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Introduction 
 
1 This submission is made jointly by the Centre for Post-14 Research and 

Innovation, Institute of Education (IoE), University of London, and The Policy 
Consortium. In addition to the views of our own staff and members it also takes 
account of feedback from members of the IoE’s Post-14 Network recorded at a 
Working Day held on 13th June 2012, and forwarded subsequently in writing1.   

 
2 We commend the decision of BIS to establish the Commission. We regard the field 

of adult vocational teaching and learning as crucial to the future economic and 
social wellbeing of the nation. Hitherto, however, it has received relatively less 
attention from policy-makers and the media than other sectors of education. We 
also feel it important that the Commission’s work complements the findings of the 
review of 14-19 vocational education already completed by Professor Alison Wolf, 
as education and training post-19 cannot be seen in isolation from what happens in 
earlier years.   

 
3 We are pleased with the quality of the nineteen-member Commission. The Chair 

Frank McLoughlin is well-known and highly respected within the further education 
and skills sector. Because other members include experienced representatives of 
an appropriate range of providers, voluntary sector organisations, trade unions, 
employers and learners, its views and recommendations ought to command the 
confidence both of policy-makers and the general public. We are a little surprised, 
however, that there appears to be no representation of the teacher education 
community. 

 
4 Our submission is set out in two main sections. Paragraphs 5-18 below under the 

heading “The role of the Commission” summarise key points concerning the scope 
of the Commission’s work, the type of evidence on which it might usefully draw, 
and the outputs likely to have the most influence. The following paragraphs 19-49 
under the heading “Areas for investigation” then set out in more detail across a 
number of areas some of the evidence that we feel is relevant to the Commission, 
and the associated issues that it will need to consider. 

 
The role of the Commission 
 
Scope 
 
5 We welcome the brief for the Commission from BIS, with the emphasis on 

workable proposals that emerge from the further education and skills sector and 
enlist its support. We are further encouraged that early indications of the 
Commission’s ambitions and approaches suggest that it will not be afraid to 
explore radical ways forward, as well as those that are commonly voiced and 
uncontroversial.     

 

                                            
1
 For details of the bodies responsible for this submission, see 

http://www.ioe.ac.uk/research/165.html and http://www.policyconsortium.co.uk./ .  

http://www.ioe.ac.uk/research/165.html
http://www.policyconsortium.co.uk./
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6 We therefore recommend the Commission to adopt a broad approach to the remit 
implicit within its title, viz: 

 
 6.1 Adult: In the UK, the age of 19+ is normally accepted as the appropriate 

dividing line between young people and adults and this will be underlined 
when the age of compulsory participation is raised to 18. Young people are 
making the transition from full-time learning and require initial vocational 
education and training. Most adults in employment will require continuing 
training or retraining, though adults also have needs that reflect their roles 
and interests outside the economic sphere. As we have already indicated, 
though, teaching and learning for adults must take account of what occurs in 
the earlier phase. We are not suggesting that the Commission seeks to 
question or overturn the recommendations of the Wolf report. Equally, 
though, the impact of that report on 14-19 vocational education cannot be 
ignored when considering what constitutes desirable vocational provision for 
adults. Furthermore, individuals at the younger end of the 19+ age group 
often share many of the characteristics of their younger counterparts in terms 
of needing support to make the transition from education to employment. 

 
 6.2 Vocational: Vocational education and training are commonly understood to 

encompass provision for mainly technician level occupations, lying largely 
within the further education and skills sector. We accept that the main focus 
of the Commission’s work lies here. Nevertheless, it is clear that some 
qualifications that are clearly vocational in their aims – those in Medicine or 
Law, for example – are generally accepted as forming part of academic 
education. Equally, other learners whose aspirations are highly vocational in 
their focus choose to follow the academic pathway as the best or only means 
of gaining entry to a profession and advancing in it thereafter – as with 
teaching and nursing. The Commission must also take these apparent 
anomalies into account if it is to realise its ambition “to raise the status of 
adult vocational teaching and learning, and to develop a robust vocational 
model that can sit firmly alongside the academic model”.      

 
 6.3 Teaching and learning: The Commission’s stated aim “to raise the quality, 

and improve the outcomes and impact, of adult vocational teaching and 
learning in the further education and skills sector for learners and employers” 
rightly implies concerns that extend far beyond issues of pedagogy alone, 
important though these are. There is no point in improving quality in the latter 
area if, for example, it is directed at inculcating outdated or irrelevant skills. 
Related considerations must therefore include the requirements for current 
and future employment; structures; qualifications; resourcing and funding; as 
all these factors also help determine the quality, quantity and relevance of 
learning that takes place in practice. 

 
  We would also stress that learning and the acquisition of skills is not 

synonymous with the delivery of formal, accredited qualifications. Much 
useful learning – informal as well as formal – falls outside that area and takes 
place within the workplace and in the time of individual employees. The 
Commission will be aware of long-standing complaints from employers of 
inflexibilities in the response of the further education and skills sector to their 
needs. The underlying problem here is probably the use of qualifications as a 
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proxy for skills, and the related rigidity of the links that tie public funding to the 
delivery of formal accredited qualifications. 

