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Foreword by the
Secretary of State for
Education Michael Gove MP

Since Prince Albert established the Royal Commission in 1851 policy-makers have
struggled with our failure to provide young people with a proper technical and practical
education of a kind that other nations can boast. 160 years later the same problems
remain. Our international competitors boast more robust manufacturing industries.
Our technical education remains weaker than most other developed nations. And, in

simple terms, our capacity to generate growth by making things remains weaker.

Last year I asked Professor Alison Wolf to help us confront this long-standing problem
by reviewing pre-19 vocational education. She has responded with this brilliant, and

ground-breaking, report.

She starts by confronting us with some stark truths. Far too many 14-16 year olds are
doing courses with little or no value because performance tables incentivise schools to
offer these inadequate qualifications. As a result between a quarter and a third of young
people between the ages of 16-19 are, right now, either doing nothing at all or pursuing
courses which offer no route to higher levels of education or the prospect of meaningful
employment. She is correct to say these young people are being deceived and that this is

not just unacceptable but morally wrong.

This waste is a special tragedy because we know that encouraging genuine, high-quality,
vocational education can guarantee access to further and higher education and rewarding
employment. The kind of courses which lead to a passionate understanding of, and

commitment to, the joy of technical accomplishment are immensely valuable.

We already know what good looks like. Apprenticeships at BT or Rolls-Royce are more
oversubscribed than the most desirable course at the best university. These types of
courses offer a route to good salaries and quick promotion at world-beating firms. What’s
more, many of the best courses — like those offered by BT — hold open the door for

further study in higher education.



Foreword by the Secretary of State for Education Michael Gove MP

Professor Wolf argues that we need a wholesale realignment of incentives. Performance
tables, funding systems and regulatory compliance are all pushing in the wrong direction
— against the better judgment of teachers and lecturers working in our schools and
colleges. To take one particularly shocking example: the system actively discourages 16-19
year olds from catching up with their English and Maths so that each year 300,000

18 year olds start adult life without the equivalent of a Maths or English GCSE.

Implementing these reforms so that we get the structure right will not, as she
acknowledges, be simple. It will take years. But if we are going to give all our young
people the opportunities they deserve we must get it right. Thanks to Professor Wolf we

now have a guide to get us there.

Michael Gove MP,

Secretary of State for Education.



Foreword by the Minister of State
for Further Education, Skills and
Lifelong Learning John Hayes MP

Little makes more difference to people’s lives than the empowerment they receive from
education. But for those young people whose aptitudes and talents are practical,
expectations are too often limited and opportunities restricted. For far too long vocational

learning has been seen as the poor relation of academic learning.

While there have been many calls over the years for greater parity of esteem between
academic and vocation qualifications, in practice this has meant making what is practical
more academic, to the detriment of both. It is time, as the Secretary of State has said, that
we recognise the ‘inherent value of craftsmanship’ — the intrinsic richness of manual work,

practical and technical competences.

Recognising the value of practical skills matters for individuals and our society, and it
matters for our economy too. Our future prosperity depends on building an advanced
economy founded on high-level technical skills. To extend individual opportunity and
rebalance our economy we must raise expectations and unleash talent. For those young

people who choose the vocational route it must be a highway, not a cul-de-sac.

In September last year, the Secretary of State asked Professor Alison Wolf to investigate
how we can ensure that vocational education provides for progression to higher learning
and employment. Alison’s report represents a fresh approach. Rather than advocating yet
more qualification reform, it recommends that we embrace and extend the forms of
vocational learning we know work well, both here and abroad. In particular, Alison

identifies Apprenticeships as a key route to skilled employment and national prosperity.

To deliver economic growth with all that means for standards of living and communal
wellbeing we must prioritise vocational learning, promote Apprenticeships and so

produce a new generation of craftsmen and women capable of building Britain’s future.

John Hayes MP,

Minister of State for Further education, Skills and Lifelong Learning.
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Executive Summary

In England, today, around two and a half million young people are aged 14 to 19.The
vast majority are engaged full or part time in education, and they are growing up in a
world where long periods of study and formal credentials are the norm. Vocational
education is an important part of that world. Most English young people now take some
vocational courses before they are 16; and post-16 the majority follow courses which are

largely or entirely vocational.

Vocational education today includes, as it always has, courses and programmes which
teach important and valuable skills to a very high standard. It offers a direct route into
higher education which has been followed by hundreds of thousands of young people;
and prestigious apprenticeships which are massively over-subscribed. Conventional
academic study encompasses only part of what the labour market values and demands:
vocational education can offer different content, different skills, different forms of
teaching. Good vocational programmes are, therefore, respected, valuable and an

important part of our, and any other country’s, educational provision.

But many vocational students are not following courses of this type. Alongside the many
young people for whom vocational education offers a successful pathway into
employment or higher education, there are hundreds of thousands for whom it does not.

For example:

e Many of our 16 and 17 year olds move in and out of education and short-term
employment. They are churning between the two in an attempt to find either a course

which offers a real chance for progress, or a permanent job, and are finding neither.

e The staple offer for between a quarter and a third of the post-16 cohort is a diet of
low-level vocational qualifications, most of which have little to no labour market value.
Among 16 to 19 year olds, the Review estimates that at least 350,000 get little to no

benefit from the post-16 education system.
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o English and Maths GCSE (at grades A*-C) are fundamental to young people’s
employment and education prospects. Yet less than 50% of students have both at the
end of Key Stage 4 (age 15/16); and at age 18 the figure is still below 50%. Only 4% of
the cohort achieve this key credential during their 16-18 education. Worse, the funding
and accountability systems established by government create perverse incentives to

steer 16+ students into inferior alternative qualifications.

The result is that many of England’s 14-19 year olds do not, at present, progress
successfully into either secure employment or higher-level education and training. Many
of them leave education without the skills that will enable them to progress at a later date.
The Review received many hundred submissions from individuals and groups with
extensive knowledge of our vocational education system. Many highlighted its strengths
and achievements. But none wanted to leave things as they are; nor did they believe that

minor changes were enough. This is surely correct.

What we want to achieve

Our society believes in equality of opportunity for all its citizens. That means equipping
young people for a world in which their education makes a critical difference to their
future lives, and for an economy undergoing constant and largely unpredictable change.
We need to make sure that vocational education for 14-19 year olds really does serve the

purpose of creating and maintaining opportunities for all young people.

This review makes a number of detailed recommendations to that end. Underlying them

are three very clear organising principles for reform.

First, our system has no business tracking and steering 14 year olds, or 16 year olds, into
programmes which are effectively dead-end. Any young person’s programme of study,
whether ‘academic’ or ‘vocational’, should provide for labour market and educational

progress on a wide front, whether immediately or later in life.

Second, we should tell citizens the truth. That means providing people with accurate and
useful information, so that they can make decisions accordingly. Good information
becomes more critical the more important the decisions. For young people, which
vocational course, qualification or institution they choose really can be life- determining.
14-19 education is funded and provided for their sakes, not for the sake of the institutions

who provide it. This may be a truism; but it is one which policy too often seems to ignore.

In recent years, both academic and vocational education in England have been bedevilled
by well-meaning attempts to pretend that everything is worth the same as everything else.

Students and families all know this is nonsense. But they are not all equally well placed to

8
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know the likely consequences of particular choices, or which courses and institutions are
of high quality. Making that information available to everybody is the government’s

responsibility. Too often, it, and its agencies, have failed at this task.

At issue here is not simply good general careers guidance and advice to individuals, to
which everyone signs up happily. It is also, and fundamentally, about how government
oversees and reports on performance. Vocational education has been micro-managed
from the centre for decades. This is a bad idea, and not just because it is inherently
ineffective. It also means that government takes direct public responsibility for success

and failure, and finds it correspondingly impossible to be honest

Third, the system needs to be simplified dramatically, as a precondition for giving people
good and accurate information, to free up resources for teaching and learning, and to
encourage innovation and efficiency. English vocational education is extraordinarily
complex and opaque by European and international standards. This is because of central
government: its repeated, overlapping directives, and the complex, expensive and counter-
productive structures that result. We have had over twenty years of micro-management

and mounting bureaucratic costs, and it is time this changed.

Of course, good information is only helpful if people are able to act upon it. The
institutional framework for 14-19 education is one in which most young people are
already able to exercise a considerable degree of choice — and do. However, the review
also looked at constraints on institutions’ ability to respond efficiently to students’

preferences and demand.

The wider environment

We know from well-based research studies that 30 or 40 years ago vocational routes
offered young people better and more secure prospects than is the case today. It is always
tempting to look back at a golden age; but trying to recreate 1960s education is not the

answer. It was a different world and, above all, a different economy and labour market.

Today’s vocational education system must respond to five key labour market
characteristics. First, full-time education or training to age 18 is now the dominant
pattern. In England, virtually everyone stays on post-GCSE, and an overwhelming
majority participate to age 18.This change has knock-on effects for the labour market
and is also in part a response to (and not just the mirror image of) the implosion of the

youth labour market.

This change in the youth labour market is the second critical aspect of today’s labour

market which vocational education must recognise. It is quite recent and involves a
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dramatic change in teenagers’ options. Even twenty years ago, there were very large
numbers of jobs available for 16 and 17 year olds. Today, this is not true, for a variety of
reasons including changes in employment-related regulation and employers’ assumptions
about school-leavers’ skills. In this and other respects, the English labour market is more

and more like that of our major European neighbours.

Third, employers nonetheless continue to value and reward employment experience and
not just formal credentials. Good apprenticeships are valuable as much for the general
skills they teach as for the specific ones; and employment of any sort has value for
people’s later careers and chances. Even though formal credentials are seen as
increasingly important, they are not, in fact, all-determining. Work experiences still offer
an alternative progression route, while many formal qualifications are not worth having

at all.

Fourth, good levels of English and Mathematics continue to be the most generally useful
and valuable vocational skills on offer. They are a necessary precondition for access to
selective, demanding and desirable courses, whether these are ‘vocational’ or ‘academic’;

and they are rewarded directly by the labour market throughout people’s careers.

Fifth, young people change jobs very frequently, within a labour market which is also in
constant flux. So students need general skills; and the educational system needs to
respond quickly and flexibly to change. All five of these developments need to inform

vocational as much as academic curricula.

The way forward

Today’s labour market conditions bear very hard on young people. Underlying structural
trends have been made worse by recession. We need to ensure that students have every
opportunity to gain the most important and generalisable skills, including those gained in
employment. This means making certain that institutions focus on students’ demands and
needs, not those of government agencies, and that the funding and oversight regime for
14-19 year olds helps institutions to be flexible, efficient, and directly responsive to labour
market changes. Government should focus on its key roles of monitoring and ensuring

quality, and providing objective information, and withdraw from micro-management.

To that end, the Review proposes some major changes. Funding should be on a per-
student basis post-16 as well as pre-16, and institutions should be expected to offer and
provide coherent programmes of study, within broad parameters, rather than being
funded on the basis on individual qualifications. Post-16, English and Mathematics
should be a required component of study programmes for those without good GCSEs in

these subjects. Programmes will vary in how they organise this, depending on the
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students concerned. For some, intensive remedial reading will be required; for others,
alternative qualifications such as the Free-standing Mathematics qualifications will be
appropriate; for others, immediate GCSE re-sits. Every other country in the developed
world concentrates on improving the language and mathematics skills of its post-16

vocational students, and so, belatedly, should England.

At the same time, there should be much greater freedom for awarding bodies to develop
and for institutions to offer the vocational qualifications they prefer for 16-19 year old
students. Regulation should move away from qualification accreditation towards awarding
body oversight, and there should be no obligation for vocational qualifications for 16-19

year olds to be part of the Qualifications and Credit Framework.

Pre-16, it is critical that young people not be tracked in irreversible ways. High quality
vocational qualifications can and should be identified by the government, as part of its
task of providing objective information to citizens. Only those qualifications — both
vocational and academic — that meet stringent quality criteria should form part of the
performance management regime for schools. However, schools should also be free to
offer whatever other qualifications they wish from regulated awarding bodies.
Performance measures should also reinforce the commitment to a common core of
study at Key Stage 4, with vocational specialisation normally confined to 20% of a pupil’s
timetable; and should remove incentives for schools to pile up large numbers of
qualifications for ‘accountability’ reasons. This retention of a large common core is,

the Review notes, consistent with recent developments and current practice among our

European and other OECD partner nations

The proposed changes to funding and accountability regimes should remove the perverse
incentives which currently encourage schools and colleges to steer young people into easy
options, rather than ones which will help them progress. This should reduce costs, and
allow closer and more direct links among awarding bodies, employers and ‘providers’

(i.e. schools, colleges and training providers.) In addition, the Review suggests a number

of other measures which should improve the quality and efficiency of provision.

Clarifying and activating the legal right of colleges to enrol students under 16 should
increase 14-16 year olds’ access to high quality vocational provision, and increase the
range of institutional innovation. The Review also recommends reforms in teacher
qualification requirements and that QTLS (the FE equivalent of Qualified Teacher
Status) should be recognised in schools. It recommends that employers should be directly
involved in quality assurance and assessment activities at local level, and argues that this

is the most important guarantor of high quality vocational provision. The proposed
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funding changes should also make it easier for institutions to collaborate in innovative

ways.

Last but by no means least major efforts should be made to provide greater access to the
workplace for 16-18 year olds. Apprenticeship offers great opportunities to young people,
and this government is, like its predecessor, committed to increasing apprenticeship
numbers. However current trends underline the difficulty of doing so rapidly for those
under 19. The Review therefore recommends subsidies to employers when they are
involved in general education rather than specific skill training. It calls for apprenticeship
contracting arrangements to be aligned with international best practice, through joint
activity by DfE and BIS. It also recommends, as a matter of urgency, that more 16-19
year olds be given opportunities to spend substantial periods in the workplace,
undertaking genuine workplace activities, in order to develop the general skills which the

labour market demonstrably values.

