








Foreword by lain Wright MP

The world is changing fast. The days when a person could leave school
at the age of 16 without skills, training or qualifications and still have a
rewarding career are long gone. The notions that young people can be
neatly summarised as ‘academic’ or ‘practical’ and that such decisions
about a young person’s future can be made at the age of 11 or 12 seem
ludicrously old-fashioned.

At a time when countries like China and India are investing heavily in skills for
their young people, we as a nation need to ensure that every young person
utilises their talents, ambitions and aspirations to benefit themselves, their
friends and families and communities.

We need to develop the range of high-quality qualifications so that young people have personal choice
in the courses they study, and that businesses can be confident that the future workforce is skilled in the
basics of maths, English and ICT, as well as having technical ability and softer attributes that are vital in
the modern workplace.

To meet these challenges, we have engaged upon an ambitious round of reform for 14—19 education.
These changes are the most comprehensive in education for half a century, and are designed to ensure
that we as a nation have the economic tools to compete in the modern global economy, as well as
helping every young person have access to education and training that suits them.

To realise our aims, we have legislated to implement an historic commitment — first mooted almost
a century ago — to raise the participation age to 17 by 2013 and to 18 by 2015. A new suite of
qualifications has also been introduced. The Diploma is an exciting and high-quality qualification
designed to combine academic discipline with practical application of what students have learnt.
By 2013, young people will be able to choose Diploma courses in 17 subject areas at three levels.
We are reviving opportunities for apprenticeships, and a new extended project qualification will be
available for Advanced Diploma and A-level students.

These are just a few of the measures being implemented to help meet the diverse needs of young
people through high-quality and flexible provision and to develop the skills employers need to compete
successfully. Underpinning these reforms, our Information, Advice and Guidance strategy is designed
to raise aspirations, show young people and their parents the huge opportunities that are in the modern
world and develop skills for personal career planning and management.

More 19-year-olds are achieving level 2 and 3 qualifications than ever before, and the 14-19 reforms
will collectively encourage more young people to continue learning on courses that they find engaging,
offering them a path to success.

Further education colleges make an invaluable contribution to ensuring that Britain has the skills and
attributes to prosper socially and economically. | am hugely encouraged that FE colleges up and down
the country have embraced the 14-19 reform agenda. Good FE colleges are powerful leaders in

their community, inspiring and motivating students to achieve, responding to the needs of business
and working in partnership to deliver high-quality training, effective careers education and support for
individual learners.

This 157 Group policy document discusses a number of ideas for developing a coherent 14-19 phase
of education that offers a diversity of routes to employment or higher education. | welcome the debate
this paper will stimulate about an issue so important for our nation.
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Introduction by Frank McLoughlin CBE

Education and training for 14 to 19-year-olds is a top policy priority for the
157 Group. As strategic leaders and influencers of further education and
skills policy, we want seamless and cohesive educational pathways for young
learners, to ensure that their journey from school to employment — through
further or higher education or both — is of a consistently high standard.

The system should be uncomplicated and inclusive, drawing learners from all
social backgrounds and ethnic groups.

Encouraging the aspirations of young people to succeed is vital; we must
encourage young people to want success and to motivate themselves to
engage productively, participate and succeed.

Offering learners good information about the options available and allowing them to make informed
choices will help boost motivation and improve achievement. Rather than being constrained by artificial
distinctions between practical and academic learning, young people should be able to combine elements
of the two. The option of full-time vocational programmes should be available to all 14 and 15-year-olds.

At a time when public spending is under extreme pressure and responsibility for funding is about to
be transferred to local authorities and two new sector agencies, public money must be used efficiently
to deliver high-quality teaching and training and secure the best possible outcomes for learners and
for the economy.

Better value for money can be achieved by reducing complexity, inefficiencies and duplication;

through economies of scale; and by optimising the use of specialist facilities. Colleges are well-placed to
act as central hubs, especially for vocational learning — they can provide the expensive practical facilities
and the expertise of industrially qualified staff.

We need a robust framework for curriculum planning and commissioning. We will work with local
authorities and partners and will encourage collaborative planning and delivery to avoid competition that
results in over-provision or under-provision in curriculum areas and geographic locations. Excellence
should be defined in a local context and used to determine whether provision can be developed and
delivered. Funding should follow informed learner choice.