 
  Neither can issues concerning the supply of appropriate vocational skills be 

separated from demand-side considerations, including production systems, 
human resource management, work organisation and job design. We believe 
that the old model of merely boosting the supply of qualifications needs to be 
replaced by a new one that supplies the skills that are really needed, 
stimulates demand for skill and ensures that skills are used in the workplace 
to maximum productive effect – that is, integrating supply, demand and 
usage.  

 
Of direct concern to pedagogical issues are the arrangements made for 
initial, induction and in-service training for teachers and trainers in the further 
education and skills sector. Here the work of Lord Lingfield’s enquiry into 
professionalism in further education is of obvious relevance. We would urge 
the Commission not necessarily to take as read the final Lingfield 
recommendations when they emerge in advance of its own report. Concerns 
have already been expressed within the sector over the tenor of the 
conclusions and recommendations contained in Lord Lingfield’s interim 
report. While proposals for simplifying the system have won general support, 
there are criticisms that they may go much too far in weakening currently 
upheld professional standards for pedagogy. Aside from these reservations, it 
does not seem sensible that decisions concerning teacher recruitment, 
training and professional standards should dictate the Commission’s own 
recommendations rather than flow from them. 

 
7 We believe that a key foundation for the Commission’s enquiries should be the 

needs of employment rather than the perceived needs of employers. Though the 
latter must be taken into account, it should not be axiomatic that they have primacy 
over the views of learners and practitioners. In this respect we would point out that 
the relatively greater influence of employer views in driving the policies of the 
current and previous government has not resulted in superior performance, when 
compared to the approaches adopted in many other European nations. 

 
 8 In respect of international comparisons, we believe that they could be important in 

informing the work of the Commission, but must be treated with care. Successive 
governments, and the British media, have tended to use the OECD measures of 
performance as a stick with which to beat our own system of vocational education 
and training, whilst simultaneously being highly selective about the features of the 
equivalent systems in other countries that are identified for adoption here. 
Common and usually unacknowledged elements of the latter include longer 
periods of de facto compulsory education; longer hours of tuition for learners; 
better resourcing of teacher training; and regulated labour markets based on 
“license to practice” requirements linked to universally-recognised vocational 
qualifications. In our understanding high performing educational systems are ones 
which give teachers considerable autonomy and high status, and where there is a 
substantial degree of stability in the context in which educational institutions 
operate. It would be helpful if the Commission reiterated these points to 
policymakers, and pointed out how many previous actions have served to 
undermine the effectiveness of the sector.  
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9 We are encouraged to learn that the role of technology is one of the cross-cutting 
themes already identified by the Commission. Given the field in which it has been 
asked to operate, there are obvious dangers that its recommendations will address 
the current and previous requirements for vocational learning, rather than what will 
be needed in future. In particular, the speed of innovation in digital technologies in 
the workplace and home contrasts with the slower progress made to date with 
equivalent applications in education and training, despite some outstanding work. 
New technologies can offer the choice and autonomy that many adults seek in their 
learning. They are already pervasive in the informal arena, through social 
networking, information-retrieval via Internet searches, and in commercial 
transactions as online purchases grow. They need to be better mobilised to meet 
our training and skills needs. Here the drivers should be the desire to improve the 
quality and enhance the capacity of vocational teaching and learning for adults, 
rather than merely to reduce costs – though there are likely to be significant related 
opportunities for greater efficiencies.     

 
10 Considerations regarding the Commission’s scope, as outlined above, present a 

daunting challenge, especially given the tight timescale which applies to its work. 
We therefore suggest that the highest priority for the Commission should be to 
produce recommendations capable of producing real, practical and early 
improvements in the quality, outcomes and impact of adult vocational teaching and 
learning. These criteria suggest that key recommendations will need to have the 
support of the further education and skills sector, employers and learners, and be 
capable of implementation by the sector within the foreseeable budget constraints 
likely to apply. 

 
11 Having said this, the Commission will have failed in its task if it omits to address 

key issues upon which the further education and skills sector cannot act alone or 
within the resources that are currently available to it. Potentially, the realisation of 
the Commission’s vision for adult vocational teaching and learning has implications 
not only for relative priorities within the sector but also for external factors. These 
include the content and funding of related parts of secondary and higher education, 
and of provision for the unemployed falling within the responsibilities of the 
Department of Work and Pensions. Recommendations which affect these areas 
should not be eschewed where they aim at addressing fundamental problems 
whose solution is vital to the achievement of the Commission’s goals. 

 

Evidence 

 
12 It is true that relatively less research has been published relating to adult vocational 

education when compared, for example, with that applicable to mainstream 
secondary education. Nonetheless, we believe that what exists provides an 
adequate basis on which the Commission can make reliable judgements. In 
particular, we point to authoritative work that exists regarding the pedagogy of 
vocational education, learning in the workplace, returns to study, and the utilisation 
of skills in the workplace. 

 
13 The data accumulated via inspection is another major source of evidence 

concerning the current strengths and weaknesses of formal vocational education 
provision for adults. As such the special reports of Ofsted should help the 
Commission to identify examples both of excellence and problem areas for further 
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investigation. Here also we suggest that the Commission should not feel bound by 
previous judgements from other bodies, including the Inspectorate. The dramatic 
changes in the grades awarded by Ofsted to some providers between their most 
recent inspection and the one prior to it suggests that the criteria on which they are 
based are unreliable or have changed in ways that go beyond the published 
revisions to the inspection framework and its associated guidance over the period 
in question. 