Vocational education already offers great benefits to many of our young people, and
makes enormous contributions to the economy and to their lives. The recommendations
of this Review are designed to extend these benefits, and offer better education and
training, better prospects, and continued opportunities for progression to all English

young people.

12



Recommendations

Recommendation 1

The DfE should distinguish clearly between those qualifications, both vocational and
academic, which can contribute to performance indicators at Key Stage 4, and those
which cannot. The decision criteria should be explicit and public. They will include
considerations of depth and breadth (including consultation with/endorsement by
relevant outside bodies), but also assessment and verification arrangements which ensure

that national standards are applied to all candidates.

Recommendation 2

At Key Stage 4, schools should be free to offer any qualifications they wish from a
regulated Awarding Body whether or not these are approved for performance

measurement purposes, subject to statutory/health and safety requirements.

Recommendation 3

Non-GCSE/iGCSE qualifications from the approved list (recommendation 1 above)
should make a limited contribution to an individual student’s score on any performance
measures that use accumulated and averaged point scores. This will safeguard pupils’
access to a common general core as a basis for progression. At the same time, any point-
based measures should also be structured so that schools do not have a strong incentive
to pile up huge numbers of qualifications per student, and therefore are free to offer all
students practical and vocational courses as part of their programme. (See also

Recommendation 26 below)

Recommendation 4

DfE should review current policies for the lowest-attaining quintile of pupils at Key Stage
4, with a view to greatly increasing the proportion who are able to progress directly onto
Level 2 programmes at age 16. Performance management indicators and systems should
not give schools incentives to divert low-attaining pupils onto courses and qualifications
which are not recognised by employers or accepted by colleges for progression purposes.

(See also recommendation 28)

13
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Recommendation 5

The overall study programmes of all 16-18 year olds in ‘vocational’ programmes

(i.e. currently everything other than A levels, pre-U and IB, and including ‘Foundation
Learning’) should be governed by a set of general principles relating primarily to content,
general structure, assessment arrangements and contact time. Provided these are met
(and see recommendation 6 below), institutions should be free to offer any qualifications
they please from a recognised (i.e. regulated) awarding body, and encouraged to include

non-qualifications-based activity.

Recommendation 6

16-19 year old students pursuing full time courses of study should not follow a
programme which is entirely ‘occupational’, or based solely on courses which directly
reflect, and do not go beyond, the content of National Occupational Standards. Their
programmes should also include at least one qualification of substantial size (in terms of
teaching time) which offers clear potential for progression either in education or into
skilled employment. Arrangements for part-time students and work-based 16-18 year
olds will be different but the design of learning programmes for such students should also

be considered.

Recommendation 7

Programmes for the lowest attaining learners — including many with LDD as well as those
highly disaffected with formal education — should concentrate on the core academic skills
of English and Maths, and on work experience. Funding and performance measures

should be amended to promote a focus on these core areas and on employment outcomes

rather than on the accrual of qualifications.

Recommendation 8

The DfE and BIS should evaluate the extent to which the current general education
components of apprenticeship frameworks are adequate for 16-19 year old apprentices,
many of whom may wish to progress to further and higher education. It does not appear
appropriate, given this Government’s commitment to progression through apprenticeship,
that frameworks should, as at present, be drawn up entirely by SSCs, who conceive their
role in relation to current employers, and current, occupationally specific job
requirements. The review of frameworks should also consider ways to increase flexibility

and responsiveness to local labour markets and conditions.
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Recommendation 9

Students who are under 19 and do not have GCSE A*-C in English and/or Maths should
be required, as part of their programme, to pursue a course which either leads directly to
these qualifications, or which provide significant progress towards future GCSE entry and
success. The latter should be based around other Maths and English qualifications which
have demonstrated substantial content and coverage; and Key Skills should not be
considered a suitable qualification in this context. DfE and BIS should consider how best

to introduce a comparable requirement into apprenticeship frameworks.

Recommendation 10

DfE should continue and if possible increase its current level of support for CPD for
mathematics teachers, and give particular attention to staff who are teaching post-16
students in colleges and schools. DfE and BIS should discuss the possibility of joint
funding for post-16 CPD activities in English and Mathematics, especially as they relate

to apprentices and to general FE colleges recruiting adults as well as young people.

Recommendation 11

Funding for full-time students age 16-18 should be on a programme basis, with a given
level of funding per student. (This can and should be adjusted for differences in the
content-related cost of courses, and for particular groups of high-need student.) The

funding should follow the student.

Recommendation 12

There should continue to be no restrictions placed on a young person’s programme in
terms of which level or type of qualification they can pursue. If it is appropriate for a
student or apprentice to move sideways (or indeed ‘downwards’) in order to change

subject or sector, that is their choice.

Recommendation 13

Young people who do not use up their time-based entitlement to education (including
apprenticeship) by the time they are 19 should be entitled to a corresponding credit
towards education at a later date. The existing system of unique student numbers plus
the learning accounts being developed by BIS should make this straightforward.

15
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Recommendation 14

Employers who take on 16-18 year old apprentices should be eligible for payments (direct
or indirect), because and when they bear some of the cost of education for an age-group
with a right to free full- time participation. Such payments should be made only where
16-18 year old apprentices receive clearly identified off-the-job training and education,

with broad transferable elements.

Recommendation 15

DfE and BIS should review contracting arrangements for apprenticeships, drawing on
best practice internationally, with a view to increasing efficiency, controlling unit costs
and driving out any frictional expenditure associated with brokerage or middleman

activities that do not add value.

Recommendation 16

DfE and BIS should discuss and consult urgently on alternative ways for groups of
smaller employers to become direct providers of training and so receive ‘training provider’

payments, possibly through the encouragement of Group Training Associations (GTAs).

Recommendation 17

At present teachers with QT'S can teach in FE colleges; the FE equivalent — QTLS —
should be recognised in schools, which is currently not the case. This will enable schools
to recruit qualified professionals to teach courses at school level (rather than bussing

pupils to colleges) with clear efficiency gains.

Recommendation 18

Clarify and evaluate rules relating to the teaching of vocational content by qualified
professionals who are not primarily teachers/do not hold QTLS. Many schools believe
that it is impossible to bring professionals in to demonstrate/teach even part of a course
without requiring the presence of additional, salaried teaching staff. This further reduces
the incidence of high quality vocational teaching, delivered to the standards that

industries actually require.

Recommendation 19

Make explicit the legal right of colleges to enrol students under 16 and ensure that
funding procedures make this practically possible. Colleges enrolling students in this age
group should be required to offer them a full KS4 programme, either alone or in
collaboration with schools, and be subject to the same performance monitoring regime

(including performance indicators) as schools.

16
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Recommendation 20

All institutions enrolling students age 16-18 (post-KS4), and those offering a dedicated
entry route for 14-year old entrants, should be required to publish the previous
institutions and, where relevant, the qualifications and average grades at the time of
enrolment of previous entrants. (This should be done on a course-related rather than an

institution-wide basis)

Recommendation 21

DfE should evaluate models for supplying genuine work experience to 16-18 year olds
who are enrolled as full-time students, not apprentices, and for reimbursing local
employers in a flexible way, using core funds. Schools and colleges should be encouraged
to prioritise longer internships for older students, reflecting the fact that almost no young
people move into full-time employment at 16; and government should correspondingly
remove their statutory duty to provide every young person at KS4 with a standard

amount of “work-related learning”.

Recommendation 22

DfE should encourage Ofqual to move as quickly as possible away from regulating
individual vocational qualifications and concentrate on regulating awarding bodies.
When there is reason for concern about a particular qualification, Ofqual should continue

to intervene.

Recommendation 23

DfE should confirm and clarify that qualifications offered to 14-19 year olds and funded
through YPLA will not in future need to be either QCF-compliant or belong to a
specified group with additional approval criteria (GCSE, A Level, Diploma etc).

They should, however, be offered by a regulated awarding body. As an immediate and
temporary measure the Secretary of State should use his powers, under Section 96, to
approve the funding of key established qualifications which have not been approved by
SSCs, and have therefore not been accredited, but which are recognised by DfE as
playing an important role in the country’s vocational education system, and which are

clearly valued by employers and/or higher education.

Recommendation 24

DfE and BIS should discuss and consult on the appropriate future and role of National
Occupational Standards in education and training for young people, and on whether and
how both national employer bodies — including but not only SSCs — and local employers

should contribute to qualification design.

17
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Recommendation 25

The legislation governing Ofqual should be examined and where necessary amended, in

order to clarify the respective responsibilities of the regulator and the Secretary of State

Recommendation 26

DfE should introduce a performance indicator which focuses on the whole distribution
of performance within a school, including those at the top and bottom ends of the

distribution.

Recommendation 27

At college and school level the assessment and awarding processes used for vocational
awards should involve local employers on a regular basis. Awarding bodies should
demonstrate, when seeking recognition, how employers are involved directly in

development and specification of qualifications.
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Scope

The purpose of this review is:

To consider how we can improve vocational education for 14-19 year olds and thereby
promote successful progression into the labour market and into higher level education

and training routes.

‘Vocational education’ for 14-19 year olds can incorporate a wide range of provision, with
very different purposes and outcomes. We have never, in this country, adopted an official
definition. We do, however, have a relevant working one available. 14-19 is a highly
regulated phase of education dominated by formal qualifications; and regulators currently
require that all these qualifications other than GCSEs, A levels, iGCSEs and the IB
incorporate clear vocational content and referencing. This rule usefully delineates the
scope of this enquiry as involving, at a minimum, any such qualifications delivered to
14-19 year olds, and all young people on courses leading to them. This group of students
is the focus of the Review.

19



Part One: Introduction

In England, today, around two and a half million young people are aged 14 to 19.The
vast majority are engaged full or part-time in education, and they are growing up in a
world where long periods of study and formal credentials are the norm. It is a world in
which record numbers of people enter university, and in which the aspiration to higher
education is almost universal among the parents of young children. And it is one in which
governments must and should acknowledge families’ and students’ aspirations, and take
seriously their own political commitments to equal opportunity. No young person should
be in an education or training programme which denies them the chance to progress,

immediately or later in life, or fails to equip them with the skills needed for such mobility.

The world of our 14-19 year olds is also one of very high youth unemployment and
continuing economic change. It is a world in which employers value the skills learned in
employment and the workplace, as well as those acquired in classrooms; and in which a
substantial number of economically important and well-paid jobs, such as doctor, chef,

or aircraft maintenance engineer, require skills acquired through demanding and
vocationally specific study and training. Many of today’s teenagers, like those of preceding
generations, do not want to remain in academic programmes; they want to be in work,
treated as (and earning like) adults, even though they may well return to study later. And
a sub-group, because of personal circumstances, struggles to cope or engage with school

or training of any sort.

So how good is the education we are providing for these young people, and for their, and

our, future? Good only in parts; which is to say, not good enough.

14-19 education covers ‘academic’ as well as ‘vocational’ subjects. But asking about 14-19
education inevitably means asking about vocational education, because it involves the
overwhelming majority of the 14-19 cohort. A small minority follow entirely academic
GCSEs, but most 14-16 year olds take some form of ‘vocational’ qualification, and some
follow a programme in which GCSEs play quite a small part. Post-GCSE, about a third
take only A levels, the conventional ‘academic’ route. In other words, two-thirds do not

— and almost all of these young people will spend all or some of the years from 16 to 19

on courses which are partly or wholly ‘vocational’.
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Many of these courses are excellent. They include well-established post-16 routes into
higher education and skilled employment, taken by a quarter of the cohort. They include
high quality apprenticeships, some of which are over-subscribed to a far higher degree
than any Oxbridge or Russell Group university course. They include imaginative and
exciting options for 14-16 year olds.

But English education is also failing far too many people; and those who are ill-served are
to be found, overwhelmingly, outside the conventional academic tracks. A good deal of
vocational provision allows for clear progression into higher levels of education and
employment. But among 16 and 17 year olds about a third are in, or moving in and out
of, ‘vocational’ provision which offers no clear progression opportunities. Meanwhile
apprenticeship programmes, which become ever more important as our youth labour
market implodes, remain too rare, and an increasing proportion are offered to older
people, not to teenagers. As explained below,! I estimate that at least 350,000 young
people in a given 16-19 cohort are poorly served by current arrangements.
Their programmes and experiences fail to promote progression into either
stable, paid employment or higher level education and training in a consistent

or an effective way.

This is not just the fault of educational provision. It also reflects recent and major
changes in the labour market which have closed off opportunities enjoyed by previous
generations. However, many of our vocational programmes are not as good as they could
or should be, in terms of what either the labour market or higher education demand.
These failures are not despite but because of central government’s constant redesign,
re-regulation and re-organisation of 14-19 education. And the numerous examples of
good quality innovation and success are achieved not with the help of our funding and
regulatory system, but in spite of it. This is in spite of unprecedented levels of spending;
and after thirty years of politicians proclaiming, repeatedly, their belief in ‘parity of

esteem’ for vocational and academic education.

The priority must be to move 14-19 vocational education away from the sclerotic,
expensive, centralised and over-detailed approach that has been the hallmark of the last
two decades. Such a system inevitably generates high costs, long delays and irrational
decisions. The best international systems, in contrast, delegate a large amount of
decision-making and design to the local level.

England has a large population and a complex economy. It has thousands of education
and training institutions, and hundreds of thousands of employers, all of them with a
more or less active stake in vocational education. They need to be involved far more

directly with each other, and with the awarding bodies who design and deliver
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qualifications. This does not mean abandoning accountability — but it means combining
a small amount of tight oversight and outcome measurement with far less micro-

management and far less centralised dictat.

