[image: image2.png]Skills
Funding

Agency






Wolf Review of 14 – 19 Vocational Education – Call for Evidence 

Introduction and Background
The Skills Funding Agency (the Agency) welcomes the opportunity to respond to Professor Wolf’s call for evidence to inform the review of 14-19 vocational education in England.  

The Skills Funding Agency is an Agency of the Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) with responsibility for funding and regulating adult further education and skills training in England. It invests £4 billion of public funds each year in colleges and other training organisations within a policy context set by BIS. 

Given its all age responsibility for National Apprenticeship Service (NAS), which it fulfils on behalf of the YPLA and the Department for Education (DfE), the Agency has a significant and pivotal role in 16-19 learning. A key part of this role is to ensure a continuum of vocational learning opportunities post-19 which supports effective progression from the 14-19 phase. The Adult Careers and Advice Service (Next Step) is housed within the Agency.
In undertaking this review of 14-19 education, we believe it is important to recognise the broader context of the Skills Strategy due to be published in November.  This will place Apprenticeships at the heart of a progressive system where there is a clearer and more coherent vocational curriculum which directly aligns to employer needs and the skill needs of the wider economy.
This review presents an opportunity to recognise the new central role of Apprenticeships in the whole vocational education and training system and to develop a comprehensive curriculum from 14, which leads into Apprenticeships and vocational careers and on into work. It should recognise that in resolving the current confusion and complexities of 14 - 19 vocational education we need to strengthen the skills system for all ages, including an appropriate focus on those aged 14 -16. 

This response suggests the need for an overall strategy for vocational education for 14-19 year olds and identifies key changes needed to provide a coherent and meaningful vocational offer within a progressive framework. It includes consideration of the institutional arrangements, funding and accountability aspects of each change. The specific questions raised in Professor Wolf’s letter are also addressed within the response.
The need for a new strategy 
The Agency considers that the primary purpose of vocational education should be to provide high quality accessible provision which is well resourced and has structured progression routes into Apprenticeships.
Vocational education, especially at age 14 -16, has suffered from excessive review and a series of ad hoc short term initiatives. Recent policies have been characterised by an absence of any clear and distinctive vocational curriculum and by the positioning of vocational achievement as a ‘proxy’ for academic achievement rather than being based on vocational standards.  Delivery has too often resulted in:
· ad hoc diversification by schools, often driven by the pursuit of project funding
· a lack of clear recognised standards

· variable quality of teaching and learning, resulting from a lack of consistent professional or specialist expertise amongst those delivering the provision

· a fragmented curriculum which has been bolted on to conventional school programs
· incoherent, complex organisational and funding arrangements in the 14 -16 phase

· a lack of clear pre and post-16 progression.  

The consequences of this have been to undermine the value of vocational provision and to reinforce the perceptions of students, parents and school and college communities that vocational education is a second rate alternative to academic options. Of particular concern is that this complexity and poor image have left employers confused about its purpose and reluctant to engage.  The wider consequence has been a progressive decrease in the number of Apprenticeships available at 16. 
The three major changes proposed to address these issues are:
1. improving the status, value and quality of vocational education 14 – 19 through  presenting high quality opportunities, delivered by institutions and organisations with the appropriate resources and expertise, and supported by a funding system where money follows the learner

2. maximising meaningful progression through focusing on accredited programmes from 14, with clear longer term goals and explicit progression routes into vocational careers and Apprenticeships, including the option of moving to higher level skills 

3. ensuring the centrality of Apprenticeships by placing Apprenticeships at the core of vocational provision and enabling young people to move seamlessly from full time study into work, through a coherent progressive programme.

1. Improving the Status, Value and Quality of Vocational Education 14 - 19

Overall aim

The aim is to provide a broad, high quality and relevant vocational programme based on credible and recognised standards.  This must deliver learner choice, relevance to employer need, structural and organisational efficiency and seamless progression from pre to post-19 vocational routes.  