 
14 The wealth of case study and other resource materials assembled by LSIS within 

its Excellence Gateway represent another valuable source of evidence for the 
Commission to help it identify examples of excellence and of successful strategies 
to address problem areas.    

 
15 Above all where evidence is concerned, we support the Commission’s intention to 

draw on the knowledge and experience of its own membership. The most useful 
examples on which to base recommendations are likely to be those which learners, 
practitioners and employers are all agreed as being based on excellent practice. 

 

Outputs 

 
16 The success of the Commission will stand or fall by the degree to which its 

recommendations are influential. They must therefore be acceptable to and 
capable of being acted upon as appropriate by policy-makers, practitioners, 
employers and learners. These constituencies have different needs and different 
agendas. The recommendations when they emerge therefore need to be framed 
carefully with these different audiences in mind.   

 
17 Bearing in mind our comments in paragraphs 10 and 11 above, we also suggest 

that it would be helpful to divide recommendations into those capable of being 
acted upon by the further education and skills sector, and those that also have 
significant implications for secondary and higher education, and for other areas of 
public policy outside the responsibilities of the DfE or BIS. 

 
18 To be influential the Commission’s recommendations also need to command 

support amongst the general public. Too often in the past developments in 
vocational education have been either ignored in the media or attacked as a threat 
to the maintenance of appropriate standards. Overcoming these tendencies will not 
be easy. It will require the Commission to use plain and understandable language, 
and to back its proposals by evidence that cannot easily be ignored or refuted. Vital 
to the success of these tasks is the high profile and continuous backing of the 
Commission’s eventual recommendations by its members, especially those who 
are drawn from well-known and prestigious commercial organisations.   

 

Areas for investigation 
 
Teaching and learning 
 
19 We believe that the Commission’s recommendations should be founded upon an 

objective assessment of the needs of employment, today and in the future. In this 
respect, adult VET needs to cater for three broad types of learner – those entering 
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employment for the first time; those in employment who require further 
development and re-training; and the unemployed seeking re-training so as to re-
enter the workforce. 

 
20 We find a strong consensus that relevance is a key foundation of effective 

pedagogy in the vocational sphere. Practitioners and learners are clear that the 
most effective methodologies are those based on realistic work problems and 
scenarios. Adult learners are notably de-motivated and dismissive if the teaching 
and training they receive is perceived to be unconnected to real-life work or merely 
repeats knowledge and skills they already possess. Applied learning in real or 
properly simulated workplace environments is therefore required, led by teachers 
and trainers who have recent and relevant vocational experience. The best 
teaching is based on mutual respect between teachers and learners and the most 
effective methods are interactive and develop learners’ autonomy as well as 
specific skills and knowledge.2  

 
21 The centrality of relevance to effective vocational education has fundamental 

implications for the recruitment of teachers and trainers and their continuous 
professional development (CPD) thereafter, together with the resources that 
support effective teaching and learning. These issues we explore in more detail in 
paragraphs 25-32 below.   

 
22 We would further note that authoritative researchers3 have challenged the 

conclusions of the Leitch Review of Skills in 2005–06, which were widely accepted 
across all political parties and have helped shape skills strategy ever since. Leitch 
saw the problem as primarily an issue of skills supply to be solved by boosting the 
supply of qualifications. But in the UK many entrants to the labour market are over-
qualified for the jobs they find, which in many cases offer little prospect of 
progression. In practice, some employers have little capability to utilise their 
workforce to improve product quality or productivity. Skills deficiencies in fact 
account for only one-fifth or less of the productivity gap between the UK and other 
competitor nations. It has therefore been suggested that instead skills strategy 

                                            
2
 Research evidence quoted by Dr Jean Kelly, Institute for Learning, at IoE London Region Post-

14 Network Research and Policy Working Day, 13
th
 June, 2012. See also Sally Faraday, Carole 

Overton et al. Effective teaching and learning in vocational education. Learning and Skills 
Network/City and Guilds. 2011 
http://www.skillsdevelopment.org.uk/pdf/Effective_teaching_and_learning_in_VE_report.pdf . And 
by the same authors: Developing effective vocational teaching and learning through teaching 
models: a guide. Learning and Skills Network / City and Guilds. 2011 
http://www.skillsdevelopment.org.uk/pdf/Developing_effective_VTL%20_through_teaching_model
s.pdf . 
 
3
 See in particular two publications from the ESRC Centre on Skills, Knowledge & Organisational 

Performance (SKOPE), School of Social Sciences, Cardiff University: Ewart Keep (2008) Internal 
and external incentives to engage in education and training: a framework for analysing the forces 
acting on individuals? 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/resources/INTERNAL%20AND%20EXTERNAL%20INCENTIVESfi
nal.doc  ; The limits of the possible: shaping the learning and skills landscape through a shared 
policy narrative. SKOPE Research Paper No. 86. (2009) 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/research/researchcentres/skope/publications/researchpapers/SKO
PEWP86.pdf  
 