This review therefore proposes a fundamental simplification of the vocational
education system for 14-19 year olds. It proposes major changes in its organisation
and funding, its regulatory structures, and its quality assurance mechanisms. These will
allow institutions to respond to local and changing labour markets; and engage employers
more directly in delivery and quality assurance. They will give schools greater access to
vocational professionals, and young people greater access to specialised instruction.

The proposed changes will increase efficiency across the system, and reduce direct
expenditures in a number of areas. It will also ensure that the courses and qualifications

offered to young people have genuine labour market value and credibility.

While decentralisation and flexibility are critical, central government retains a core
responsibility to set broad policy and assure quality. It must ensure that our education
system takes account of a changing world, of the demands made by the labour market,
and the world economy, and of what this implies for young people’s long-term

progression, opportunity and success. It must also assure basic quality.

Coherent programmes of learning and activity for all young people should be the
centre of attention for educational institutions, and for funding and oversight
systems. Young people need to think about their education as a whole, and institutions
need to help them to do so, and be rewarded for this. Policy-making, funding, and
oversight should encourage this rather than militating against it. Unfortunately
Government has instead created a situation which encourages institutions to pile up
qualifications with a highly short-term focus. The review duly calls for major changes in
funding mechanisms, and in accountability measures. They will shift the focus towards
programme delivery and away from individual qualifications chosen for financial reasons,

or to improve league table performance.

There are no recommendations for new centrally written qualifications, or for mutually
exclusive and rigid pathways. We should recognise that our awarding bodies are a
potential source of innovation and quality as well as deeply embedded in our whole
education system and labour market. We should also take seriously what the labour
market tells us about the importance of genuine employment experience, and do far

more than at present to help young people obtain it.

If we can shift vocational education in the directions summarised, we will have done an

enormous amount to promote young people’s progression — both directly and indirectly
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into the labour market, and both directly and indirectly into higher level education and

training. We must make that change.

In order to set the review’s detailed recommendations in context, the next two sections
identify key issues in the English labour market, to which vocational education must
respond, and summarise the current structure of 14-19 ‘vocational’ education in England,
which is unfamiliar to many people, even those working in education. Part Four analyses
the major problems with current arrangements, and Part Five makes a series of

recommendations for change.

Box 1

There is no formal definition of ‘vocational education’ in England, and the term is
applied to programmes as different as the highly selective, competitive and demanding
apprenticeships offered by large engineering companies and the programmes which
recruit highly disaffected young people with extremely low academic achievement.
Some submissions to the review were concerned that using the term ‘vocational’ for
the latter was wrong, and damaged the former. Others insisted that low-achievers
needed vocational programmes and vocational qualifications and argued for their

protection.

The many ways in which the term vocational is used reflect the many different
purposes which 14-19 education serves and its large and diverse student body. Some
qualifications are highly specific, oriented to a particular occupation. Others are more
general, and are referred to sometimes as vocationally-related or pre-vocational. Some
are very difficult and demanding, others not. A particular qualification can serve
different groups, some with a clear career goal and others without, just as for a
particular individual, a combination of the highly specific and the highly general may

be more appropriate than just one or just the other.

No government report can change the way people use language. And giving
something a new name in official discourse simply means that the new name acquires
the overtones and connotations of the old. What can be examined clearly is whether or
not different educational pathways encourage young people’s progression. This was
the charge given to the review; and it is in this light that it examines the whole range

of vocational education for English 14-19 year olds.
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Our education system operates in a wider social and economic context which has
changed dramatically in recent years; and the same is true of our OECD partners.
The whole developed world, including England, is today characterised by:

e a vanishing youth labour market. Most countries also have very high unemployment

among 19-24 year olds

e high returns, on average, to education and qualifications. The returns vary, however,
not only by level but also by subject and type; and countries vary greatly in the level

of absolute (as opposed to relative) returns to different types of qualification

e a more or less universal aspiration to higher education. For example, among children
born in the UK in 2000 (the Millennium Cohort) 98% of all mothers, and 96% of
mothers with minimal or no formal qualifications, want their children to go to

university?
e high returns to employment experience and to apprenticeship

e rapid economic change with major implications for the job market. Much of this is in
directions that were completely unpredicted thirty years ago, and significant aspects

have been ignored or misunderstood by governments.

All these features of society and the economy have major implications for 14-19
education, and especially the future of its ’vocational’ programmes. In the past, a number
of important policies have rested on a mis-reading of how the labour market actually

functions, and what it demands. If we are going to do better in the future, we need to be

aware of, and responsive to, the labour market realities of today.

1. The collapse of youth labour markets

Only a few decades ago, the large majority of young people were in full time employment
by their mid teens. Today, full-time education until the age of 18 is the OECD norm.
The major exception to this pattern is that in some countries a sizeable number of young
people are apprentices, with apprenticeship contracts — which means they are

employed, albeit under specialised conditions.
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The numbers who enter apprenticeship vary greatly, although, as discussed below, the
English system is unique in a number of respects. To take three very different example,
in Germany, around two-thirds of an age cohort undertakes an apprenticeship by the
time they are 25 (though many are not able to find one immediately after leaving school).
In Denmark around a third do so. France, which resembles England in its emphasis on
formal qualifications, has successfully revived apprenticeship with recruitment now
around 8% and rising, and high proportions on advanced (‘level 3°) courses. The
consensus of all studies of apprenticeship is that it is generally a highly effective route
into stable employment.?> Apprenticeships tend to be highly sought after. In Germany,
for example, there are regular and sometimes severe problems with over-demand/under-
supply, even though large numbers of employers offer places; Denmark and France

report similar problems.*

Apprenticeship aside, fewer and fewer young people are in employment; education
participation rates are at record levels; and among those young people who are looking

for work, unemployment rates are high.

This pattern holds, to varying degrees, everywhere in the developed world. English policy
has been designed, for many years, to increase participation, and retain the whole cohort
in education or training throughout the upper secondary (16-18) phase. What has been
not been widely recognised is that this has, more or less, already occurred. In 2009/10,
94% of 16 year olds (year 12, post-GCSE) were enrolled in education or (for a small proportion)
apprenticeships; so were 85% of those aged 17.°

The rapid change in young people’s typical activity and experiences can be summarised
using three of the big longitudinal studies for the UK which look at people born in 1958,
1970 and 1991 respectively. Table 1 below summarises their activity at age 18 and
highlights both the steep decline in employment — from three quarters to 40% — and the
increase in the proportion ‘out of the workforce.” While the latter figure is partly cyclical,
because of the 2009 recession, it also reflects another change in the English labour
market. Young people have always suffered first and most in recessions, but England is
now also increasingly like other European countries in having very high structural youth

unemployment rates, up to and including 25 year olds.°
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Table 1 (adapted from Schoon and Duckworth (2010)7)
3 UK Cohorts at Age 18

NCDS: born in 1958, BCS: born in 1970, | LSYPE: born in1991,

aged 18 in 1976 aged 18 in 1988 aged 18 in 2009

Employed (with or without 74% 68% 40%
off-the-job training ) (33% paid work, 6%
apprenticeship)

FT education or training 17% 25% 45%
Out of the Labour Force 9% 7% 16%

Why has this happened? While there are no definitive studies, both recent English
patterns and comparisons with Europe suggest that increased participation is only partly
because of the economic ‘pull’ of higher-level qualifications, and partly because young
people are pushed into education, by a lack of jobs. This is borne out both by the ‘churning’
in and out of the labour market that characterises many young people’s early years of
employment (see below), and, in the English case, by the large numbers of 16 and 17 year
olds (10% in 2009) who report that they are in education and training but would accept a

job offer if available.®

The young have suffered more in the current recession than have older workers; but that
is par for the course. What is striking is that, during the boom years that preceded 2009,
youth unemployment was also rising. This shows up clearly for both 16-17 year olds and
for 18-24 year olds in the unemployment statistics: see Figures 1a and 1b below. In the
case of 16-17 year olds, those actively looking for work were finding it harder to find it
(hence the unemployment rate rose): but fewer and fewer were doing so, meaning that,

as a proportion of the age group, the numbers unemployed have remained quite stable.
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Figure 1a: 16-17 year olds, unemployment’ (UK)
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Running parallel to these figures are big increases in the numbers enrolled in formal
education (especially 16-18), and some rather more complex changes in the proportions
of people who are ‘NEET” — not in education, employment or training. DfE estimates
show that, for 16-18 year olds,!° the percentage who were ‘NEET” was high in the early
’90s (also reflecting recession), fell very sharply in the late ’90s, but then rose again to
early ’90s levels in 2005, in spite of a booming economy. Since then, proportions have
fallen again (though remaining well above those of 2000). However, on a rather looser
definition, namely those who state that their main economic activity is neither education,

employment or training, numbers and proportions have continued to rise.!!

According to LSE economists who have analysed the data, this ‘suggests that many more
teenagers are choosing to stay in school rather than face a hostile labour market. The

planned extensions of compulsory schooling will cement these trends.’!?

Box 2

Youth unemployment was actually falling in England from the late 80s to the early
2000s, and started to rise well before recession (2004 onwards). LSE researchers have
examined whether, in the specific English case, record levels of immigration might be
important, and concluded this is unlikely.!® IFS research also dismisses the suggestion
that the problem lies with older people remaining in the labour force for longer than

in the past.!*

Professor Anna Vignoles points out that the absolute size of recent teenage English

cohorts has been very large, which may translate into higher unemployment rates.'®

The nature of the labour market

The conventional wisdom has been that developed countries need to employ more and
more ‘knowledge workers’, that the skill requirements of all jobs are rising fast, and that
unskilled employment will effectively vanish. These ideas imply that youth unemployment
is likely to be the result of the young people concerned not having high enough skills, and

have driven recent governments’ policy on both skills and productivity.!¢

However, the argument that there is a severe shortage of skills across the whole labour
force is impossible to sustain. (See Box 3 and Table 2) Youth unemployment is an
OECD-wide problem. European experience of long-standing youth unemployment,
current experience with English apprenticeships, and rising credentialism'” at the
higher ends of the occupational scale also suggest that a self-reinforcing dynamic may

be at work.
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Box 3 Over-education and skill shortages

There is a substantial literature which examines whether and how often individuals
are over-qualified for their jobs, in the sense of holding formal qualifications at a level
higher than is required to carry them out. They are consistent in finding high levels of
over-education in this sense: typically between a quarter and a third of contemporary
employees fall in this category.!® At national level, government research confirms that
the number of individuals holding a qualification at a given level is far higher than the
number of jobs that require that level of certificate in every category except jobs
requiring no formal qualification at all.!* Employer surveys also indicate that skill

shortages are generally low on their list of issues and problems.?°

However, this general picture can be and is combined with shortages, sometimes
acute, in specific areas. One important piece of evidence for this is the very different
returns to different degree subjects. At present, quantitative degrees currently bring
especially high returns in the English labour market (as does law), and have done for a
good many years.?! This suggests a genuine shortage of quantitative, and especially
mathematics, skills; something which is confirmed, at a more micro level, by employer
surveys. Similarly, data analysis by the UK Commission for Employment and Skills

indicates genuine skill shortages in a number of specific occupations and sectors.

A sizeable number of European countries have, for many years, had ‘dual’ labour markets,
combining secure jobs for a large number of employees with very insecure, short-term
employment for others, especially the young. This has been the result of restrictive
employment legislation, which dissuades employers from hiring. France is a clear example
of this, recorded and analysed in depth by, for example, researchers at CEREQ.22 England
has boasted of its flexible labour market, but this has changed in significant ways. Recent
years have seen, for example, the introduction of legislation which directly or effectively
bars young people from a number of traditional forms of employment (such as childcare.)
More generally, under current labour market regulation, employers fear that it will be

very difficult to dismiss workers once hired,

As figures indicate (see below and Appendix VII), and as National Apprenticeship Service
officials, the Association of Learning Providers and individual providers have confirmed
to the Review, it is now much easier to find apprenticeship places for those over 18 than
under 18. Most employers interviewed for this Review also confirmed their reluctance to
take on 16 and 17 year olds as apprentices, citing health and safety concerns which must

also, one assumes, apply to the shrinking number of ‘normal’ hires.

29


http:C�REQ.22
http:years.21
http:problems.20
http:category.18

Review of Vocational Education - The Wolf Report

It seems also to be the case that employers see those young people (16 or 17) who are
looking for employment as likely to be low-achieving, or below average in terms of
personal qualities such as application and perseverance. This perception is a direct result
of the ever-greater proportion of the cohort who do remain in full time education: the
more young people stay in education, the more employers perceive the remainder as ‘low
quality’. This does not mean these young people are, necessarily, without the skills needed to do
the jobs they are applying for — but they are percerved as likely to be.?> From an employer’s
viewpoint, when 70% of 16 and 17 year olds were in the labour market, he or she had a
good chance of hiring a ‘good’ employee at that age. Now, the chance is perceived to be

much lower — and so they prefer older applicants.