We aspire to having a system that feeds into economic development, and in which every single

14 to 19-year-old has right of entry and progression. We will embed ways of encouraging aspiration,
motivation and self-confidence into our admissions processes and curriculum delivery, providing
inspiration where others have failed to do so. Our aim is to reduce bureaucracy and we propose to take
a lead role in developing common protocols, approaches and standards for learner services, marketing
and admissions.

The 14-19 agenda presents a number of challenges and opportunities, and we believe that 157 Group
colleges are well placed to play a valuable part in developing a coherent 14—-19 phase of education and
training that offers our future workforce a diverse choice of routes to higher education and employment.

| would like to thank Keith Elliott, principal of City of Bristol College, for taking the lead on producing this
157 Group policy paper; and Mick Fletcher, our expert policy adviser and writer.
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Who we are

The 157 Group is a membership organisation that represents 28 large, highly
successful and regionally influential further education colleges in England.

All our members are key strategic leaders in their locality, who take seriously
the role of leading policy development, and improving the quality and
reputation of further education.

Providing a national voice on strategy and policy for large, mostly urban colleges in England, we aim to
promote change for the benefit of our members and the sector as a whole. Our members’ knowledge,
capability, experience and commitment brings a unique breadth and depth of expertise to bear on
every aspect of further education and skills. We also work together as a peer support network, and are
committed to equality and diversity.

We are actively promoting the development of a strong and world-class college sector that not only has
a transformative impact on individuals, employers and their local communities, but also makes a real
difference to the economic and social well-being of the nation and its global success.

Together, 157 Group colleges:

® turn over £1.5 billion a year
® serve 700,000 learners
® employ 39,000 staff

® engage with 31,000 employers.

Our approach

® \We strive to be thoughtful, flexible and responsive; acting quickly and decisively for the benefit of
our members and the sector.

® We promote the FE and skills sector as a whole. Committed to excellence and instrumental
in resolving sector debates and issues, we adopt a pragmatic approach to delivering positive
solutions and achieving success.

® We are bound by a strong and unanimous commitment to using our collective knowledge,
capability and experience to lead policy development, improve performance and champion the
reputation not only of members but also the sector as a whole.

® \We seek to be critical friends and advisers to the government and shadow government, local
communities and the sector itself to achieve positive outcomes for communities, employers,
businesses and individuals.

® We work with fellow 157 Group members, sharing expertise, ideas and resources.
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Our policy role

Our member colleges operate within a complex and volatile policy environment, and our objective as
thought leaders is to exert powerful influence on critical policy priorities.

These, our latest policy papers, represent the collective voice of our members — college principals and
expert practitioners. The themes, developed over a series of debates, represent the areas of greatest
concern for them as leaders of some of the largest and most successful colleges.

Through these policy papers we seek to:

@ contribute a new, strong and relevant perspective, influencing national policy through offering
workable and practical policy ideas
e focus our recommendations on changes that can bring improvements for learners, stakeholders,
colleges and the whole sector
® raise the level of debate and discussion across the sector
® recommend improvements that can be made by colleges themselves and the sector
® raise awareness amongst sector agencies of their own roles.

This policy paper is one in a series developed by our members during 2009 and 2010, which are
available to download from our website. Others in the series include:

Protect services to students, by targeting cuts and embracing efficiency
Preparing colleges for the future

Preparing young people for working life

Improving services to students and employers

Building strong communities

Meeting local skills needs

Re-inventing the polytechnics: the case for local HE.

Our members

® Barnet College e Hull College
® Bedford College ® | ambeth College
® Birmingham Metropolitan College ® | eeds City College
® Bournemouth and Poole College ® | ewisham College
® Chichester College ® Newcastle College
e City and Islington College ® Newham College
e (City of Bristol College ® New College Nottingham
e City of Sunderland College e Sheffield College
® College of Haringey, Enfield and ® St Helens College
North East London ® Stoke on Trent College
e Cornwall College ® Sussex Downs College
® Derby College ® The Manchester College
® FEaling, Hammersmith and West ® \Warwickshire College
London College ® West Nottinghamshire College
® Highbury College Portsmouth ® York College



Real choices for 14 to 19-year-olds

Summary

The 157 Group is drawn from those of the larger colleges in England that
are also acknowledged by inspectors as being particularly well managed
and governed. They all provide a choice of high-quality academic and
vocational courses that can meet the needs of students of all abilities and
all backgrounds.

Every 157 Group college works closely with partners in schools, local authorities and with employers

to ensure that their courses respond to pupils’ interests and remain relevant to local needs. They are
therefore well placed to advise on how a coherent 14—19 phase of education should be developed.