http://www.skillsdevelopment.org.uk/pdf/Effective_teaching_and_learning_in_VE_report.pdf
http://www.skillsdevelopment.org.uk/pdf/Developing_effective_VTL%20_through_teaching_models.pdf
http://www.skillsdevelopment.org.uk/pdf/Developing_effective_VTL%20_through_teaching_models.pdf
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/resources/INTERNAL%20AND%20EXTERNAL%20INCENTIVESfinal.doc
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/resources/INTERNAL%20AND%20EXTERNAL%20INCENTIVESfinal.doc
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/research/researchcentres/skope/publications/researchpapers/SKOPEWP86.pdf
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/research/researchcentres/skope/publications/researchpapers/SKOPEWP86.pdf
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needs to be integrated with demand-side considerations, including product and 
market strategies and associated production systems, human resource 
management, work organisation and job design. The old model of merely boosting 
the supply of qualifications needs to be replaced by a new one that reliably 
identifies and then supplies the skills that are really needed, stimulates demand for 
skill and ensures that skills are used in the workplace to maximum productive 
effect – i.e., integrating supply, demand and usage. Internationally, countries that 
are seen to have adopted this holistic approach – to a greater or lesser extent – 
include Norway, Sweden, Australia and New Zealand.  

 
23 A major study undertaken as part of the Teaching and Learning Research 

Programme (2003–08) likewise challenged the notion of conventional approaches 
through vocational qualification courses.4 Instead, it recommended that companies 
should be encouraged to re-organise their working practices so that staff have 
more opportunities to learn on the job, exercise their discretion, problem-solve and 
work in teams. There was seen to be little change in the amount of individual 
discretion that workers have been given in recent years, and there is evidence that 
the proportion of employees working in teams with decision-making powers has 
fallen sharply during the recession. Innovative ways must therefore be found to 
help employers create the conditions in which learning can flourish, but this will 
only happen if there is a deeper understanding of individual company operations.  

 
24 Though they are not within the direct remit of the Commission, the problems 

regarding vocational provision for 14-19 age group highlighted in the Wolf Report 
clearly have implications. Where the previous learning experience of those forming 
the future adult workforce is concerned, only the academic pathway seems to be 
working to any effect.5 Many vocational qualifications below level 3 – especially 
NVQs – have been identified as almost worthless, with nil or even negative income 
rates of return. The “middle route” of the 14-19 Diplomas appears in effect to have 
been abandoned by the government. This leaves a gap in provision for those for 
whom the vocational route might be the most appropriate, which on its own the 
expansion of apprenticeships cannot possibly fill. There must therefore be major 
concerns about the uncertain foundations upon which adult vocational education 
will now have to build.   

 

Teacher recruitment and training 

 
25 We regard it as axiomatic that high quality vocational education for adults requires 

an adequate supply of teachers and trainers who are properly equipped to direct 
learning as appropriate. As with other parts of education, this demands effective 
initial teacher education (ITE) on entry to the profession, and CPD thereafter. In 
these phases it is clearly important for teachers and trainers to acquire the 

                                            
4
 Alan Felstead et al. Improving Working as Learning. Routledge. 2009 

http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415496469/ . 
 
5
 For an analysis of the related issues, see Ewart Keep. Reforming Vocational Qualifications: 

Some Issues Ahead. SKOPE Issues Paper 28. School of Social Sciences, Cardiff University. 
June 2012 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/research/researchcentres/skope/publications/issuespapers/Issues
%20Paper%2028.pdf . 

http://www.routledge.com/books/details/9780415496469/
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/research/researchcentres/skope/publications/issuespapers/Issues%20Paper%2028.pdf
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/research/researchcentres/skope/publications/issuespapers/Issues%20Paper%2028.pdf
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necessary pedagogical skills and knowledge, and then periodically to refresh and 
update them, alongside the particular vocational skills and knowledge they have to 
employ and impart. As we have noted, the particular nature of vocational education 
further requires that teachers not only have a thorough theoretical grasp of their 
subject, but also practical and up-to-date experience of its application in the 
workplace. Without the necessary pedagogical skills teachers will fail to help 
individuals to reach their full potential in terms of the breadth, depth and pace of 
their learning. Without experience of the modern workplace the learning that 
teachers direct risks losing its relevance, and teachers their credibility in the eyes 
of the adult learners for whom they have responsibility. 

 
26 Recent years have seen efforts to strengthen pedagogical competences in the 

further education and skills sector, firstly via compulsory ITE as a condition of entry 
to the profession, and then as a result of according mandatory status to the 
Institute for Learning (IfL). Of direct concern to these issues are the arrangements 
made for initial, induction and in-service training for teachers and trainers in the 
further education and skills sector. However as we have noted, the interim report of 
Lord Lingfield’s enquiry into professionalism in further education suggests that the 
final version will include recommendations for a significant relaxation in minimum 
thresholds of training and staff development. The new approach would be based 
upon a belief that staff training, professional updating, competency and behaviour 
are essentially matters between employer and employee. Further, the interim 
report appears to regard as sufficient the statutory arrangements in place through 
employment legislation and the requirements for staff performance management 
and learner safeguarding set out in Ofsted’s Common Inspection Framework.  