It is difficult to quantify the effects of such perceptions. They are, however, a mirror
image of what seems to be happening at the graduate employment end of the market,
where many jobs which were once open to 18 or even 16 year old leavers are now
‘graduate entry’, without actually having changed substantively. Often, jobs have become
‘graduate entry’ because that way employers feel they can target the top end of the
market, including the sort of young people they might once have hired at 18 and who

now go on to university.*

2. High returns to education and qualifications

As might be deduced from the previous section, modern labour markets are a place where
education and qualifications ‘pay’. The more education you acquire, and the more
qualifications you obtain, the higher your earnings are likely to be, and the lower your
chances of unemployment. This explains the huge growth in demand for university places
all over the world, as young people and their families respond to the changing labour
market around them.?* The mothers of ‘Millennium Cohort babies’, who so
overwhelmingly want their children to enter higher education,?® understand their
children’s world. Indeed on average, and over time, individuals are generally good
at recognising what is of value in their local labour market - if not always able to
obtain it.?” This is not just true for degrees. For example, waiting lists for plumbing
courses have soared since people became aware of the current earning potential of a
plumber; and apprenticeships with companies such as Rolls Royce and Airbus attract

enormous numbers of applications.
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‘Returns to qualifications’ denote the fact that someone with a given type or level of
qualification earns more, on average i comparison with someone who is like them in every
respect other than holding the qualification in question. The point is not whether more
educated people earn more on average (which they do). Instead, ‘the relevant question is
subtly, but crucially, different: do people with more education earn more, on average,
than if zhey had acquired less education?”?® If the answer is yes, then getting other people
to undertake that sort of education will be, prima facie, a good idea: they, too, are then
likely to earn more. And if not, not. The question is far more relevant to policy-makers
than simply whether graduates, or BTEC National Diploma holders earn more than the

average (which they do); and far harder to answer.

Since returns are a relative measure, in a world where almost everyone obtains some sort
of qualification, it is impossible for all of them to be highly ‘profitable’.?* Other things
being equal, high returns to a particular form of qualification mean high demand for, or
short supply of, the skills and qualities to which it attests. If returns to all qualifications
are fairly low, this could mean that no-one was acquiring any useful skills — or that all
qualifications were rather good. The returns will also reflect other factors such as whether
a country’s economic system generates high levels of income inequality, or, as in

Scandinavia, actively works to prevent them emerging.

The English labour market offers very high returns to degrees, in absolute and relative
terms, compared to most other European countries.?° It also offers very low returns
indeed to low-level vocational qualifications obtained in educational institutions or
training schemes. These often appear as negative in analyses, indicating that people earn
less as a result of taking them than if they had skipped the qualification and remained in
employment. In other words, many English low-level vocational qualifications currently have
little to no apparent labour market value. Typical figures from research in this area (of which

there has been a great deal; see Appendix 3), are shown in table 2.

The figures here relate to ‘level 2’ qualifications. English governments first assigned
‘levels’ to qualifications when National Vocational Qualifications were created in the early
1990s, and government departments have since then worked to ensure that all
qualifications provided in publicly funded education are given a formal level. The level
indicates (in theory) the difficulty of a qualification, and how much it demands of people.
So level 2 qualifications include GCSEs at grades A*-C as well as a wide range of
vocational awards; A levels are level 3, and so on. Table 2 shows that occupationally
specific level 2 vocational awards (NVQs) generally offer poor or even negative returns,
and are of particularly low value to males who obtain them in college or on public
training schemes, and whose wages are on average 12% or 23% lower than those of

matched contemporaries who are ‘less’ qualified.
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Table 2: Wage Returns to NVQ Level 2 qualifications (proportional increase/
decrease in wages for those with an NVQ level 2, compared to individuals with

either no qualifications, or level 1 qualifications only.)

Males Females
All (average) -0.054 -0.008
Qualifications obtained at College -0.116** -0.009
Qualifications obtained in employment 0.018 0.017
Qualifications obtained is government -0.225** -0.166
training scheme

** significance at 5% level. Source Dearden, McGranahan and Sianesi (2004) Labour Force Survey data.

Returns to qualifications are, to repeat an earlier point, not simply about the quality of
the education and skills they signal. They also reflect more general features of a labour
market.?! But for both reasons, they provide important information on whether there is a
good fit between education and that labour market, and whether we provide people with

an education which justifies the time and money that they and we spend on it.

These figures suggest very clearly that in England we frequently do not. Large gaps
between the rewards from ‘top’ qualifications and low-level ones may reflect the high
quality of English degrees. But it may also, as some leading commentators have
concluded, show the low quality of many of our qualifications and of the education we
give to many of our lower-achieving pupils.’? Level 1 and 2 vocational awards are
central to much of 16-19 provision. It is therefore of particular concern that

researchers consistently find them associated with low and negative returns.

Conversely, English and mathematics skills are extremely important for labour market
entry, and continue to have a significant impact on career progression and pay.
Individuals with very low literacy and numeracy are severely disadvantaged in the labour
market.> English and Maths GCSE (A*-C) are of critical importance for employment.
Employers use them as a signal and sifting device and they are also of critical importance
for entry into selective programmes post-16, and HE. As Professor LLorna Unwin told

the Review,
“There is only one real Level 2. Maths and English A*-C.”

Skill shortages are not, on the whole, identified by employers as a major issue or problem
(box 3 above) However, the UKCES do identify a number of specific shortages, which
are largely in STEM-related areas.?* (The other major shortage areas tend to be in

construction).?
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The discussion so far has focused on the value of the skills to which a qualification attests.
But it is important to emphasise that employers are not always looking for skills which
align in a one-to-one way with a particular qualification: much of the time they use
qualifications as signals of general rather than highly specific skills.>* They also necessarily
rely on those with which they are familiar, and which they can interpret, either in terms
of content or as an indicator of someone’s likely relative ability.>” Research on employers’
hiring practices shows that, in England, employers not only concentrate on a limited
number of familiar qualifications as screening and selection tools, but have consciously

decided not to try and keep up with constant reform and change.?®

In England, degrees are highly valued. So are A levels (especially Maths, which carries
significantly higher returns than other A levels) and English and Maths GCSE. BTEC
National Diplomas are also valuable in the labour market,* and a familiar and
acknowledged route into higher education, alone or in conjunction with 1 or 2 A levels.
Traditionally, established ‘craft’ qualifications — from City and Guilds and the now-
vanished RSA* — also show clear income returns for adults holding them.*' Conversely,
as already noted, many low level vocational qualifications, obtained outside
apprenticeship, do not bring their holders any apparent income gains
whatsoever. This includes many ‘level 2’ qualifications, officially classified as equivalent
to GCSE A*-C.

3. High returns to apprenticeship and employment

While employers may be unwilling to offer full-time employment to young school-leavers,
there is a wealth of evidence indicating that they value work experience, and that the best
way to obtain a job is to have one — and failing that, to at least have had one recently.*
This is partly because a genuine workplace teaches both general and specific work-skills
more effectively than any education-based simulation can, however hard it tries; and
partly because, as noted above, employers use employment records as signals that

individuals have acquired important character traits and ways of behaving.

The general returns to employment are very important in explaining why apprenticeship
shows such high returns, both historically and today, and in understanding what it offers
young people. As already noted above, apprenticeships are valuable even though many of
the qualifications taken by apprentices have low returns when obtained in other settings.
This may be partly a reflection of differences in substantive skills (even though people
have the ‘same’ qualification) but it is also reflects the general aspects of apprenticeship.
These make apprenticeship highly valuable even when, as very often happens,
people move to an occupation different from the one in which they originally

trained.
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Young people appear very well aware of this. ‘Advanced apprenticeships’ offered by
established companies attract huge numbers of applicants, with a ratio of applicants to
places far higher than for most selective/Russell Group universities. Nationally there is a
very large excess of demand over supply because apprenticeships combine high quality

training with direct work experience. (See Appendix VII).

More generally, labour market research has consistently highlighted the importance of
employment history in explaining earnings. Experienced workers earn more because they
are more skilled and therefore command a premium. Human capital theory is often
presented as though such capital is formed entirely in formal education and training, but
in fact that is not what the seminal works on the subject argue, and it is certainly not what
earnings data indicate. Becker’s seminal work emphasises the extent to which skills are
learned on the job*. In spite of the growing importance of formal credentials,
occupational mobility and earnings in mid-adult life are very strongly affected by

experience and success at work.**

A large volume of research confirms that the best predictor of being employed in the
future is being employed now; and also that temporary and part-time jobs can play a
significant and important role as stepping-stones to longer-term and more permanent
employment.? As a recent OECD analysis of youth unemployment notes, “For many
youth, temporary contracts are more...a stepping stone to a permanent contract than a
dead end.”*® Conversely, long periods out of employment are severely damaging to
employment prospects; and most analyses (including for the UK), suggest that periods of
youth unemployment have a permanent effect on life-time earnings — there is a long-

lasting unemployment scar.*’

For the Review, the Centre for the Analysis of Youth Transitions (CAYT) examined the
impact of employment, and unemployment, on recent cohorts of young people. In
particular, they examined what happened to people who were in their teens during the
1990s, and who have been tracked since as they complete education and enter the labour
market. They found that periods out of both employment and education (‘NEET’ — not

in education, employment or training) were extremely damaging:

“Being NEET has a long run, persistent effect. Being in any kind of work...
is better than being NEET in terms of individuals’ long run, decade long
outcomes.”*®

In the last fifteen years, the English workforce has grown to record levels; but combined
this, as we have seen, with high levels of youth unemployment. If vocational education is

to improve young people’s chances of progression, it needs to take explicit account of
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this, and also of the value that employers attach to employment experience. That is
why it is so important that Government makes it easier for more learners to pursue

apprenticeships and obtain employment experience.

4. Occupational change

The existence of rapid economic and occupational change is a truism. Unfortunately, the
nature of that change is often ill-observed and mis-understood. Too much government
policy, from the late 1980s onwards, has combined the assertion that we cannot predict
precise employment needs with the setting of precise quantitative targets for qualification

‘levels’: something that makes sense only if we can, in fact, predict exactly that.*

At political level, not only in the UK but in much of the developed world, there has been
an assumption that ‘un-skilled’ jobs will vanish. This has been the major rationale for
successive governments’ determination to increase the numbers of formal qualifications
acquired by both young people and adults. A spiral of certification may indeed mean that
we are all much more qualified in terms of possessing formal certificates, but the UK
workforce, in aggregate, already possesses far more qualifications at a given, overall level,

than current occupations require.”°

The differential pace of technical progress and productivity improvements can have a
dramatic impact, year-on-year, on the number of jobs in a given sector or occupation.
In recent years our economy — as in most other developed countries — has moved in the
direction of an egg-timer or hourglass, with growth at the top and bottom and shrinkage

in the middle, rather than an inverted pyramid with more and more ‘top’ jobs.”!

In the USA in the 1950s, some 50% of the workforce were in lower paid, lower-skilled
service, leisure and production jobs, but by 2003 that had increased to 75%.°? In the UK,
Labour Force Survey data for 2007 classified 8 million employees as holding knowledge-
intensive jobs, broadly defined, while 19 million did not.>> A recent analysis of job
polarisation in Europe showed a common pattern (albeit to varying degrees): between
1993 and 2006, the share of total hours worked has risen for highest and lowest-income

occupations, and fallen for middle-income ones.>*

The UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) has done a comprehensive
analysis of occupations and recent occupational changes, and Appendix II summarises
key statistics (including some produced for the Review.) Many skilled manual jobs have
declined in number, and many mid-level white-collar clerical jobs have been squeezed out
by new technologies. The decline is not uniform — construction (a major user of craft
skills) has grown. But across the developed world, there is pressure on employment in the

middle, and especially in middle-level private-sector jobs.
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The UKCES figures show that our largest occupations are, in order, sales assistants, care
assistants, general office assistants, and cleaners. Fifth in size, and the first managerial
category, are marketing and sales. Growth figures can be very deceptive: rapid growth in
glamorous high-tech industries does not translate into large numbers of jobs in absolute
terms. (Facebook currently employs under 2000 people worldwide.) Conservation
officers and town planners are among the ten fastest growing occupations in this country.
But the largest absolute growth in numbers over the last decade has been in educational
(teaching) assistants and care assistants — something which was certainly not predicted in

government skills policy documents of the 1980s or even 1990s.

Looking at English occupations which have declined, the differences in absolute and
proportional change are less marked: assemblers and operatives figure in both groups.
This reflects the relative decline of manufacturing employment in this country, which
itself derives in part from higher productivity and not just the undermining of

manufacturing by global off-shoring trends, or high exchange rates.

These changes underline the rapidity of economic change, and also its unpredictable
nature. None of the developments summarised here has been predicted by, let alone
central to training and education policy in the UK, which has promoted highly specific

qualifications based on current jobs.>”

5. The implications of change (A):Young people’s entry into the
English labour market

As part of this review, in-house DfE analysts, and the DfE-supported Centre for the
Analysis of Youth Transitions (CAYT), looked in detail at the labour market experiences
of young English people. Our firszt major question was how far young people tend to
follow a stable occupational path, in which more or less specific vocational education

or apprenticeship leads, or could lead, into the corresponding occupation and career.

Our second involved those who are out of education and out of employment. Have large
numbers of young people simply walked away in some sort of conscious (and misguided?)
decision to ‘become NEET’?

In response to the first question, researchers established that young people are very
likely to change not just jobs but occupations in their first years of employment.
CAY'T distinguished between job changes (new employer, but doing much the same
thing); occupational changes (doing a different sort of job, though within the same sector,
as defined by government employment statistics); and sectoral change (new occupation,

new sector).
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In the cohort born in 1991,°¢ 62% of employed young people changed sector in
the one year interval between age 17/18 and 18/19. About 40% also changed their
broad occupational level.”” Taking an 11-year period (1998-2008), an analysis of
those in their 20s and early 30s who remained in employment throughout showed
that the average such individual changed jobs 3.5 times, changed occupations

2.5 times and changed sectors 1.8 times.>®

In other words, young people change what they are doing frequently, and the changes are
major ones. The young person who follows first a level 2 course in a vocational area, then
a level 3 one, and then goes on to a long-term career in that sector is the exception not
the rule. Instead, young people who take a vocational qualification in one field very
often end up working in quite different ones. Moreover, the lower level the
qualification, the less likely it is to be associated with employment in the sector
concerned: so for example, someone with a ‘level 4’ nursing qualification is more likely
to be employed in the health sector than someone with a ‘level 2’ ICT qualification is to

work in computing.>®

Detailed analyses of this type are not readily available for other countries. But we do
know that a very large proportion of German apprentices also end up working in fields
other than the one they trained and qualified for.®® Such movement is also highly
consistent with the evolution of the labour market, as discussed above. There is also
evidence to suggest that large-scale occupational change is not new, at least in the
Anglo-Saxon world.®! And evaluations of GNVQ students, in the late 1990s, found that
only a minority entered occupations in their field of GNVQ study.¢?