The 157 Group welcomes moves to develop a distinctive 14—19 phase of education where:

@ all young people, regardless of background or ability, have a wide choice of high-quality courses
that meet their needs and aspirations

® the aspirations of young people are not limited by unhelpful distinctions between academic and
vocational or practical programmes

® the courses on offer are both motivating to the student and seen as relevant by employers and
higher education

® organisational arrangements neither limit students’ choices nor discourage them from progressing
as far as their talents can take them

® education and training is organised in the most efficient way possible, thus maximising the
resources devoted to teaching and learning

® the programmes available in an area reflect the choices of young people and their parents, not
institutional ambitions or government targets
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Good progress has already been made towards achieving these aspirations. In order to maintain
momentum, however, we see a need to:

® reduce expenditure on complex planning and commissioning arrangements and invest instead in

high-quality and independent advice and guidance for all young people so that funding can simply
follow informed pupil choice

secure increased value for money and at the same time improve quality by cutting out provision in
small inefficient units and reducing duplication of specialised facilities

review the proposals for curriculum change, ensuring that young people can continue to choose
existing ‘tried and trusted’ vocational courses until such time as the Diplomas prove to be the
qualification of choice

strengthen the capacity of local authorities to understand the full range of provision and providers
and to build effective partnerships with the FE system.

Introduction

1.

1

The 157 Group brings together leaders from 28 of the largest and best English further education
colleges to contribute to policy development and exchange good practice. They are typically
responsible for budgets in excess of £35 million a year, with the largest budgets being over £150
million, and the combined budget of all colleges in the 157 Group being £1.5 billion. They work
closely with partners in schools and local authorities to ensure that the full range of educational
opportunities is available for their area.

Colleges provide a vital segment of the educational system, offering a majority of the A-level
provision in the country, as well as being the major supplier of vocational qualifications and
delivering higher education in a manner that is local, skills-based and cost-effective. The FE sector
is @ major contributor to workplace training, basic skills courses and apprenticeship programmes.

Colleges have a social mission in working with young people not in employment, education or
training (Neet) and those who have been made unemployed. They also support increased flexibility
for school students in key stage 4. Since the 157 Group can draw on extensive experience with
planning and running the new 14—-19 Diplomas, it is well placed to advise on how a broader range
of courses can best be made available to young people.

Colleges already cater for young people of all levels of ability, from those preparing for higher
education to those with learning difficulties and disabilities. Unlike school sixth forms, which as the
Foster report’ pointed out are on average less inclusive than universities, colleges draw students
from all social backgrounds and across all ethnic groups. The 157 Group sees this diversity as a
major strength of the college sector.

The integration of a wide range of programmes in a large institution has many advantages for
students. They can more easily combine elements of practical and academic learning or switch
between the two. They can progress from entry level programmes to more advanced study in the
same institution and they can benefit from the specialist facilities that a large college can provide.
Moreover, many benefit from being in a more adult environment and closer to the world of work.

Foster, A, 2005. Realising the Potential — A review of the future role of further education colleges.
Nottinghamshire: DfES Publications.
www.dius.gov.uk/further_education/fe_reform/future_role_fe_colleges/~/media/publications/R/REALISINGO6
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Practical learning can motivate young people

6.

The 157 Group supports the development of opportunities for 14 and 15-year-olds to undertake
some practical and vocational courses as part of their key stage 4 programmes. For many years,
colleges have offered link courses that have allowed pupils to spend a day or half a day a week at
college. More recently, the government’s increased flexibility programme (IFP) has provided extra
funding to encourage schools to give pupils greater access to such courses; and most recently the
new Diplomas have been designed to offer pupils a choice of more work-related learning. Colleges
have been central to all these initiatives.

There is abundant evidence to show that allowing pupils the choice of more practical and
vocationally relevant learning can boost motivation and improve achievement. It can be particularly
effective with those pupils most at risk of disengagement from school. Research undertaken to
evaluate the IFP and independent studies such as those from the LSDA? show that the benefits
from undertaking practical options spill over into improved performance more generally.

Colleges have been very committed to helping make these programmes a success. Studies show
that, in the main, colleges have subsidised their partners and not received the full cost of the
programmes they have provided. The benefits for colleges have included a better understanding by
young people of the full range of options available to them, and increased overall staying-on rates.

Collaboration needs to add value

9.

10.

11.

