years as a pathway to higher education, as increased numbers
of students will be locked out of higher education by their prior attainment. 

FOUNDATION YEAR 
STUDENTS IN LONDON

https://www.ucas.com/data-and-analysis/undergraduate-statistics-and-reports/ucas-undergraduate-releases/applicant-releases-2022-cycle/2022-cycle-applicant-figures-30-june-deadline
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2019/08/05/the-value-of-foundation-years-in-higher-education/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2021/06/17/foundation-years-an-engine-room-of-social-mobility/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1058933/Higher_education_policy_statement_reform_consultation_-_Equality_analysis.pdf


4

Bearing in mind foundation year provision’s promise of pathways into university for
students who lack the qualifications traditionally required for entering undergraduate
degree courses, students who do not hold Level 3 qualifications (A Levels or
equivalent) are taking up the offer that Foundation Year provision makes to them.
Both nationally and in London, students studying Foundation Years are
disproportionately mature and/or from disadvantaged backgrounds. Using data from
the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) to look at London foundation years
learners specifically (Figure 1), several groups are disproportionately over-represented
in the foundation years population than the wider first-degree population. Black and
mature students are particularly over-represented in the foundation year population.
Students with this grade profile make up almost five times the proportion of
foundation year learners as first-degree learners.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR LONDON HE
Many universities in London have developed foundation year offers in recent years as
a means of meeting strategic goals around widening participation and diversifying
their student body, opening up access to high-tariff degree programmes while
maintaining an otherwise high-grade requirement for selective degrees. For example,
Royal Holloway, University of London’s integrated foundation year programme has
been developed in order to broaden the university’s population in the context of
growing London ‘hyper-diversity’ and will have more degree programmes incorporated
into it in 2022-23. Major changes to foundation year funding and administration
would necessitate a rethink of the use of foundation years and risks undermining
efforts to reach strategic widening participation goals. The students, particularly
mature and Black students, holding Level 2 entry qualifications and below who exist in
large numbers in London will continue to need pathways into higher education if we
are to continue to make progress to widen access.  

In many cases, foundation year provision that is deeply linked to universities’ core
missions (such as at Birkbeck, University of London) will be a priority to continue
regardless of the funding situation. In some cases though, funding changes will make
it impossible to deliver the same scale and quality of foundation year provision. 

https://www.royalholloway.ac.uk/studying-here/applying/foundation-year/
https://www.accesshe.ac.uk/yYdIx0u7/Preparing-for-hyper-diversity-Londons-student-population-in-2030.pdf
https://www.bbk.ac.uk/prospective/foundation-year-degrees
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Where foundation year courses become less viable for higher education providers to
deliver, there may be less provision in this space. For some students, this reduction in
choice of provision, or indeed availability of any local provision may mean they are not
able to progress to higher education. 

Reduced funding for foundation years could result in institutions being able to offer
less student support, which is likely to impact attainment and continuation,
particularly for the most vulnerable students. New B3 conditions for foundation years
due to be implemented in October 2022, carry the risk of reducing this type of
provision ‘by the back door’ as programmes lack the resources to support students,
and this puts them at risk of regulatory action from the Office for Students.  
 
A reduction in foundation year provision may also lead to more prospective students
studying Access to HE diplomas as an alternative. Although Access to HE diplomas can
be an effective and affordable option for some prospective students, albeit with
poorer outcomes and varied availability, forcing students onto Access to HE diplomas
risks reducing progression to higher education for some student groups. There are
many providers in London offering Access to HE diplomas, but there is a lack of
consistent coverage across subject areas. To take one subject as an example,
searching for biomedical science courses in London on the Access to HE diploma
website and on UCAS for foundation years reveals sixteen courses across seven
providers in London foundation year courses, with Access to HE diplomas in this
subject only available in two London colleges.  

NEXT STEPS
London Higher continues to highlight the importance of foundation years as part
of the diversity of provision across higher education and as an important strategic
element of widening participation.  
London Higher will establish a foundation years working group to discuss the
challenge of foundation year delivery, share best practice among members and
ensure maximum student success within this provision.  
London Higher members are invited to become signatures to a letter outlining the
importance of foundation year provision and calling for assurance that funding for
foundation year provision will be protected.  

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/student-outcomes-and-teaching-excellence-consultations/student-outcomes/
https://www.londonhigher.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/London-Higher-Response-to-DfE-HE-Reform-Consultation-Final.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/f3450e04-2d2b-4b33-932f-41140d57c41e/ofs2019_20.pdf
https://digital.ucas.com/coursedisplay/results/courses?searchTerm=biomedical%20science%20foundation&studyYear=2023&destination=Undergraduate&regions=Greater%20London&postcodeDistanceSystem=imperial&pageNumber=1&sort=MostRelevant&clearingPreference=NextYear
https://www.accesstohe.ac.uk/course-search
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If you would like to discuss this briefing paper further or require any further
information, please contact Emily Dixon, London Programmes & Communications
Coordinator at London Higher at emily.dixon@londonhigher.ac.uk.  

FURTHER INFORMATION

mailto:emily.dixon@londonhigher.ac.uk