Second, as discussed above, in recent years, the proportion of young people out of
the workforce has risen, as well as the proportion in full-time education. Youth
unemployment is high, and was rising before the recession; and job openings for 16

and 17 year olds have declined.

These developments, along with successive governments’ emphasis on extending formal
education and qualification levels, have directed increasing attention to the numbers of
young people who are “not in education, employment or training.” Headline figures refer
to “so many thousand NEETs” and many submissions to the Review talked of the risk
that young people would “become NEET” if not ‘caught’ at the right moment by an

innovative or motivating programme.

The implication is that many young people walk away at age 16 and become

long-term, or indeed permanent ‘NEETSs’. However DfE analyses indicate that
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this is not the case. A far more common pattern is one of ‘churn’ in and out of

education and employment.

Figure 2 below illustrates the way in which many English young people move in and out
of education, short-term employment, and ‘non-activity’. (See Appendix VI for a full
summary of pathways 16-18). It is based on what young people reported to be their main
activities at age 16, 17 and 18. It shows that, for example, nearly 1/3 of the group who
were not in formal education at age 16 were participating at age 17 (and about a fifth of
that group were participating at age 18.) Half of those who were ‘NEET” at 16 were
either in education or employed at 17 — even though some of those were ‘NEET” again a
year later. Moreover, when asked what they are currently doing, a majority of those who
are ‘NEET” are actively looking for work, and the rest are, overwhelmingly, either waiting
for a course or job to start, doing voluntary work or a placement, or looking after the

family and home.

Figure 2: English young people’s participation pathways, age 15-17

Young People’s participation paths between ages 15 - 17: LSYPE and YCS Cohort 13
Age 15 (Y11 2005/06) Age 16 (Y12 2006/07) Age 17 (Y13 2007/08)
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both 16 and 17
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o -
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» without p In ajo:nztlb;)th 16 8%
training at age 9%
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0,
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\ — education at 17 2%
NEET at age 16 30% »| NEET at 16 andina 2%
jobat 17

NEET at both 16 0
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Participation 1: In Full Time Education or Government Supported Training Source:

LSYPE, Waves 4 & 5

YCS Cohort 13, Sweeps 1 & 2
Non-participation: Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) (2007 and 2008)

Longitudinal Surveys Team, Department for Education, December 2010

Activity
Definitions | Participation 2: Job With Training, Job Without Training

Source: DfE

Overall, these numbers do not suggest that large numbers of young people are walking

away from education and employment. They do indicate that a significant group of young
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people — between a third and a half of the cohort — are struggling, very actively, to find
appropriate courses and appropriate jobs which will give them a secure entry into the
labour market, with prospects of continued progression. The impression this gives of
considerable ‘churn’ (in contrast to the settled trajectory of A level students) is confirmed
for the sample of young people where we have monthly activity data. Here, the most
recent available data show that 31% of 18 year olds have been ‘NEET” at some point
since leaving compulsory education, and that 8% spent 12 months or more not in
education or employment. However, only 1% are ‘NEET’ continuously between age 16
and 18.%

In-depth qualitative studies bear out the finding that being out of education and
employment is usually an aspect of ‘churn’, reflecting a lack of satisfactory options, rather
than a decision to opt out of the labour force, or, indeed, education altogether. Academic
studies of young people with very few (or even no) academic qualifications confirm this

pattern. (See Box 3)

Box 3

Liz Atkins and colleagues at Nottingham Trent University studied young people in
vocational education programmes in a sample of schools and colleges and

concluded that:

The ‘messy’ trajectories experienced by these young people included moving from
school to work and then back to college following redundancy, ‘progression’ at the
same level, but across vocational areas, and enforced education due to limited
availability of apprenticeships and many unforeseen contingent events as well as

much-extended transitions for those who began a post-16 trajectory at level 1.

For young people with poor qualifications, the collapse of youth employment is a double
problem. The qualifications they are offered are often not valued in the labour market.
And while in the past, it was relatively easy to offset a lack of ’valuable’ qualifications
through labour market experience, this is no longer true.® Improving opportunities for

this substantial group of young people must be seen as a national priority.

The implications of change (B): How education systems are adapting —
facts and misconceptions

Many of the developments and problems faced in England are common to the whole
developed world. And just as the trends summarised above are common to all developed
countries, so, in all of them, education has changed as a result. Unfortunately, much of

the English policy discussion has not taken account of these changes and refers to
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supposed practices in other countries which are in fact historical, and long-since

superseded.

Developed countries all retain the vast majority of their young people in full-time
education until age 18.They all have a group of young people who have low academic
achievement in their mid-teens and find it hard to make a successful transition to secure

employment or further studies. Here, England is like its neighbours and partners.

However, the general pattern is also that, in response to a changed labour market,
developed countries’ education systems delay specialisation to later and later
stages. The pressure to delay specialisation is directly linked to parents’ and students’
desire to keep options open and secure the chance of progression. England is an outlier
here, with earlier and more complete specialisation in both the academic and the

vocational tracks than any of its developed country peers.

Among our OECD partners, delayed specialisation manifests itself in two major ways
(discussed in more detail in Appendix IX).%® First, there is more and more provision for
young people to move between pathways, rather than being placed in a particular
curriculum track which they cannot change. Second, all young people tend to follow an
overwhelmingly or entirely general education curriculum until the end of (roughly)

Key Stage 4, with vocational options postponed until after this stage.

This pattern is well illustrated by current German practice. English policy-makers have
been preoccupied with German education and apprenticeship for well over 100 years.®’
Germany has an unusually large and widely admired apprenticeship system, which has
been analysed extensively. This ‘dual system’ combines workplace training with a large
amount of time spent in formal college-based training and education. Apprenticeship,

however, is entirely post-school (in the English sense of the word.)

At school level, most of Germany®® has a tripartite, tracked system. Young people enter an
academic secondary school (Gymnasium); an intermediate school (Realschule); or a
Hauptschule which provides a basic general education. In England, the Hauptschule is
often referred to as a ‘vocational’ school because it is the traditional entry point for
apprenticeship, but this is incorrect. It is the general lower secondary school, and

compulsory for anyone not attending another secondary institution.

Each type of school issues a leaving certificate to students who pass the programme
successfully. To enter university you must pass the Abirur examination, normally available
only to pupils in a Gymnasium, and obtain the Hochschulreife. The certificate from the

Realschule offers progress to advanced technical education: for university entry, students
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must transfer to the Gymnasium for additional study after gaining their Realschule
certificate. The Hauptschule certificate offers entry to apprenticeship, and will normally
be obtained at age 16 or 17 — although the most advanced and competitive

apprenticeships will often be taken by Gymnasium graduates (see Appendix VII).

Because they are the traditional gateway to apprenticeship, English observers tend to
assume that the Hauptschulen offer a highly practical and vocational curriculum. But
they do nothing of the sort. Hilary Steedman, one of this country’s leading experts on

apprenticeship, explained to the Review that

German employers are not in the least interested in any training the schools might
give... but in the educational level of the applicants. Employers want the training to
be done by them, not by a school or college. Schools do their best to get their

students’ general education to a decent level.

All German schools are thus typical of our European partners in offering a classroom-
based general education to age 16.Table 3 shows the Hauptschule curriculum. It is far
more traditional, general and ‘academic’ than would be the case for the vast majority of
English schools at present. Calling these schools ‘vocational’ is thus misleading. The
curriculum for the Realschule (as well as, of course, for the Gymnasium) is also entirely

general for this part of the cohort.

Table 3: The curriculum to age 16 in the German Hauptschulen. (Apprenticeships

can start post-graduation)

German History

Mathematics Social and pre-vocational studies (Arbeitslehre)
Modern foreign language, usually English Music

Physics Art

Chemistry Sport

Biology Religious education

Geography (In some Lénder: economics, domestic science)

Source: Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency, European Commission (2010) Organisation
of the Education System in Germany: 2008/9 (EURYBASE report) Brussels: European Commission/
Eurydice. See especially pp 99-101.

Denmark, which has a large and highly respected apprenticeship track, is in other respects
more similar to the UK, with comprehensive secondary schools. But it is similar to
Germany in postponing vocational courses. Until the end of what would be our Key
Stage 4 (GCSE-level) Danish students all follow a common, and traditionally ‘academic’

curriculum. (See Appendix V for details).
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A general retreat from any form of vocational training or specialisation before age 16/17
characterises European and North American education. Parents’ and young people’s
desire to keep options open, and remain in general education, is also apparent in the
declining numbers attending schools which lead directly into the labour market. In
Germany, the proportion of the cohort attending Hauptschulen has fallen from 70% in
the 1960s to 20% today. Hauptschulen, are ‘increasingly seen as problematic ‘leftover’
schools’® This is not commonly understood in England, where many people apparently
believe that German vocational schools enjoy very high prestige. The Netherlands
operates a ‘vocational track’ with schools which offer a highly practical pre-vocational
curriculum; but these too are being abandoned by their traditional clientele.”® Between
1982 and 2006 the proportion of the Dutch cohort which left secondary school with a
‘vocational school’ certificate (VBO) rather than a diploma from one of the higher-level,

more general tracks fell from 41% to 27%."!

Specialisation has been delayed as much in response to parents’ pressure (and
understanding of the labour market) as through governmental initiative. For example,

in the 1990s, France developed and piloted a ‘technological’ curriculum for the
equivalent of Key Stage 4 (14-16), designed to provide an alternative to the general
education curriculum, with which many students struggled. This has been abandoned,
because parents and students were not willing to choose or be allocated to it. All students
now follow the same common and general education curriculum up to the end of college.”
And upper secondary vocational programmes all contain a very large element of general

education as well.

In this, as in so many other ways, England is an outlier. We face the same labour market
pressures and forces as our OECD partners, but are currently very different in the way we
structure young people’s education and transitions. In particular England offers far more
vocational options and courses than the OECD norm in KS4 (lower secondary in
European terms) and there is active discussion of the benefits of more, still earlier

specialisation.

That it is not what happens among our major European and North American trading
partners. Across the developed world, a more or less entirely common curriculum
until age 16 is the norm, and in recent decades specialisation has been

progressively and substantially postponed.
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The implications of change (C): challenges for vocational education

The data discussed above provide some clear if general lessons for a good quality

vocational education system.

first, it needs to take into account the very varied job histories which young people can
expect to experience, even in the early years of their working lives

second, it needs to recognise that the labour market is not, in the near future, likely to

provide ever more ‘knowledge’ jobs for everyone

third, it must recognise and respond to the fact that aspirations for higher level study
are very widespread indeed. European and North American experience, as well as our
own, demonstrates that people will, if given the choice, select pathways and options
which help them to progress and keep options open. Even if people do not move

directly into higher education, many will be keen to do so later
fourth, ours is a market in which employers are very reluctant to take on young people

fifth, being out of education and the labour market for significant periods is very

harmful to future prospects; but

sixth, and conversely, employment experience can still make up for a lack of academic

SucCcCess

As already noted, there are clear signs of problems in the way vocational education

currently operates in England. The next examines in detail the sources of such problems,

and where current challenges are being more or less adequately addressed.
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1. Vocational education in England

We are very prone, in England, to assume that everything we do is worse than elsewhere:
and this report will, unfortunately, have much to say about current problems, and the
changes needed. But we also need to recognise the historical strengths of vocational
education in this country. Any further reforms need to preserve and build on current
strengths and achievements; and the following pages will highlight some of the most

impressive, and the lessons they offer for the future.

This said, the Review found conclusive evidence of serious problems in current provision:
problems which impact directly on young people and their futures. LLarge numbers of
young people are not on programmes which will help them to progress either
educationally or in the labour market. Moreover, far too much time and money is spent
on counterproductive bureaucracy and regulation. At a time of rising youth
unemployment across Europe, ever greater competitive pressures on our economy, and
rising demands for formal qualifications, too many of our young people are being

short-changed.

How do we know this? Evidence includes:

e large numbers of young people taking vocational qualifications which the labour

market does not reward in any way

e established vocational qualifications which are recognised, valued and indeed
critical to key industries being denied accreditation and funding by government

agencies

e young people encouraged to take qualifications at age 14-16 which will block
their progression to many valuable post-16 options, and for reasons which have

nothing to do with the pupils’ own best interests

e high drop-out rates and ‘churning’ as 16-18 year olds try to find appropriate
pathways
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e funding and performance management systems which have actively deterred
schools and colleges from providing substantial maths and English courses
post-16 to those without good GCSEs

e a significant and marked decline, over the last 25 years, in the average returns
to post-16 vocational education for those who move from it straight into the labour

market
These and other problems are discussed and substantiated below.

It is important to emphasise, at the outset, that these problems have not been created by
individual vocational qualifications, or how they are taught. The report will argue, instead,
that the major causes are the complex, expensive and inflexible regulatory system created
by successive governments, and the perverse incentives created by current funding and
accountability mechanisms. Unravelling this government-created tangle, and restoring
clear, direct links between 14-19 vocational education on the one hand, and the labour
market and higher level training and study on the other, is therefore a major priority for

the future of millions of young people.