Issues/problems

· Recent models of 14 -16 vocational education have been characterised by a set of piecemeal fragmented programmes which have been shoe-horned into an over-regulated and inflexible school curriculum. This has frequently led to ad hoc diversification into vocational areas by schools with some delivery in inappropriate environments with inadequate resourcing.
· Although partnership working has been encouraged, there has been a lack of clarity in terms of responsibility and accountability. This has often led to a range of partners uneasily working together in a complicated set of arrangements chasing short term project funding. The resultant provision often consists of a number of components being bundled together in a complex and inconsistent package.  

· The over-engineering of the development and delivery of the new Diplomas has been one example of this, with some Sector Skills Councils, employers, awarding organisations, schools, colleges and training providers encouraged into complex and ill fitting arrangements which have resulted in increasing costs and unnecessary bureaucracy.

· Vocational education 14 -16 suffers from being defined in terms of a proxy for academic achievement rather than clear separate quality criteria and standards. An instance of this has been the specific use of GNVQs as a proxy in school league tables which has had perverse and unintended consequences and in terms of negative student, teacher and parental perception of the value of vocational education.
· Funding arrangements have been unclear and inconsistent, with learners often being funded two or three times at different age-stages for essentially the same learning because there are no clear progression pathways which allow them to accumulate credit and progress. This is wasteful, bureaucratic and inefficient. 

· There have not been clear or stable standards against which vocational provision can be assessed and developed which has devalued the experiences and qualifications.  The work undertaken by the UK Commission for Employment and Skills (UKCES) and Sector Skills Councils in terms of refreshing National Occupational Standards and ensuring full access to these has been largely ignored.   

Solutions 
· There needs to be far greater clarity over the content of the vocational offer, its delivery (e.g. roles and responsibilities) and its funding arrangements. These arrangements must focus on facilitating high quality, flexibility and innovation, both in the content and delivery of the programmes. The provision should engage all learners, including those who may be in danger of disengagement, and provide a supportive and progressive learning journey.
· A high quality vocational education offer must have recognised and properly assessed standards at its core.  A flexible, unitised curriculum would be an efficient and appropriate mechanism for this and would allow movement through learning.  QCF offers a suitable model and could be extended to qualifications at age 14. The DfE could be encouraged to adopt the QCF as the framework of choice for vocational qualifications pre-19.   

· It should be a fundamental principle that funding follows the learner so that, where relevant, funds are directed through the college or provider to support individuals and their progression. This will help improve coordination and a focus on learner centred arrangements. Simplification of systems will be an important part of this and consistency of approach across the 14-19 phase and beyond should be considered.
· Programmes must be professionally resourced to deliver the required quality and standards and must not be based on institutional convenience. Teachers and tutors delivering programmes must have relevant  knowledge, skills and expertise. In particular tutor expertise and resources must reflect those identified in the relevant occupational standard for that sector. There is also a clear a case to improve the recruitment of skilled staff so that this can be better supported and incentivised.
· There is a case for effective collaboration that involves a range of organisations or providers accompanied by clarity over responsibilities and accountabilities. Further education colleges, in particular, are well placed to lead such partnerships, with schools, where appropriate, having a key role in delivering specific parts of the provision and retaining the lead on pastoral care. Private providers can contribute especially to specialised functions. Provider collaboration, including at 14 -16, may well need to span funding lines and providers.
· There is a strong case for Further Education colleges as well as other specialist providers, to play a lead role in delivering vocational programmes from 14 onwards, both in schools and where appropriate, in colleges themselves.  

· Parents, as well as learners, must have the opportunity to exercise choice in terms of where the offer may take place.  To support this, the new system of publishing information on the content, quality and destinations of post-19 learning should be extended to the 14 -19 phase of learning.  

· An important further impact from strengthening 14 to 19 provision is that this will support the wider 19 - 24 vocational offer which will be a central to strategies to tackle NEET across the entire age range.

· Although this review does not expressly consider the detail of qualification design or curriculum content, it is critical that a core of English and Maths is retained. Within this, it is important that there is a strong functional and applied focus which is relevant to the individual vocational area. 