Colleges are strongly committed to working in partnership, as their record of investment in
provision for 14 and 15-year-olds shows. They are also active members of the new Diploma
partnerships, which have proved valuable in bringing schools and colleges more closely together.
The 157 Group is strongly supportive of the development of local consortia that are able to advise
local authorities of the needs of young people in a locality.

Collaboration is expensive, however, and not an end in itself; it can be justified only where it can
add value. In our view, some of the collaborative arrangements for the Diplomas are unnecessarily
complex and inefficient. For example, while the government argues that no provider on their own
can offer a full range of vocational options, many large colleges do just that.

In our view, local collaboration is best pursued through a ‘hub-and-spoke’ model. As the vocational
hub, colleges can provide the expensive practical facilities that schools often lack; and can
additionally offer the expertise of industrially qualified staff. Schools can offer the remainder of the
key stage 4 curriculum to their own pupils without further need to bus them between sites.

Getting best value from expensive resources

12.

13.

The advantages of the ‘hub-and-spoke’ model are most apparent when considering investment
in workshops. There are substantial efficiencies in a college providing these resources centrally
or managing them on behalf of a partnership. A college location maximises the opportunity to
share expensive facilities between young people and adult programmes, and to share the cost of
well-qualified technician staff.

There are further disadvantages to a model that distributes practical facilities across schools rather
than concentrating them in a hub. Pupil choice may be distorted as headteachers seek to fill ‘their
own’ facilities; and pupils may be more reluctant to travel across town to a rival school than to

a neutral college. The motivational effect of spending a day in the more adult environment of a
college, or experiencing the different teaching approaches in further education, may well be lost.

2 Styles, B and Fletcher, M, 2005. Provision for Learners aged 14—16 in the FE sector. London: LSDA.
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Fragmenting delivery is costly and ineffective

14. The education provided by large colleges, such as those in the 157 Group, is both high quality
and very efficient. Research into the economies of scale has shown that the unit cost of a cohort
of 100 students can be twice as high as for a cohort of 5002, It is also the case that the average
A-level points score in sixth forms increases as pupil numbers increase®.

15.  The economies of scale not only help improve the quality of education but directly affect student
choice. Small sixth-form groups are viable only if they severely restrict the range of courses
on offer; larger institutions can combine financial viability with real choice. The proliferation
of small sixth forms therefore risks undermining both the quality of education and students’
ability to choose.

16. There are compelling arguments for combining academic and vocational provision for young
people in the same institution. In terms of the curriculum, it enables students to study a combined
programme if they wish, rather than having to opt for one route or the other. In social terms, it helps
to strengthen communities rather than divide them by enabling all groups of young people to meet
in a safe environment. In economic terms, it is simply more efficient; common services such as
registration, guidance and recreational facilities are not duplicated.

Offering a choice of vocational programmes for 14-year-olds

17. There is a growing consensus that a minority of young people would be better served by
following a full-time vocational programme from the age of 14. The revival of proposals for 14-18
technical schools is a clear example of this trend. Colleges, which already successfully sponsor
academies, are well placed either to host or manage such a development, working closely with
local authorities.

18. Integration of any new technical schools with the FE system is important. Few schools would be
able to offer the range of vocational programmes provided by the average college, and indeed
should not try to do so for 14-year-olds. Nevertheless, there is a clear need for school programmes
to articulate with FE provision so that youngsters have clear opportunities for progression.

There needs to be a choice of vocational courses

19. The new 14-19 Diplomas can play an important part in extending the choices available to young
people. They can be very inspiring for some young people who want to see more clearly how their
studies relate to a vocational context. They are, however, insufficiently practical to meet the needs
of many pupils who have been motivated by aspects of the traditional vocational curriculum.

20. The government’s objective is that Diplomas should become the only vocational programmes
available for young people, sitting alongside A levels, apprenticeships and foundation learning.
If this were to result from the informed choices of pupils and their parents, this would indicate
that they were indeed a success. If, however, they were to replace existing courses in spite of the
wishes of students and against the advice of those who teach them, it could damage participation
and achievement.

21.  Courses such as BTecs or those offered by City & Guilds have a long and distinguished record,
and are well recognised by employers. Studies of whether qualifications make a difference to
wages suggest that employers value them more highly than newer programmes designed by
government agencies® It would be better, in the words of the former head of the Quialifications and
Curriculum Authority (QCA), to wait and see whether Diplomas “win their spurs” before seeking to
sweep away courses that have served both adults and young people well.