As anyone within 14-19 education is all too aware, vocational education in England has
been subject to rapid and repeated change over both the last quarter century, and the last
few years; and its current condition can only be understood in relation to these. Examples

include:

e a whole succession of new ‘non-academic’ qualifications for young people designed by

central government, with the Diploma merely the most recent

e increasing regulation of school and college-based qualifications for the 14-19 age

group, academic and vocational alike

e complete redesign of all vocational qualifications with a specific occupational focus.

Many of these are taken by both young people and adults

e successive changes in the performance management regime used by central

government, including the construction of accountability measures

e apprenticeship reform, with a statutory base and with delivery mechanisms which are

distinctive and specific to this country

e constant changes in the funding formulae used for post-16 provision

Meanwhile qualifications for the critical labour market skills of mathematics and English
have been the subject to serial redesign, especially in the case of qualifications for

students on ‘vocational’ programmes.
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Within this constantly shifting and unpredictable environment there continues, as already
noted, to be a great deal of excellent vocational education on offer. The English education
system still offers teachers a chance to develop innovative approaches and varied
programmes. Many institutions, alone or in collaboration, are offering imaginative and
effective provision, as evidence to the Review made clear. There are specialist colleges
with a deservedly national and international reputation, as well as more general colleges
with highly successful courses linked closely to employers, whether in aircraft
maintenance, optics, accountancy, construction, or leisure. Many tens of thousands of
young people are on upper secondary vocational courses which are established routes

into higher education.

So given the rate, and cost, of recent upheavals and redesigns, it might seem that leaving

things alone would be reform enough. Unfortunately, it would not.

This Review received many hundreds of submissions, including evidence from many
recognised centres of excellence, and all were clear on the need for change, not stand still.
Otherwise, major problems will continue and resources will be wasted; and it is young

people who suffer.

In clarifying not just what is going wrong but how things might improve, it is important to
understand the extraordinary and (fortunately) unique regulatory framework of English
education, and also our system’s long-standing institutional features, some of which are
also very distinctive. This part of the report lays them out (and those who are
already highly familiar with the sector may wish to skip directly to Part Four.)
Much of the regulatory structure is common to provision across the 14-19 age range.
However, there are also major differences between Key Stage 4 (age 14-16) and post-16
provision, both in organisation and funding, and in the issues these create for vocational

education. These key issues are therefore identified separately in the next two sections.

2. Key Issues A: Key Stage 4

The study programmes of 14 and 15 year olds are structured around National
Curriculum requirements, since our governments, like almost all others, lay down
requirements for what must be taught in state-funded schools.” Until quite recently, a
combination of National Curriculum requirements at ‘Key Stage 4’ (KS4) and the nature
of our performance management systems meant that, for the vast majority of 14-16 year
olds (year 10 and 11), education was organised overwhelmingly around GCSE syllabuses

and examinations.
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English schools traditionally offered a range of practical classes and qualifications in
practical subjects,’ and under the Thatcher governments, there was a major effort to
improve the status and importance of technical, business, and vocational skills.”” Design
and Technology’s place as a National Curriculum subject (with multiple GCSEs
available) is a legacy. Nonetheless, until recently, vocational qualifications occupied only

a small proportion of 14 or 15 year old pupils’ timetables.

When General National Vocational Qualifications (GNVQ) were introduced in the 1990s,
they marked a distinct break with the past, in that all 11-18 schools were encouraged, for
the first time, to offer a distinctive ‘vocational’ programme — but at first only post-16.7°
GNVQs were intended originally for the 16-18 year old group; targets for take-up were
set for that group; and through the 1990s, the encompassing nature of National

Curriculum requirements made them quite unsuited to large-scale KS4 uptake.

By contrast, recent years have seen an enormous growth in the numbers of pupils taking
vocational, non-GCSE courses. This included, until their abolition last year, the spread of
GNVQs into KS4 provision. As tables 4 and 5 and Figure 3 below indicate, the growth in
both the absolute number of vocational awards taken, and their contribution to

government performance measures has been enormous and very rapid.

Table 4: Other (non GCSE/GNVQ) qualifications achieved at the end of Key Stage 4
in all schools (L1 & L2 only)

2003/04 | 2004/05| 2005/06 | 2006/07 | 2007/08 | 2008/09 | 2009/10
VRQ Level 1 11,007 30,832 45,470 69,862 90,641 | 106,329 | 125,367
VRQ Level 2 (inc BTEC) 1,882 6,298 24,791 73,119 | 187,538 | 297,620 | 462,182
NVQ Level 1 1,708 2,713 4,340 5,921 6,188 6,347 7,776
NVQ Level 2 14 66 225 601 797 1,055 1,815
NVQ L1 Language Unit 216 835 1,874
NVQ L2 Language Unit 339 584
Basic Skills Level 1 2902 1,982 9,608 21,867 35,525 46,153 49,527
Basic Skills Level 2 123 6,448 37,627 85,822 | 140,704 | 156,133 | 160,819
Free Standing Maths L1 - - 542 586 756 1,063 780
Free Standing Maths 1.2 - - 120 470 609 903 1,284

Source: DfE
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Figure 3: Level 1 and Level 2 VRQs (‘Vocationally-related qualifications’) achieved
at the end of KS4: England 2003-10
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It became possible for vocational qualifications to make far greater contributions to
performance measures than in the past because ‘GCSE equivalencies’ were ascribed to a
large number of such qualifications. BTEC awards have grown particularly fast. Most
employers and higher education institutions are familiar with the long-established level 3
BTEC Nationals but as these figures illustrate, it is the lower level ‘BTEC Firsts’ that
have grown very rapidly indeed in recent years. (There are also ‘BTEC Introductory’
qualifications at level 1, but they do not contribute to the GCSE performance measures.)
A BTEC First Certificate is worth 2 and a First Diploma is worth 4 GCSEs A*-C in

current performance measure calculations.

AsTable 5 shows, the non-GCSE awards which contribute to the government’s key
performance measures have themselves changed in recent years, reflecting repeated
reforms in both KS4 and 16+ secondary qualifications, including the withdrawal of the
GNVQ. The Diploma will contribute to the 2010 results since this was the first year when
full GCSE-equivalent Diplomas were completed by students. However, since only about
3000 students completed Diplomas successfully at this level (i.e. about one half of one

percent of the cohort), their contribution in 2010 will be tiny.
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Table 5: Contributions of equivalencies towards the ‘5+ GCSE A*-C’ Key Stage 4

measure in England

2004/05 | 2005/06 2006/07 | 2007/08 2008/09 | 2009/10

Contribution made by:
GCSE only (inc short course) 51.7 52.1 52.6 54.7 55.7 56.3
GCSE:s in Vocational Subjects 1.3 1.6 1.7 1.8 1.8 1.5
Full GNVQs 3.4 4.1 3.4 0.2
BTECs 0.1 0.5 1.6 4.2 6.7 10.2
All other qualifications 0.3 0.8 2.0 4.4 5.8 7.4
Percentage of pupils 56.8 59.0 61.4 65.3 70.0 75.4
achieving 5+A*-C GCSE and
equivalent

Source: DfE

Table 5 shows clearly the rapid growth in the contribution that ‘vocational’ or
‘vocationally related’ awards have made since 2006 to the proportion of the cohort
achieving the government’s key performance indicator. This in turn reflects completion
of the major programme of establishing ‘equivalencies’ between all sorts of different
qualifications, carried out by government agencies. The programme, carried out by
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, was explicitly intended to ‘include all approved
qualifications in school and college performance measures’ and in particular to remove
the ¢ disincentive to the appropriate (sic) use of the full range of approved
qualifications’.”” Put differently, it was designed to ensure that all qualifications at a given

‘level’ were treated as substantively equivalent (and enjoying parity.)

As explained earlier, English qualifications offered in publicly-funded provision are all
assigned an official ‘level’; and these are embodied in the ‘National Qualifications
Framework’.” The key level for the GCSE performance tables is ‘level 2’ which is given
to a GCSE pass (grades A*-C.) Any other award at this level is formally equivalent

to this.

‘BTECS’ are qualifications which were developed in the 1980s by the Business and
Technology Education Council as advanced post-compulsory awards. They were
originally full-time (Diplomas) or part-time (Certificates). They grew rapidly in volume
as a major part of 16-19 education alongside A levels. Many young people who take level
3 ‘BTEC Nationals’ continue on to higher education. More recently, lower level awards
have been offered as part of the BTEC ‘stable’ including BTEC Firsts at level 2. Firsts
remained a small-volume qualification for some years, but from 2003 on, numbers
exploded, as did the proportion of Firsts awarded in schools. One of the other big
awarding bodies (Cambridge Assessment/OCR) has started to market its own comparable

level 2 qualifications actively. All these are qualifications designed for educational
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institutions. Many other of the qualifications now being offered at KS4 are, by contrast,
much more ‘occupational’ in focus. Appendix I lists the most popular ‘vocational’ and

‘vocationally-related’ awards taken in Key Stage 4 over the last three years.

This dramatic shift in the volume and nature of ‘vocational’ education at KS4 raises a

number of key issues, all articulated during the review as well as in previous discussions:

e why are students being encouraged to take so many more of these awards than

they did just a few years ago?

e do these qualifications increase substantive achievement and/or staying-on

rates, notably by increasing motivation?
e do they allow for effective progression?

e are schools adequately equipped to teach them?

3. Key Issues B: Upper Secondary, age 16-19

At post-16/upper secondary level, there have been none of the sudden changes in
qualification uptake which have occurred in years 10 and 11 (KS4). This is a period of
considerable specialisation, for all students, and a very large number of different
qualifications and subjects is available, at various different ‘levels’. Young people in most
parts of the country have a wide choice of institutions, and frequently travel large

distances to the course or institution of their choice.”

By far the largest single group of upper secondary students study for AS and A levels,

and this is also the ‘sixth form’ pathway which is best known to adults. In addition, a very
substantial number of students in upper secondary education are enrolled full-time for
non-A level courses which are also ‘level 3’: and most of these are BTEC awards. BTEC
level 3 awards differ markedly from A levels in that they all have a more or less specific
vocational orientation,® but they are also well-recognised by higher education, and widely
accepted for entry onto degree courses, especially for courses in similar areas. They are,
unlike A levels, teacher-assessed. The awarding body (Edexcel/Pearson) takes

responsibility for ‘verifying’ standards across institutions.

In contrast to these two very large and well-known pathways, other students in upper
secondary education are enrolled for very different combinations of qualifications, at very

different levels. Table 6 summarises the distribution.
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Table 6: Study programmes of 16 and 17 year olds in educational institutions

As a % of 16-and 17 year
olds enrolled in education
(excluding apprentices)

% of age-group (based on
an average of 87%
participation in education

2009-10 across the 2 years)
A levels only (3+) — clear academic route 38% 33%
1 or 2 A levels plus other qualifications 7% 6%
No A levels, but at least one Level 3 course of 21% 18%
study. NB 85% of level 3 non-A level
enrolments are for BTEC level 3 awards
Level 2 or Level 1 or below Level 1 34% 30%

The remainder of the cohort are in apprenticeships (see Appendix VII), other forms of

government training, employment or unemployed. In 2009/10 94% of 16 year olds

(year 12) and 85% of 17 year olds (year 13) were in some form of either education or

government-supported training. Source: DfE, YPLA

Overall, almost two-fifths of the upper secondary/post-16 cohort are now on A-level

based programmes. Around another fifth are on advanced craft or BTEC level 3 courses

with clear progression value (although, as discussed below, the quality of these

qualifications, including the BTECsS, is under threat from recent regulatory changes.)

A rather small number are on apprenticeships, and an even smaller number on advanced

apprenticeships leading to level 3 qualifications. Although apprenticeship has been the

subject of a great deal of political interest and commitment in recent years, recent growth

has been largely in adult apprentices: as one academic submission to the Review noted

“Despite the policy ‘noise’ of the previous government about apprenticeship being

one of the three main pathways for 16-18 year olds, apprenticeship actually plays a

very minor role (in current provision).”8!

However, those who secure an employer-based apprenticeship generally find that it has

substantial positive outcomes.®?

It is among the remaining group — not in apprenticeships, not following A levels, BTEC

National Diplomas, or other level 3 vocational courses, — that severe problems are
evident.®® Put briefly, there are too few apprenticeships and enormous excess demand for
places, especially on advanced (level 3) apprenticeships. There are ever fewer jobs. While a
good many students in level 2 programmes progress satisfactorily, either to higher-level

study or into the job market, with new skills, many others do not.
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Large numbers of young people ‘churn’, moving between qualifications that provide
little scope for progression, and unsatisfactory, often short-term employment or periods
of unemployment. (See Figure 2 above and Appendix VI for details). Many level 2
qualifications bring no positive returns in the labour market (Table 2 above and
Appendix III); indeed, the data show that many of those who hold level 2 vocational
qualifications and who gained these outside the workplace would have been substantially
better off if they had not taken them, and been employed instead. The differing returns to
level 2 awards suggest that being on government training courses may actually be

harmful, presumably because it sends out poor ‘signals’ to employers.3
p y p g ploy

Box 4

With an average cohort size of 600,000 plus, there are about 1,800,000 (close to
two million) 16, 17 and 18 year olds in England at any given time. At least 10%
experience substantial periods out of employment and education, and another 20%
have identifiable periods of ‘churn’. 20% of each cohort, of whom only a small
proportion have severe physiologically-based learning difficulties, currently finish KS4
at too low a level to start Level 2 courses of whom many will never start, or achieve,
such awards. Post-16, about 18% achieve a level 2 award but no higher;® and we
know from repeated studies that vocational level 2 awards tend to have little or no
labour market value if obtained outside apprenticeship. Obviously some of these
categories overlap to some degree (though not perfectly); but on even the most
conservative of interpretations, it seems clear that at least one in five of each
cohort is getting very little benefit from the post-16 secondary education system.
Put simply, as a society we are failing at least 350,000 of our 16-18 year olds,

year on year.