 
27 We believe strongly that the framework for professionalism in adult vocational 

education ought to flow from the eventual vision of the Commission, rather than 
dictate it. Along with many in the sector, we have concerns about the apparent 
direction of Lord Lingfield’s work. Like Lingfield, and along with others in the sector, 
we do not wish to see unnecessary demands imposed on those seeking to enter 
the profession from industry, especially in the repetition of instruction covering 
existing knowledge and skills. However, we are mindful of the experience of the 
last instance that radical deregulation was enacted in the early 1990s. Within a few 
years, around a quarter of the workforce had been lost through redundancy and 
early retirement, to be replaced by part-time staff who were not teacher-trained. 
Inspectors in further education subsequently recorded a significant decline in 
standards of teaching and learning. We feel it important to ensure that this time 
there is no diminution in the overall quality of the teaching profession in further 
education, which does need some form of oversight and support. In this respect, 
we point to the findings of recent research evaluating FE teachers’ qualifications, 
commissioned by BIS, which suggests greater success with training and 
qualifications such as PTLLS (Preparing to Teach in the Lifelong Learning Sector) 
than Lingfield has acknowledged:  

 
“Regulations have been successful in introducing a minimum level of 
competence among teachers and trainers through the qualifications, particularly 
in WBL and ACL where it’s less likely teachers would have had any prior teacher 
training.”  
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“One of the strong messages from the case studies is of the importance of 
maintaining momentum towards achieving the required qualifications.”6 

 
28 Of wider concern than the future role of IfL – if any – ought to be the nature of ITE 

and CPD and its links to the quality of teaching and learning across the sector. This 
is a point made variously in recent weeks by City & Guilds, NIACE, the 157 Group, 
UCET, the Association of Colleges, UCU and NUS. It should not be left wholly to 
employer discretion. At the very least, there needs to be something akin to the 
Higher Education Academy (HEA) framework for professional standards.7  Key to 
the concept of professionalism is the idea that specialist knowledge and skills are 
essential and that they advance, accumulate, and are passed on to each 
generation. Control of ITE and CPD is vital to this process, as well as its 
connection to research and development in the field.  

 
29 Aside from the concerns raised by the impact of the Lingfield enquiry, a long-term 

pressing issue for the sector is the capability to recruit teaching staff with relevant 
and up-to-date experience of the workplace, and to keep them abreast of modern 
practice thereafter. In some skills shortage subject areas, markedly higher market 
rates for remuneration in industry inevitably make it difficult for the further 
education sector to attract staff. Likewise, the limitations in the opportunities for 
teachers in post periodically to refresh their relevant vocational experience have 
been identified as one of the major barriers to improvements in quality.8 Here time 
and money are at a premium – for teaching staff and for those who have to cover 
for them when they are absent on secondment to industry, and for the staff 
employed in industry who have the cutting-edge expertise that they might share 
with teachers. We therefore recommend the Commission to direct attention to the 
identification of innovative practice in helping resolve these problems in ways that 
might be spread more widely. We also suggest that the Commission questions the 
cost-effectiveness of the relatively modest allocation that CPD of this type currently 
receives within the overall envelope of funding for the sector.   

 

Resources 

 
30 Relevant and up-to-date adult vocational education also requires access to state-

of-the-art accommodation, plant and equipment, either in the workplace itself or 
within effectively simulated environments. This presents intrinsic problems for the 
sector. In areas such as Construction, Engineering, Hospitality and the like, these 
facilities require major capital investment for providers who seek to offer high 

                                            
6
 Evaluation of FE Teachers’ Qualifications (England) Regulations 2007. BIS Research Paper 

Number 66. March 2012 http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/e/12-
693-evaluation-fe-teachers-qualifications-regulations.pdf . 
 
7
 The UK Professional Standards Framework for teaching and supporting learning in higher 

education. The Higher Education Academy. http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ukpsf  

8 Dr Jean Kelly, 2012, ibid. See also details of the Catalyst - taking further education forward 

programme, which works to develop new ways of recruiting and developing both teaching and 

management staff in the sector, at http://archive.excellencegateway.org.uk/page.aspx?o=277793   

  

http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/e/12-693-evaluation-fe-teachers-qualifications-regulations.pdf
http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/further-education-skills/docs/e/12-693-evaluation-fe-teachers-qualifications-regulations.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/ukpsf
http://archive.excellencegateway.org.uk/page.aspx?o=277793
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quality workplace simulation. The rate of technological innovation is often rapid, 
which exacerbates the difficulties of keeping abreast with industry practice. And 
even where learning in the workplace is possible, it does not necessarily involve 
the most modern facilities, especially where many SMEs are concerned.     

 
31 We therefore suggest that considerations the Commission should address in this 

area centre on the best means of securing: 

 adequate overall funding, including via reviewing the proportionate allocation 
that capital investment receives within the overall amount for the sector; 

 sufficient stability, so that the necessary investment by providers will not be 
deterred by uncertainties over long-term demand; 

 a cost-effective concentration of facilities, so as to combine adequate access 
for learners with the maximum economies of scale; and 

 better access to learning in the modern workplace and in effectively simulated 
environments, including via greater cooperation and coordination between 
different providers – including those in HE – and between providers and 
employers.   

 
32 The impact of digital technologies has major implications for teaching and learning, 

as well as for investment in facilities. However, though they are altering most other 
aspects of our lives, so far they have made a disappointing impact on how we 
encourage learning in formal contexts. A recent report from the UfI Charitable 
Trust9 suggests that the new wave of computing should be mobilised to radically 
improve teaching, learning and access in vocational education and training:   

 
“…today’s computers and the software they run are capable of supporting 
startling improvements in learning. They can deliver lively and engaging learning 
material; they can relieve the learning professional from the repetitive task of 
imparting information; they can reach many thousands of learners 
simultaneously; they can link learners in regional, national and international study 
groups; they can vastly increase choice of subject and mode of study; they can 
enable substantial reductions in travelling time and expense, not to mention  CO

2    

emissions”. 
  