3 Owen, G and Fletcher, M, 2005. Size matters: Economies of scale in schools and colleges. London: LSDA.
4 Perry, A and Fletcher, M, 2008. By accident or design. Is our system of post-16 provision fit for purpose?
Reading: CfBT Education Trust.
5 Dearden, L et al, 2000. The Returns to Academic and Vocational Qualifications in Britain.
London: Centre for the Economics of Education.
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Informed choice, not central planning

22.

23.

24.

25.

206.

In 2010, local authorities will take over from the LSC the responsibility for commissioning provision
for all those under the age of 19. If they interpret this role as ensuring that the courses available
locally reflect the informed choices of young people and their parents, this will help bring coherence
to an increasingly fragmented system. The 157 Group colleges are keen to support them in this
task, working with partner schools and other agencies, such as the careers service.

There are, however, worrying signs that some may see the role as another opportunity to engage
in labour-market planning. Attempts by the state to plan the supply of skills needed by employers
involve expensive bureaucracies, and have rarely succeeded. In a fast-changing world, the
information on which the planners work is inevitably out of date.

Would-be planners also seriously underestimate the extent to which young people are motivated
by following a programme they have chosen rather than one which is imposed on them. Someone
who works enthusiastically in one vocational area will potentially acquire many of the skills that
employers value and that can be transferred between occupations — for example, self-discipline;
working in teams, focusing on customers. Trying to get a precise match between numbers on
courses and job vacancies is not only impossible but unnecessary.

Informed choice, however, requires that young people are given honest information about the
options available to them. It should include information on the current availability of jobs in a sector,
and the range of salaries: but like financial advice it should come with a health warning — past
performance is no guarantee of future trends.

The careers service offering advice to young people needs to be genuinely independent;
independent from schools and also from government departments with targets to meet. Colleges
can help the careers service by maintaining and publishing information on what happens to
students leaving their courses, alongside data on examination success rates.

Support for local authorities

27.

It is now many years since local authorities ceased to be responsible for further education colleges
in their areas. As a result, few of those working for them have a detailed understanding of colleges
or work-based learning. It is vital that this potential ‘awareness gap’ is bridged as quickly as
possible to ensure that the potential contribution of colleges is maximised and not accidentally
curtailed as a result of limited knowledge. 157 Group colleges will seek to work actively with their
local authorities to address this potential ‘awareness gap’, but their actions would be reinforced by
the publication of good practice guidelines.

Routes to employment

28.

29.

30.

There is widespread agreement that an apprenticeship with a good employer offers an excellent
foundation for working life. The 157 Group supports apprenticeships and works with large
numbers of employers to help provide them. Nevertheless, we are aware that despite strenuous
efforts by the government to promote them the number of apprenticeship places falls well short of
the numbers of young people wanting to take them up.

Colleges fill this gap by offering what have been called ‘programme-led apprenticeships’. Young
people can acquire many of the skills needed in employment by learning in realistic working
environments, such as training restaurants and salons, supplemented wherever possible by
employer placements. In some sectors, such as construction, employers prefer young people to
have mastered basic competencies before joining the workforce.

It is important, particularly at a time of recession, to bolster college-based routes to employment.
The proportion of young people following a genuinely work-based route has been shrinking for
over 20 years, as employers increasingly recruit by other means. The education sector needs to
respond to changing employment practice rather than seeking to tell employers what to do.
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Conclusions

31.  The 157 Group strongly supports the development of a 14—19 phase of education that is coherent
and offers a diversity of routes to employment, self-employment or higher education. Colleges are
already playing a leading role in the delivery of high-quality learning for this age group and are keen
to work with partners in local authorities and schools to improve opportunities further still.

To achieve a world-class service, however, we feel that the government needs to:

® support the development of inclusive institutions that can help break down the barriers between
academic and vocational programmes and different social groups

® recognise the efficiencies that can be achieved by larger institutions where the costs of
back-office operations and expensive specialist facilities can be shared across greater
numbers of learners

® give priority to ensuring a wide choice of programmes for students in an area, rather than the
choice of the same limited set of options at several small institutions

® ensure that local authority commissioning genuinely supports the choices of pupils and their
parents, rather than engaging in labour market planning

® support the continued availability of tried and trusted vocational qualifications alongside more
recently developed programmes

® Allow 14 and 15-year-olds greater access to practical and work-related programmes, in some
cases on a full-time basis

® Support college-based routes to employment alongside traditional apprenticeships.
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