Those who leave KS4 without even the GCSE attainment level that allows them to start a
‘level 2’ course fare especially badly.®® Current estimates are that as many as 20% of KS4
completers are not able to start a level 2 course, a percentage which is significantly higher
than in comparable countries to our own, and, one may therefore infer, considerably
higher than it need or should be. Young people with these low achievement levels at age
16 have been offered training schemes or ‘experiential’ programmes which provide little

or no opportunity for progression (see Box 5).%7
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Box 5

Studies of KS4 pupils highlight the problems for those who fall outside mainstream
provision. An in-depth study by Nottingham University of young people who were

permanently excluded, or at risk of exclusion, highlighted

e the lack of control they or their families had over the nature of their

placements
e the positive impact of placements with employers
e students’ scepticism about the value of much of what they were doing

For example, one work experience site explained to the researchers that “the research
is well-documented as to why these activities are beneficial to them...a wide
experience base; team building...a huge chunk here which is going to be key skills”.

The student interviews suggested that “most view it as just doing a load of digging.”®®
There are major progression problems.

For example, one student’s programme was based around entirely “OCNs”: the

following extract highlights the problems:

Student “...it’s kind of hard to get into college with OCNs because you need
GCSEs”

Researcher “Have you found that?”

Student “I’ve applied to places like College A and College B and they’ve said
that if I can’t get GCSEs then I will have to do GCSEs there...”%

Overall, large numbers of young people are not obtaining rewarding education or
training. In policy terms, the main issues that this situation raises for post-16 vocational

education may be summarised as follows:

e why do so many vocational programmes below level 3 not provide for clear

progression within education?

e why are young people enrolling for courses which are not providing them with

progression opportunities?

e why is apprenticeship for 16 and 17 year olds growing much more slowly than

envisaged by ministers or than young people would like?
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The discussion so far has taken place to a large degree in terms of
‘qualifications’ rather than programmes. This will appear entirely normal to an
English (or indeed British) reader; but in order to understand both our current
vocational education system, and the ways in which reform might be feasible,

it is also necessary to highlight its distinctive institutional features. Foremost
among these is the nature and range of formal qualifications offered and the

fact that education is organised around them.

4. Key institutional features of 14-19 education in England
A. The English qualification system

A highly distinctive aspect of English education is its use, outside HE, of large numbers
of separate qualifications and of non-governmental ‘awarding bodies’ or ‘awarding
organisations’. We are also distinctive in the way we use qualifications (as opposed to
government-set tests) as a key component in accountability systems, in high stakes ‘league

tables’ and as the basis for funding allocations to post-16 (non-university) education.

Previous English governments intentionally moved our academic school system away
from one based on an internationally standard type of ‘grouped award’, namely School
Certificate. This had two levels equivalent, respectively, to upper-level school-leaving
qualifications such as the Baccalauréat, Abitur, US High School Diploma or Maturita, and
to lower level ones such as the French Brever or Danish Lower Secondary certificate.
Instead of School Cert, the post-war Labour government and its Conservative successor
effectively forced the examination boards to introduce instead our current unique system
of multiple single-subject awards (O levels, A levels, CSE, GCSE, AS levels).*°

This reform was, in fact, the exception that proves the rule: a major and sudden change
in school-leaving and university entrance certificates. These certificates are, in every
modern country, embedded in the operation of the labour market, higher education and
national consciousness, and extraordinarily difficult to alter. Change is usually gradual —
for example, adding new sorts of baccalauréat in France while retaining both the name
and its formal status as a university entrance qualification; or adding more stringent
graduation requirements to American high school diplomas. Conversely, attempts to
create radical new awards risk running aground on the entirely justifiable conservatism of
employers, families and students. Dramatic change was possible in post-World War II
England because at that time only a small portion of the population (and the labour

market) was affected: most people left school with no formal qualifications.
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Today, the vast majority of the population holds formal qualifications. Families are
increasingly concerned about formal education, increasingly (though only partially)
informed — and increasingly suspicious of reform. When GNVQs were introduced, less
than 20 years ago, they were intended to enrol a quarter of the 16-18 cohort. At their
peak, just four years after their national launch, about 20% of 16 year olds (year 12) were
enrolled for GNVQs, and there had been extremely rapid growth in the first two years.’!
The Diploma, launched with far greater preparation, publicity, and financial incentives
for schools and colleges, is now in its third year. In 2009/10, enrolments post-16
amounted to 0.6% of 16-18 enrolments (or about one half a per cent of the cohort as

a whole).”?

Any further large-scale reform involving new centrally designed sets of
qualifications is bound, at present, to meet enormous resistance. Young people

and parents will again vote with their feet.”

B. Examination boards and awarding bodies

England’s qualification system evolved independently of the state, which is why our
qualifications — both academic and vocational — are not awarded by the state and were,
until recently, not designed by it either.’* By contrast, most countries not only have far
fewer separate qualifications, but most of them, especially for young people, are
developed, run and awarded by governments. In a number of other developed countries,
key vocational qualifications involve other bodies in cooperation with government, but
these are employer and craft/professional associations, not specialist examining and

awarding organisations.

The non-governmental origin of English qualifications also meant that there were not
only many vocational qualifications but also many different awarding bodies —
overwhelmingly, pre-1990, genuinely independent of government and government
finance.?”” However, in the first of repeated attempts to achieve a complete overhaul of
vocational qualifications, the second Thatcher government commissioned a review that
was designed to eliminate the supposed ‘jungle of vocational qualifications’. It was the
first of a series of attempts to reduce the number of awarding bodies, reduce the number
of qualifications, and rationalise structures: all in the name of greater efficiency, making
things clearer to employers and young people, and raising the status of vocational awards.
Twenty years on we have more qualifications than ever before, and the number of
awarding bodies is, after a short-term fall, rising. Those offering ‘approved’ qualifications
rose from 98 in 2002 to 144 in 2009.°°
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This repeated failure to ‘rationalise’ qualification numbers confirms that there are
strong forces, within both the labour market and the education and training
system, which generate large numbers of vocational awards. This has been

regarded, repeatedly, as a problem, but there is no intrinsic reason for it to be so.

I know of no empirical evidence to indicate that employers, in the past, had any trouble
understanding and evaluating the vocational qualifications specific to their sector. (The rest
were ignored.) Conversely, we do have empirical evidence that employers today are
confused by the repeated reform drives which generate new qualifications for young
people, and lead to the frequent reworking, by government-appointed bodies, of their
specific occupational qualifications.’” We have evidence that employers recognise and
value familiarity, often with the awarding body as much as with the particular award and
especially when associated with their own experiences when young.’® Finally, as discussed
further in Box 6, the way that each centrally-driven reform of vocational qualifications
quickly generates serious (and similar) problems indicates that there are structural issues

at work. These are not going to be solved with yet another determined push from the top.

56


http:young.98
http:qualifications.97

Part Three: The Educational Context

Box 6

The first major governmental attempt to organise and rationalise the whole field of
vocational qualifications occurred in the 1980s. Government policy-makers became
convinced that one of the forces holding back productivity growth was the ‘jungle of
vocational qualifications’. It was argued that, if vocational qualifications could be
improved and made completely transparent, this would greatly improve the efficiency
with which employers were able to identify and hire skilled people. Rather than
independent awarding bodies developing qualifications, there should be nationally-
created occupational standards, underpinning National Vocational Qualifications.
While awarding bodies would continue to award and certificate, their qualifications
could only be offered in publicly-funded contexts if they were approved as meeting

these standards.?®

This was the rationale for the funding of ‘Standards’ development for the vast majority
of occupations, using ‘Industry Lead Bodies”, and the creation of a new regulator, the
National Council for Vocational Qualifications. NCVQ was created in 1986 and 1997
its functions were taken over by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA).
Standards development was later taken over by ‘National Training Organisations’ and
is now the responsibility of Sector Skills Councils; and regulation is now shared by
them and Ofqual.

The arguments advanced back in the 1980s have continued to inform policy-making
and repeated reforms. However, because a complex modern economy has a
correspondingly complex occupational structure, central attempts to impose a neat,
uniform and ‘logical’ structure on it always fail. A recent example is that of ‘Stand-
Alone’ qualifications. Under the last government, there was an attempt to put all
qualifications taken by young people into one of four pathways. In practice, it proved
necessary to accredit, and allow the teaching of, qualifications that did not fit into one
of the pathways. Otherwise well-established awards, which were valued by important
sectors and employers, and used by them as part of their recruitment and training,
would have vanished. Similar problems are being created by the current policy of

requiring SSC approval for all accredited vocational awards. (See Box 20)
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The great strength of the English system of independent awarding bodies is that
it allows for multiple direct links between qualification development, the labour
market and higher education. However, this feature has been systematically
undermined by government policies and regulatory changes. Current reforms are
generating further, serious problems. These developments, and their impact on quality,

and costs, are discussed in more detail in Part Four.

C. Funding by qualifications

Another distinctive feature of English education is the current funding framework for
post-16 education and training. It funds institutions (public and private) on a per-
qualification rather than a per-student basis, unlike the 4-16 phase. (The exceptions are

apprenticeship and HE.)

This approach is, to the best of my knowledge, unique to these islands: the normal
pattern for 16-19 students, whether ‘vocational’ or ‘academic’, is to fund on a per-student
level, with the amount varying to some extent by programme. Figure 4 contrasts the way
that Denmark — typically for most European countries — provides a per-student allocation
to its vocational colleges, with the way an English college might be funded for the
particular qualifications that students are registered for and/or passed.!® In Denmark,
there is a single allocation per student, the teaching component of which varies somewhat
according to the type of course followed (so that, for example, engineering is paid at a

high rate than office work.) An allocation for capital funding is built into the grant.

In England, by contrast, funding is by individual qualification: or, to be specific, the
funding formula is ‘applied to each learning aim taken by a learner.’ The amount paid is
partly a function of the actual qualification/learning aim; and partly a function of a
complex weighting factor (the ‘Provider Factor’), which includes “Disadvantage Uplift’,
‘Area Cost Uplift’, ‘Short Course Modifier’, and ‘Success Factor’.

Figure 4A An example of a per-student funding regime: Denmark 2010 (Figures in

Danish Kroner. Source: Danish Ministry of Education)

Electrician (Band B) 15.000

Hairdresser (Band A) 15.000

& Basicgrant & Teaching grant Administration grant & Building grant
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Figure 4B: Examples of programme funding for 16-18 education in England.

(See also Appendix V for further examples and details)

i. Excluding ‘provider factors’: 2009/10

SLN glh SILN | Unweighted funding

(Higher figures were

given to school sixth

forms)

BTEC Introductory Diploma 450 1 2920

Key skills: communication only 36 0.08 234

Entitlement 114 0.253 739

Total learner funding 600 1,333 3,892
ii. With sample ‘provider factors’: 2010/11

Element within programme SLN GLH SLN

BTEC L2 Diploma in Sport (QCF) 450 1

Functional Skills in Mathematics 36 0.08

Functional Skills in English 36 0.08

Entitlement 114 0.25

Total 636 1.41

1.41 SLN x £2,290 NFR x 1.2003 PF = £4,954

The English approach had its origins in the incorporation of colleges in 1992. They had
previously been funded by local authorities at very different rates, and the new national
funding body, Further Education Funding Council (FEFC), introduced a completely
new funding approach as a way of standardising what a given course, or teaching hour,
cost. In later years this was adapted and constantly amended to reflect governments’
changing priorities. From 2001 until 2009, a single funding body, the Learning and Skills
Council, dealt both with colleges (taking over from the FEFC) and with non-school
provision offered through private training providers. These funding functions are now

split between the YPLA, funding young people, and the SFA for adults.!!

General FE colleges (and private training providers) deal with large numbers of adults
(19+) as well as younger learners; and although qualification-based funding has been
used for both groups, adult funding has been particularly complex. Adults (i.e. anyone of
19+) have, in the last decade, had varying ‘entitlements’ to free, or subsidised, education
and training, depending on the nature and level of the qualifications taken as well as
their own previous education and attainments. Over time, the money available for
non-accredited courses shrank: funds are now overwhelmingly qualification-linked.!%
The level of subsidy and entitlement has also varied according to whether an adult

learner was based in a college or workplace; different vocational areas have been
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prioritised; and funding formulae and priorities have been heavily influenced by

quantitative targets for numbers of qualifications.

For young people, the situation has been less complex, since they have an automatic
entitlement to free education up to the age of 18. However, here too, institutions are paid
by qualification, not by student (though with upper limits on how much they can earn per
student). Payments are also ‘by results’: if a student (or apprentice) does not gain
their formal qualifications from an awarding body, the institution receives less
money. Finally, whether or not a qualification is actually eligible for public funding can
be determined by the Secretary of State, who has statutory powers to decide this
(currently under section 96 of the 2000 Learning and Skills Act.)

Since the Coalition Government took power, targets have been scaled back and the
funding approach has been changed in some fundamental respects for 16-19 year old
learners funded in schools and colleges through the YPLA. The current funding system
offers rewards after the event for those who have recruited and retained students, and
whose students have achieved qualifications successfully, rather than operating with
individual advance contracts to colleges and providers under which they undertake to
‘deliver’ a given set of qualifications. It therefore gives incentives to recruit more and
rewards recruitment success. In other respects, however, the system is unchanged —
funding is based on individual qualifications and registered qualifications achieved.
Qualifications which are classified as needing quite short amounts of teaching time attract

small amounts of funding and vice versa.