· It will be important to consider the risk of encouraging vocational specialisation too early. Many Sector Skills Councils have reviewed training, development and workforce needs and in some cases value broad pathways and routes into sectors. Early specialisation can be inappropriate and disadvantageous to young learners, but this must be balanced with the benefits of allowing young people to start to gain relevant skills and experience in vocational areas.  
· We recognise the continuing expertise of awarding organisations in the design of vocational qualifications but believe that there are also opportunities for providers to consider developing awarding capability in some circumstances. Vocational qualifications must offer value for money and must continue to be developed in collaboration with Sector Skills Councils and other key agencies.
· Up-to-date employment standards, in the form of National Occupational Standards (NOS), must be recognised and used in the design and development of vocational provision.

· Ofqual must work more proactively with awarding organisations and Sector Skills Councils to ensure a coherent and clear set of quality criteria against which the performance of vocational qualifications can be judged. 

· Ofsted inspection should avoid applying generic criteria to inspections of vocational provision and should instead recognise its distinctiveness and value.  These criteria, which should apply to vocational provision at all ages, should include areas such as the appropriateness of expertise and experience and the relevance of the learning environment.   
2. Maximising Meaningful Progression

Overall aim 

Throughout the learner’s journey progression based on accumulation of learning and credits must be encouraged and with the facility to change direction if necessary.  

Issues/problems
· Structured progression has not been a tangible feature of the vocational offer pre-19. Too many learners have undertaken vocational provision as a supplement or ‘filler’ to their main (academic) studies and individual subjects have been delivered in isolation.  

· There is currently an unhelpful divide between institutionally based vocational education in schools and colleges and Apprenticeships which significantly inhibits progression from full time education into vocational careers.

· These unmanaged combinations of vocational provision have often been delivered by a range of partners and have involved complicated transactional and accountability arrangements.

· Where there has been progression between learning episodes, delivery and funding arrangements often result in valuable learning being lost and “stop and start” patterns of learning.  

· In these instances, learners often repeat learning at the same level and with similar content as they move between uncoordinated periods of learning.  This duplication is clearly frustrating and unhelpful to the learner as well as being wasteful, inefficient and bureaucratic .  

· UCAS should also avoid applying a tariff system predicated on A-Levels to level 3 vocational provision and instead look at a more fit for purpose way to assess the value of vocational qualifications in the context of entry to higher education.

 Solutions
· Key to increasing progression is a continuum of learning predicated on stage not age, with ongoing opportunities for vocational assessments of achievement, skills and capability. 

· The objective for the majority of young people following vocational opportunities should be progression to Apprenticeships, with clear routes to progress to higher level skills. However provision should be broad enough to enable young people to change direction, if necessary, but primarily within a vocational context. 

· Funding arrangements which would both encourage and enable progression should focus on a system where funds follow the learner rather than the institutional arrangements.  Such a learner centred model could be achieved by introducing Learning Accounts from age 14. 

· Learning Accounts, supported by each learner having a Personal Learner Record, have the potential to be highly motivational and encourage further and higher level learning, through providing tangible evidence of accumulated achievement and direction for future learning.  In addition they can help avoid the chance of repeat learning, would enable learners to make more informed choices about progression and would provide substantial efficient gains in the running of the 14 – 19 system.  

· There is some danger of repeating some of the complexity of the 14 - 19 vocational offer in higher level skills provision post-19.  There needs to be clarity over the higher level vocational offer at level 4 and above, including a robust and meaningful Higher Level Apprenticeship and academic proxies need to be avoided. As part of this there needs to be more encouragement to move into higher level skills from vocational education and training routes, especially in subjects such as STEM. 

· Looking ahead, close work with employers will be critical to ensure relevance and progression to employment.  More innovative funding arrangements will be required to encourage co-investment and QCF would be an appropriate model to support a mixture of public and privately funded provision.

3. Ensuring the Centrality of Apprenticeships 

Overall aim 

The primary purpose of any vocational offer, pre and post-19, must be progression to vocational careers and Apprenticeships.  