“Above all, there is a growing expectation, from the young in particular, that 
computers will be used to transform their learning as they have already 
transformed their personal lives. This is not foolhardy and naïve. Computers can, 
and will, change everything in vocational learning, as they have done just in 
about every other walk of life. It’s time to scale up our use of learning 
technologies.”  

 
We strongly commend the report to the Commission, in particular its 
recommendations across three main areas to:  

 increase the capability of those involved in running the vocational learning 
system;  

                                            
9
 Adrian Perry, Clive Shepherd, Dick Moore & Seb Schmoller. Scaling up: achieving a 

breakthrough in adult learning with technology. UfI Charitable Trust. May 2012 
http://www.ufi.co.uk/reports/ufi-report-scaling-achieving-breakthrough-adult-learning-technology . 

http://www.ufi.co.uk/reports/ufi-report-scaling-achieving-breakthrough-adult-learning-technology
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 exploit networks to bring together learners, learning content and learning 
professionals; and  

 harness computers to support individualised and differentiated learning. 
 

Apprenticeships 

 
33 The aim to expand the provision of good quality apprenticeships commands 

widespread support from within and outside the further education sector. The 
concept of apprenticeship is well understood and approved of by the general 
public. It also has an international currency. The Wolf report promoted good quality 
apprenticeships for young people. There is cross-party political support for their 
expansion for all age groups. The consensus on this issue holds good despite 
justifiable concerns – including from the relevant Parliamentary Select Committee – 
about the growth of brief duration apprenticeships of dubious quality, with the 
associated risk of damage to the ‘brand‘; and the mushrooming of apprenticeships 
which appear to be mere re-badging exercises for in-house training that was 
already in place – especially in the retail sector.  

 
34  The most authoritative source of evidence on the implementation of adult (19+) 

apprenticeships is the recent National Audit Office (NAO) report.10 We note that 
though NAO concluded that overall they represent good value for money, it was 
not possible to identify how much of the same kind of training would have taken 
place without public subsidy. Other findings included: 

 The substantial expansion of adult apprenticeships is particularly apparent in 
the 25+ age group and is concentrated in a small proportion of occupational 
areas.  

 Most apprenticeships in England are at a lower level than those in other 
countries.  

 Though users and inspectors of apprenticeship training are generally positive 
about its quality, rapid expansion presents risks that need to be managed.  

 Public spending on apprenticeships is producing a good economic return, but 
one lower than that estimated by the Government.  

 Targeting of specific sectors has not been based on evidence of economic 
returns.  

 Some employers are not paying the expected contributions towards training 
providers’ costs.  

 There is insufficient clarity on the strategic direction of the Programme for adult 
apprenticeships. 

 
35 In recommending that the above issues are addressed, NAO appears to reflect 

criticisms from within the sector and from other quarters that although the 
Apprenticeship Programme is admirable in principle and in many aspects of 
practice, there are clear deficiencies that need urgent attention. If these are not 
tackled, there is a risk that the apprenticeship brand will suffer irreparable damage 
here in the UK. We therefore recommend the Commission to direct attention to the 
minimum quality standards that should sensibly be applied to apprenticeship 
provision. The aim should be to combine flexibility to meet differing occupational 

                                            
10

 Adult Apprenticeships. NAO. February 2012 
http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/1012/adult_apprenticeships.aspx . 

http://www.nao.org.uk/publications/1012/adult_apprenticeships.aspx
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needs with adequate protection for content and hours of guided learning, so as to 
guarantee standards.     

 

Other provision 

 
36 We should note, however, that apprenticeships currently comprise only a small 

minority of the provision of formal vocational education for adults. Even given a 
successful continued expansion of high quality adult apprenticeships, other types 
of formal provision will remain in the majority for the foreseeable future. We believe 
that current government policy has taken insufficient account of these facts, and as 
a result is neglecting the needs of the many learners undertaking non-
apprenticeship provision. 

 
37 It seems probable that one of the reasons for the growth of poor quality 

apprenticeships for those over the age of 25 is that training providers believe that 
no other forms of workplace learning for adults can attract public support. This 
perception needs to be corrected. The Commission needs to assert the value of 
programmes that do not meet the requirements of a full apprenticeship framework, 
particularly in respect of older adults. There are also significant numbers of adults 
who return to learning for whom provision that does not have a qualification 
attached is the bridge to further study. We regard it as essential to recognise the 
value of initial study of this type that allows adults to gain the skills they need for 
work. The Qualifications Credit Framework (QCF) enables learners to take 
modules for which they are credited, and which can then build up over time to the 
achievement of a recognised qualification. Financial support for this type of study is 
limited. We therefore suggest the Commission considers how activities that lead to 
employment over a longer period of time than via the formal apprentice route might 
best be funded. 

 

Higher level vocational education 

 
38 Commission members will be familiar with the complaints from certain sectors of 

industry concerning the difficulty of meeting higher-level skill needs. Here we 
suggest that attention needs to be focussed on some long-standing and 
entrenched features of the English education system and labour market: 

 
 38.1 The relatively low status enjoyed by the vocational route, compared with the 

academic, means that it tends to be followed at 14+ by those with average 
and below average prior attainment. Unsurprisingly, therefore, many of those 
involved find it relatively more difficult to sustain upward progression. In 
particular, there is a much lower throughput from level 2 to level 3 via the 
vocational route, which in turn restricts the numbers capable of going forward 
to levels 4 and 5. 