This approach, combining payment-per-qualification with payment-by-results

e gives government enormous power to fine-tune the relative attraction — to nstitutions

— of different qualifications
e has greatly increased completion rates, compared to the early 1990s.

e forces institutions to steer a high proportion of students into courses they are likely to
pass easily, if they are to remain solvent;!°> and risks severe downward pressure on

standards in teacher-assessed awards

e gives institutions strong incentives to choose qualifications which ‘pay well’ —i.e. are

well-funded but require less teaching time in practice than their value implies!®*

e gives institutions no incentive to offer coherent programmes of study

e gives institutions no real powers or incentives to respond directly to the local labour

market
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One very visible result of current arrangements is the virtual disappearance of Maths and
English GCSEs from post-16 provision. In the mid-90s, when GNVQs were becoming a
substantial part of post-16 provision, the overwhelming majority of students entering
Intermediate or Advanced GNVQ courses did so without maths and English at A-C.
The main evaluation of the new awards noted that ‘Most GNVQ students combine their
course with other qualifications. By far the most popular combination is a GNVQ with
GCSE re-takes in Mathematics and/or English. While programmes devoted entirely to
GCSE retakes have declined rapidly in recent years, the popularity of Maths and English
re-takes is great and increasing.”'% As discussed further below, the change since the
mid-90s cannot be explained other than through changes in the funding mechanisms,
which made high success rates very important, and the availability of ‘Key Skill’

qualifications in these areas in which success was very easy to secure compared to
GCSEs.!%¢

Box 7

Payment by qualification, payment by results, and standards

The current payment system post-16 (like performance tables pre-16) gives
institutions strong incentives to steer students into courses they can pass easily.

In addition, since most vocational courses are entirely teacher-assessed,
pressures to reduce standards apply directly to a very high proportion of
post-16 provision. This does not mean that all qualifications should be awarded on
the basis of written examinations. In the case of vocational courses, which are
concerned with a very wide range of complex skills, many of them practical, this
would be bizarre and counter-productive. But it makes quality assurance procedures

critically important in maintaining high and consistent standards.

In every vocational system, teachers and administrators agree that the key source of
quality assurance is the employer.!°” Employers need to provide direct input and
feedback to teachers and trainers; but our current centralised, payment-by-results
system erodes direct links with local employers. In addition, however, the assessment
and oversight systems operated by awarding bodies are critical. Awarding bodies face
two different incentives: to make things easy for their customers, but also to maintain
a reputation for high quality and offering awards worth having. The current English

system tends to strengthen the former at the expense of the latter.
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Our current funding system is, overall, extraordinarily complex. Individual students do
not have a standard, or indeed a weighted, funding allocation which could follow them.
But at the same time, the total amount of money an institution receives depends on the
details of each individual student’s separate qualifications, characteristics and success
rates. As a result, this is the only country, to the best of my knowledge, where institutions
routinely spend money attending workshops which explain the latest wrinkles in the
funding formula and how best to exploit these. The popular “Hands-on Guide to post-16
funding” written by an FE professional is a publication which sets out the basic rules and
calculations underlying funding of post-16 learners, and is well over 100 pages long.!%®
College principals and deputy principals spend days exploring the intricacies of ‘success
rate data anomalies’ which will have a major impact on their annual budgets, and the
‘Individual Learning Record’ requires colleges — and their burgeoning administrative
staff — to input hundreds of items of information for each learner before funding can be

‘drawn down. 1%

5. The regulatory framework

In education, as in other areas of public life, England operates as a centralised
jurisdiction, in which the Secretary of State sets policy. Since the 1980s, there has been a
steady tendency for English governments to centralise and micro-manage qualifications
and curriculum, and also a commitment to active performance management and use of
formal accountability mechanisms for schools and colleges. However, compared to most
other countries, the central ministry currently has very little direct responsibility for
setting curricula, designing qualifications, allocating funds, or inspecting provision.

These functions have been vested in an array of national agencies and quangoes; although
overall policy formulation remains the responsibility of the Secretary of State and
Ministers, and of central government officials.

The institutions which contribute to the regulation of 14-19 education and training have
grown rapidly in number over the last few years, while the relationships between them
have become ever more complex. Figure 5 below shows the history of quango destruction
and creation between 2006 and 2011, showing the short life of many agencies but also
the increasing number in total, each with a formal role to play in directing and regulating
provision; Box 8 provides an example of how they have been expected to interact. The
current government is abolishing QCDA (though many functions relating to National
Curriculum Testing will transfer to a new testing agency, and some others to Ofqual,
discussed below).!'° The RDAs (which were not major players in this area) are also
vanishing. So there has been some simplification, but not much.
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Box 8

Exrtract from the FJACQA handbook for Awarding Bodies: FACQA (see Figure 4) was

created 1n 2009 to determune exactly which qualifications should be approved for public
funding and wound up at the end of 2010.

§54 SSCs have been formally requested by DCSF to develop their Sector
Qualification Strategies (SQS) and accompanying Action Plans to cover 14-19
provision. SQS and Action Plans should therefore provide a firm basis for SSCs to
influence the development of 14-19 provision and if appropriate to inform JACQA
recommendations on funding eligibility of stand alone vocational qualifications by

supporting, or otherwise, AO submissions to JACQA.

In the context of 14-19 vocational education, two aspects of the current regulatory
apparatus are critically important, and also contribute to a number of the issues and

problems identified in the next section. They are
e the Sector Skills Councils (SSCs)

e Ofqual’s regulatory activities, notably of individual qualifications

The SSCs — which are non-statutory — have become, in the last few years, de facto
designers, as well as de facto first-line accreditors, of almost all non-HE
qualifications other than the academic ones. In some cases, they play a very active
part in deciding which awarding bodies will be allowed to offer a qualification in a given

area. They were also central to the design of the Diploma.

SSCs exist to represent and articulate the view of employers. However, they do not
develop organically, in the way that trade and professional bodies do, but are instead
created by government, and largely funded by it. (The SSCs replaced National Training
Organisations, which replaced Industry Lead Bodies, which replaced Industry Training
Boards.) The number of SSCs is determined centrally, rather than evolving from and with
the labour market; and SSCs can be, and are, closed down, or forcibly merged, if they are

judged to be performing inadequately.

This structure is very unusual by international standards, as is the SSCs’ formal role in
accreditation (and, indeed, design) of formal qualifications. The usual pattern is for
employer groups to advise government. SSCs also develop apprenticeship frameworks,
and decide precisely which nationally-accredited qualifications may be used within a

given framework.
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Ofqual is the ‘Qualifications and Examinations Regulator’. While it has a number of
different functions, a great deal of its effort is directed to accrediting individual
qualifications; in its own submission to this Review, it states that ‘Ofqual’s role is to
regulate qualifications.’ It is a relatively new body, which has absorbed a number of
functions and activities from the QCA. Appendix IV discusses the rationale for such a

regulator.

Ofqual has, to date, been accrediting individual qualifications in their thousands, as well
as regulating awarding bodies. (Qualifications are not accredited unless they are awarded
by an approved awarding body.) Ofqual itself creates the criteria against which it
regulates and accredits and cannot be over-ruled formally by the Secretary of
State, although it can be directed to take account of governmental policies (including
those of other agencies and quangoes). However, the decision on whether or not a
qualification (accredited or otherwise) can be funded for use in 14-19 education rests

with the Secretary of State, the only exception being apprenticeships.

Ofqual is also charged with monitoring standards. Its remit in this respect will be
modified under the current Education Bill, which requires it explicitly to take account
of international qualifications.!!! However, to date, like its predecessor body QCA, it has
confined itself overwhelmingly to monitoring standards by comparing written

documents, rather than comparing standards in any direct way.!!?

As well as having changed constantly in recent years, the English regulatory system is
very complex by international standards. This partly reflects recent history. In the 1990s
central government took control of large parts of the English education system, which
had previously been left to local education authorities and independent examining and
awarding bodies, while at the same time giving some individual institutions (notably FE
colleges) unprecedented independence. It had to create new arrangements, at speed, to
deal with this and did so at a time of ‘agency fever’.!! In the last decade, governments
then continued with this agency-based approach, but re-organised and added to the
numbers of bodies at an accelerating pace.!!* The complexity was compounded by the
split of education responsibilities between two different departments of state (currently
DfE and BIS.)
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The most important arguments for having independent or arms-length agencies dealing
with publicly-financed activities are that an agency can concentrate on carrying out an
essentially administrative function efficiently, and that they ensure that decisions are
made on ‘substantive’ rather than ‘political’ grounds.!!> However, the complexity, and the
range of responsibilities delegated to current English agencies and bodies (some statutory,

and some not) raises issues of:
e whether important policy decisions are being delegated to non-accountable bodies
e whether lines of authority are clear within government and between agencies

e cost. The more bodies are involved in a decision making, the greater the cost financially
and in time. This is especially true when there are multiple connections between and

among them
e transparency. A lack of transparency is itself a source of inefficiency and therefore costs

e responsiveness to bodies and individuals which are not part of the regulatory structure
itself (including, in this case, individual employers, trade bodies, awarding bodies,

universities as well as individual students and ‘learning providers’)

Finally, it is worth noting that DfE (DCSF/DfES) did, and does retain, one enormously
powerful lever over how institutions behave: the performance measures which determine
institutions’ position in league tables. At present, these apply most forcefully to primary
schools and to 11-16 education, and their impact on how schools operate is demonstrably

enormous, and discussed at length below.
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Figure 5 Official bodies and agencies responsible for the funding and content of
vocational education and training programmes and qualifications in England:
quasi-governmental bodies (quangos) 2006-1111¢

OFSTED

_ Exists/active I:I Abolished/closing I:I Not yet created
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Part Four: An Audit of Current
Provision

Any examination of English vocational education quickly highlights numerous examples
of excellent practice, and of institutions and qualifications that are highly respected, and
of high quality, and which provide students with new and valuable skills which are
extremely well aligned with today’s labour market, as well as generalisable to future jobs
and opportunities. The evidence submitted to the Review provided a wealth of examples,

and those noted here are selected, more or less at random, from a large range of inspiring practice.

Colleges around the country offer specialist education with a national
reputation. At Macclesfield College, for example, the European Centre for Aerospace
Training uses fully functional BAE aircraft to offer training, to international industry
standards. It has direct and excellent links with industry; indeed, without centres like
Macclesfield, aircraft maintenance would all have to move abroad. The reputation of
outstanding colleges and departments attracts students from very large geographical
areas. City and Islington College offers specialised provision in, for example,
Environmental and Land-based Studies, Optics and Opthalmics, and students are drawn,

from across the 32 boroughs of Greater London, and beyond.

Innovative organisations have been developed to ensure that young people can access
the specialist programmes they want, and that institutions can pool expertise and teach
to their strengths. In Luton, for example, the Barnfield Federation involves a college,
academies and a studio school. Ashfield School in Nottinghamshire has the RAC on
site, running its national apprenticeships in a special training garage and therefore
available to teach school-based students. In Kent, 25 Vocational Skills Centres cater
for 14 to 16 year olds across the county, some on school premises, but also including

free-standing provision and centres which are integrated into an FE College campus.

High quality apprenticeships offer young people a demanding programme of work
and study with excellent career prospects. For example, Network Rail offers intensive
engineering training with the possibility of moving on to an HNC and Foundation
degree. It has 50 young people registering for every one of the places it offers; and 90%
of its apprentices stay with the company. Airbus is also heavily over-subscribed, for both

its craft (Level 3) apprenticeships and its advanced engineering ones. LLarge amounts of
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college study are a necessary part of an Airbus-specific programme that goes well beyond
the national frameworks and offers apprentices the chance of further advanced university

study.

Large numbers of students progress directly from vocational courses to higher
education. In 2009, 11.4% of the UK domiciled applicants who were accepted for HE
entry had a BTEC National Diploma and no A levels, and a further 1.7% a BTEC

National plus A levels. This compared with 37.1% holding A levels alone. Ten years ago,

only 4.9% of acceptances were on the strength of a BTEC National alone.'!’

Vocational qualifications offered by English awarding bodies include awards with
an international, as well as a national reputation. One example is the awards offered
by the Association of Accounting Technicians. AAT qualifications have high labour
market value and recognition, and offer direct progress into professional-level accounting
(with exam exemptions). They are taken within accounting apprenticeships, initial
(largely part-time) and continuing training; and not just in England but in 13 other
countries as well. The student population, in 2010, was 69,000 — up from 16,000 in the
early 1980s.

Box 9: Specialist training exemplified

Westminster Kingsway College counts Escoffier and Ritz among the founders and

patrons of its catering and hospitality departments.

For contemporary celebrity chef Ainsley Harriott, a former student:

“The College offered a perfect environment.... The learning is second to none.’

For Brian Turner CBE, chef and restaurant entrepreneur:

“Westminster Kingsway College is a vital component of the Hospitality industry in
the UK. The specially developed skills and motivation required to succeed in the
high-pressured kitchen environment of a deluxe restaurant (have) never been more

important.”

As these and many other examples testify, English education boasts a wealth of good
practice, involving both innovation and the maintenance of excellence. But to a
considerable extent these exist in spite of, not because of, the underlying structures — and
quality is highly variable. In evidence submitted to the Review, most of the institutions
highlighted above also emphasised major barriers to effective operation, and the way in
which ever-changing rules had generated large, deadweight costs.!!® The over-arching

problem was encapsulated for the Review by Professor LLorna Unwin:
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“England always has great examples of good practice. But we don’t have

a good system.”

Today, vocational education faces major challenges. Section Two of this report describes
an economy that is characterised, throughout most of the developed world, by a shrinkage
in traditional skilled manufacturing jobs, and a youth labour market which has imploded.
High structural levels of youth unemployment have been further increased by recession;
and we know, from research on previous generations, that early unemployment has long-
term negative effects on people’s later careers. In England, our labour market is also
characterised by frequent job changes among the young; and by employer demand for a
specific sub-set of our many qualifications and indifference to others. There are cle