There are currently opportunities, supported by the respecification of Apprenticeship frameworks and the implementation of the QCF, to ensure that from 14 onwards learners can undertake vocational learning and accumulate achievement which will allow pull through to Apprenticeships from level 2 to higher levels.  This is also a chance to significantly increase the volume of young people benefiting from the Apprenticeship route.

Issues/problems

· Despite the recent success of the Apprenticeships programmes and the high regard held by students, parents and particularly employers, they remain, in structural terms, an isolated element within the 14 -19 curriculum. They are separated through different funding, delivery and content from the rest of the offer.  This inhibits a smooth transition from education into work and leads many young people who would benefit from early entry to Apprenticeships to take alternative paths.

· Currently Apprenticeships are unhelpfully positioned, with few incentives and no clear and robust progression route for young people into them.  Apprenticeships frequently involve repeat learning when started at 16, 17 or 18 with additional costs to the public purse.
· There are limited and inadequate pre Apprenticeship pathways offering quality and informed vocational education directed at progression to Apprenticeships.  There is limited recognition or accountability for this as a key option at pre-16 and no systematic or consistent link to the 14 -16 phase.

· Ongoing issues exist in terms of very limited progression into higher level skills and higher education at level 4 through Apprenticeships.  This closes off a potential solution to skills shortages and gaps, especially in specialist STEM and associate professional occupations 

· There are currently few incentives to offer a pre Apprenticeship routeway and no straightforward funding models. Delivery is often driven through institutional convenience. This has further compounded the lack of coherence and fragmentation and has not provided clear or accessible pathways for most young people. 

Solutions
· Progression opportunities through vocational education and training should focus on Apprenticeships and higher level skills but be broad enough to account for changes of direction within a vocational context.

· Apprenticeships must be prioritised as a primary part of a high quality vocational offer pre and post-19 delivered through an appropriate network of providers with the required employer links and expertise of teaching staff.

· This needs to be supported by simple funding arrangements which follow the learner and provide adequate resource for a high quality and appropriate offer. 

· The distinctiveness of Apprenticeships needs to be acknowledged, and there needs to be alignment with other aspects of learners’ experiences at 14 to 19 and beyond. 

· Together, the YPLA and the Skills Funding Agency should work with DfE and BIS to align policy and implementation plans more consistently and effectively, ensuring more coherent 14 -19 provision and avoiding any unhelpful disconnect between pre and post-19 policies and practices. 

· Apprenticeship frameworks must be designed and understood to be more than a collection of vocational qualifications. Employability, enterprise and flexibility need to be embedded across all Apprenticeships to ensure they motivate young people. 

· Links need to be strengthened between higher level Apprenticeships and professional qualifications to meet current and increasing higher skills needs.

· One of the benefits of the QCF and credit accumulation system for young people, particularly 14 -16, is that all apprenticeships will be QCF qualifications and there is now an opportunity to make QCF units part of the curriculum available to younger people. This gives a strong basis for young people to start to gain underpinning knowledge before engaging with an employer at 16.

  Cross cutting significant points to note:

· An effective vocational offer relies in part on facilitating greater local and regional employer involvement from 14 onwards. The ‘pull’ of customer demand needs to inform and be a part of the ‘flow’ of the landscape ‘downstream’. This means that the offer should have the input and backing of employers and SSCs.

· Robust information, advice and guidance needs to be core to the offer to motivate and support learners towards achievement and progression. Comprehensive information about learning and career options and pathways needs to be accompanied by proper access to information on the quality of the offer.  It is important that this support is seen within the context of the move to an independent ‘all-age’ advice and guidance service.  Employers should play a central role in informing and providing this information and advice. 

· Vocational education can be a stimulus to re engage those learners who either are, or are at risk of, disengagement. We need to avoid a situation of offering a residual of vocational education for those not in education, employment or training. A high quality offer should be available for all including being framed and delivered in a way that attracts those disengaged.  
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