 
 38.2 There are disjunctions in the policy-making, administration and funding of 

education between the 14-19 and the 19+ phases, and between the further 
education and higher education sectors. In practice, this places difficulties in 
the way of attempts to coordinate provision best to facilitate learners’ 
progression and to secure access to the teaching and learning resources that 
are most appropriate to their needs. 
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 38.3 Over many years, the adoption by many major employers of graduate level 
entry to all but the lowest level posts has effectively closed off opportunities 
for obtaining administrative and technician level jobs at age 16 or 18, and for 
progression to them thereafter. This process continues: we note that recent 
proposals for reform of the police force include graduate recruitment directly 
to senior grades as opposed to progression through the ranks, supported by 
CPD along the way. 

 
39 We believe that the way the recommendations of the Wolf report are implemented 

will have major implications for the solution or otherwise of the issue noted in 38.1 
above. Regarding the other two points we raise, we suggest that the Commission 
will wish to identify current effective practice in networking staff expertise and 
facilities across educational sectors, and between providers, employers and 
research bodies. Equally, we believe that in the current economic climate it is 
entirely appropriate for the Commission to explore examples of cost-effective 
alternatives to graduate entry recruitment policies. An expansion of 
apprenticeships, linked to opportunities to progress to higher level qualifications 
whilst in full-time employment is one potential way forward. Another is a 
reintroduction and revitalisation of the vocational day-release, block-release and 
sandwich course provision that was once commonplace amongst younger adults. 
Consideration would also need to be given to the implications that developments in 
these directions have for the future nature of higher educational provision, 
including that delivered by further education colleges.   

 
40 The proposal in last year’s White Paper on higher education11 that institutions that 

do not themselves teach will be able to award degrees has important implications 
for opening up the system and allowing greater flexibility in provision. Potentially, 
this will enable organisations such as Awarding Bodies to develop higher level 
qualifications, linked to vocational progression pathways, which will be of benefit to 
employers and individuals. We support the further development of higher level 
apprenticeships, professional qualifications and degree equivalents, so that those 
in employment can benefit from the opportunity to gain a level 6 qualification 
through the workplace. We therefore urge the Commission to press the 
Government to follow through the recommendations contained in the White Paper. 

  

Assessment 
 
41 It is arguable that some of the major barriers that stand in the path of providing 

appropriate vocational teaching and learning stem from the inbuilt assumption of 
policy makers, media and general public that the academic paradigm is the only 
credible model. Thus, for example, qualification levels are defined by their 
academic equivalence; rigour in assessment is seen as synonymous with 
externally-marked written tests; and the reliability of assessment methods is prized 
above their validity.12    

                                            
11

 Students at the heart of the system: Chapter 4 - A diverse and responsive sector. BIS. June 
2011 http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/higher-education/docs/h/11-944-higher-education-
students-at-heart-of-system.pdf . 
 
12

 That is, in practice it appears to be more important that assessment methods deliver identical 
grades when different individuals perform to the same standard, than that the assessments are 

http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/higher-education/docs/h/11-944-higher-education-students-at-heart-of-system.pdf
http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/higher-education/docs/h/11-944-higher-education-students-at-heart-of-system.pdf
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42 As Commission members will be aware, these are not normally the means by 
which professional judgements about workplace competence are formed. It is 
therefore unsurprising that the pursuit of the academic paradigm of rigour in 
assessment in an attempt to secure parity of esteem for vocational qualifications 
has frequently rendered them much less flexible and relevant than employers and 
individuals would wish. We therefore urge the Commission to give attention to the 
means by which a parallel assessment model might be established for vocational 
qualifications, driven primarily by the requirements of employment and citizenship 
rather than by satisfying inappropriate concepts of academic rigour. This is not an 
argument for “dumbing down”; rather it is a plea for the establishment and 
maintenance of proper vocational standards. 

 

International comparisons 

 
43 As we noted in paragraph 8 above, policy makers and the media in the UK 

frequently quote international comparisons to question the quality of vocational 
teaching and learning here. They are usually less inclined to analyse other 
differences between our own approach and that of other countries. If they did, it 
would be apparent that these are far from like-with-like comparisons, and as such 
may help account for some of the higher levels of learner attainment elsewhere.   

 
44 In this respect, we suggest that certain features of the educational systems and 

labour markets in other – mainly Northern European – countries cannot be ignored, 
viz: 

 long-established effectively compulsory participation in education or training up 
to the age of 18, and often beyond;  

 expectations that vocational qualifications serve wide social and economic 
purposes including preparing young people for entry into a relatively broad 
occupational pathway, and providing them with the skills and knowledge to 
develop and progress: not simply to equip them with the skills immediately 
required to perform an entry level job;  

 stemming from this, qualifications and apprenticeships that are typically both 
longer in duration and involving a significantly larger number of guided learning 
hours per week than has become the norm for England;  

 greater expenditure on CPD for teaching staff in relation to the total funding for 
vocational education; and  

 regulated entry to the labour market based on “license to practice” 
requirements linked to recognised vocational qualifications.   

 
45 Given the stance of all the major political parties in the UK towards labour market 

regulation, we regard it as unlikely that there will be any significant tightening of the 
obligations placed upon employers within the foreseeable future. Nonetheless, we 
feel it should be recognised that the approach adopted here comes at the price of 
less breadth and rigour in vocational education compared with many competitor 
nations. We therefore think it important that the Commission points up the false 
economies inherent in our current position. Past experience does not suggest that 

                                                                                                                                  
effective at establishing individuals’ ability to apply the full range of knowledge and skills required 
in the workplace.   
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voluntarism will produce the improvements in vocational education demanded by 
many of the keenest proponents of deregulation.   

 
Structures, planning and funding 

 
46 The planning and funding system for vocational education in England has been 

subject to instability over many years, and has been regularly criticised for its 
distance from employer needs and the labour market. These are not the only 
problems. The system sits within a very complicated and turbulent organisational 
and regulatory framework. Policies are frequently changed, based on ideology or 
personal experience, and distanced from evidence. The criticisms made by Alison 
Wolf of the arrangements pre-19 hold with equal force in the 19+ sector:       
 
“Time and again in recent years, England has experimented with unique and 
uniquely complex regulatory arrangements. None of our developed country peers 
operates with anything like our multiple, over-lapping agencies. The experiment 
has been a failure. Major changes are needed that will simplify the system, clarify 
decision-making and increase transparency, and which will replace a huge and 
ineffective regulatory system with a much smaller and more effective one 
concentrated on a number of key activities.”13  

 
47 Though some steps have been taken to reduce bureaucratic burdens, there is still 

much further to go. We also urge the Commission to question the relatively larger 
amounts of funding consumed in the English system by assessment, accreditation 
inspection and audit, when compared with most if not all competitor nations. We 
believe that proper systems of accountability are quite possible without the 
necessity for arrangements as cumbersome and expensive as those that currently 
apply. The effect of this warped sense of priorities is to undervalue the experience 
and expertise of those who deliver teaching and learning, and to fail to invest 
sufficiently in their CPD and supporting facilities. 

 
48 We believe that three key reforms in relation to the funding of education for 16-19 

year old learners need to be reflected in the arrangements post-19: 
 
 48.1 Most important is to move from funding qualifications to funding programmes, 

coupled with the acceptance that a good educational programme does not 
have to consist wholly of qualification-bearing activities. It would be perfectly 
possible to use the same model for full-time education post-19, particularly for 
students up to the age of 25. It is not impossible to reflect the same principles 
in part-time programmes. 

 

                                            
13

 Alison Wolf. Review of Vocational Education – The Wolf Report. March 2011 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/DFE-00031-2011 . 
See also Appendix 3 of Scaling up: achieving a breakthrough in adult learning with technology. 
UfI Charitable Trust. May 2012. The Appendix is titled “The post-16 learning and skills sector 
2012: a simplified structural overview map” but in the main text its appearance is referred to as 
being “like the wiring diagram of a power station”! http://www.ufi.co.uk/reports/ufi-report-scaling-
achieving-breakthrough-adult-learning-technology 
 

https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/DFE-00031-2011
http://www.ufi.co.uk/reports/ufi-report-scaling-achieving-breakthrough-adult-learning-technology
http://www.ufi.co.uk/reports/ufi-report-scaling-achieving-breakthrough-adult-learning-technology
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 48.2 A second reform adopted pre-19 is to give schools and colleges much greater 
freedom to select the qualifications that their students undertake. Currently 
colleges see themselves as being unduly constrained by the rigidities of the 
QCF and see the potential flexibilities that it does allow (for example, the 
ability to offer individual units) as being pre-empted by government agencies. 
We see no reason why selected institutions should not be released from the 
constraints of QCF to enable them better to meet local demand. 

 
 48.3 The Wolf Review criticised pre-19 funding arrangements for linking the 

resources providers receive to student success rates, arguing that it 
encouraged providers to place students on easier programmes. The same 
principle applies to provision for adult students. Moreover where, as with 
NVQs, providers undertake the bulk of student assessment, the pressure to 
achieve high success rates can have a corrupting influence – normally 
referred to euphemistically to as “moral hazard”. 

 
49 We also feel that the new arrangements for funding adult learning proposed by the 

Skills Funding Agency (SFA) may have damaging consequences, particularly for 
STEM subjects. From 2013 there will be no public funding for provision at level 3 
and above for those over the age of 24, who will have to take out loans to cover the 
full cost. Unlike in higher education, where HEFCE subsidises STEM courses to 
ensure their price is no higher than others, there will be no such residual funding in 
further education. The consequence is that institutions will have either to risk 
deterring potential students through higher fees or contain their provision within 
reduced costs, with a consequent risk to quality and relevance.  

 

Conclusion 
 
50 The points we have raised in the paragraphs above are only a summary of the 

issues that we feel are worthy of consideration by the Commission. As such they 
present a formidable challenge, though one which we are confident the 
Commission will tackle with thoroughness and imagination. It should be apparent 
that we do not believe there to be fundamental failures in the quality of teaching 
and learning per se within adult vocational education. Indeed there is much 
excellent practice that needs identifying, drawing upon, extending and sharing. 
Rather we see the need to ensure that policy-making, planning, funding and 
qualification requirements better reflect the needs of modern employment, and are 
more effective in supporting the professionals responsible for delivering high 
quality vocational teaching and learning to our adult population. To these ends we 
wish the Commission every success.          

 


