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	Summary
	· This paper summarises the Wolf Report and its implications for London’s local authorities.

	Recommendations
	· The OSG is asked to discuss this report and identify implications for local authorities in London and the work of the Regional Planning Group.


1. 
Background and Introduction 
1.1
On 9th September 2010, the Secretary of State commissioned Professor Alison Wolf of King’s College London to carry out an independent review of vocational education. She was asked to consider how vocational education for 14-19 year-olds can be improved in order to promote successful progression into the labour market and into higher education and training routes. She was also asked to provide practical recommendations to help future policy direction, taking into account current financial constraints.
2. 
Overview of the report

2.1
The review was supported by extensive research, having been informed by over 400 pieces of evidence from the public, a number of visits to colleges, academies and training providers in this country, overseas visits / benchmarking and interviews and discussion sessions with key partners in the sector. The report was published on 3rd March 2011 and makes 27 recommendations. Underlying the recommendations are the following principles of reform:
· The system should not railroad young people into dead-end learning pathways – instead, it should offer as much scope as possible for young people to make “labour market and educational progress on a wide front”

· Government must provide young people with accurate and useful information, so that young people can make decisions accordingly

· The system in England is complex and opaque when compared with other countries and must be simplified drastically.
3.
Contentious issues
3.1
The report recognises that good results in GCSE English and mathematics provide the real essence of a sound education. Beyond these, the report proposes that at least 80% of education up to the age of 16 should comprise an academic ‘core’. Some may argue that this relegates vocational education to a ‘bolt-on’ and that vocational education, properly delivered, could be a more important element of some young people’s education and lead to engagement, meaningful attainment and progression. Others may welcome  Wolf’s recommendations for KS4 learning as continuing the debate on the nature of the vocational curriculum offered to young people, how it is taught, who teaches it (including work-based teaching, tutoring and coaching), and how we should teach young people English and mathematics in future.
3.2
There are differences in opinion whether specialisation, to the extent proposed in the report, would come too late at 16 for some young people.
3.3
Areas not fully explored in the report, such as Foundation Learning and Careers Education, Information and Guidance (CEIAG) are essential parts of the education and training system; reform that doesn’t take these areas into account will be incomplete.

3.4
It is unclear what is proposed to ensure that vocational provision pre-16 and 16-19 is relevant and of appropriate quality and whilst it may be held that apprenticeships may not be perfect do we really want to undermine the currency they do have with a fundamental review?
3.5 
The report’s recommendations for Key Stage 4 may make it less easy for young people pre-16 to access the range of work related learning and in particular work experience that would help them into jobs.

3.6
Whilst some see merit in paying SMEs for their involvement in apprenticeships and work experience, others may view on-the-job training and assessment as a legitimate role for workplace managers and that such payments would not therefore add value.
4.
What the report says...
4.1
The key theme of the report is that the education system in England offers too few good quality vocational options that offer young people genuine chances of progression (in education or the labour market); that it leaves too many young people without a ‘core’ of sound education; and that it does not hear the voice of businesses in determining what represents good quality vocational education.

4.2
In her report Wolf takes a labour-market – and in parts historic – view of the vocational education system in England. The report is well supported by evidence and is right to say that what passes for ‘vocational education’ in many schools simply isn’t up to the mark, and is, at best, a well-intentioned poor substitute for more engaging delivery of academic learning. It also provides a wake-up call in proving that many courses up to level 2 that are not apprenticeships (or lead to general academic qualifications) have little or no labour market value and do not improve their participants’ chances of employment or progression.

4.3
She is not afraid to debunk some myths around vocational education and skills. For example, she puts ‘job polarisation’ into perspective; emphasises the ‘implosion’ of employment of 16-18 year-olds; highlights the ‘churn’ effect of NEETs; and challenges the idea that government regulation is the right thing to do – as this presupposes that employers are incapable of determining which qualifications are valuable to them and which can be ignored. In particular, she decries successive governments’ attempts to achieve ‘parity of esteem’ between academic and vocational qualifications. But she maintains that “there is no reason why vocational awards for 14-19 year olds should not figure among the (qualifications) which enjoy high esteem.”
· She proposes instead that the system responds to certain realities. These include:

· Colleges are generally far better placed than schools to provide 14-16 vocational options (and not just 16-18)

· The collapse of youth labour markets means that genuine work experience, which is highly valued by employers, is increasingly difficult for young people to obtain

· “Helping young people to obtain genuine work experience – and therefore, what the CBI calls ‘employability skills’ – should be one of the highest priorities for 16-18 education policy in the next few years” 
· Recognising that English and mathematics at GCSE are the main factor in determining a young person’s success in accessing further learning and the world of work.

4.4
Wolf puts several examples of good practice at the heart of her report, but concludes that these occur in spite of and not because of the education system in England. Indeed, much criticism is levelled at how the system has developed in ways that are contrary to what policy-makers intended. The report doesn’t hold back in despatching blame for this occurrence. Among those mentioned are:

· Leitch (for driving policy based on the assumption that  youth unemployment results from young people not having high enough skills)

· Employer representatives, especially SSCs, for ignoring the views of local employers who want to work more freely with their local colleges 

· Schools (“Young People are being entered for ‘vocational’ awards at the end of Key Stage 4 for reasons which have nothing to do with their own long-term interests, within education or the labour market.”)

· Awarding organisations (because they have commercial interests in ensuring that more and more young people achieve their qualifications)

· But most of all for the system itself (with governments and their agencies primarily at fault), because it has “perversely” incentivised institutions “away from qualifications that might stretch (and reward) young people and towards qualifications that can be passed easily”

4.5
However, some of the points covered in the report could also lend themselves to different interpretation (for example the assertion that “the UK workforce already possesses far more qualifications at a given overall level than current occupations require” is made on the basis of data that is over 10 years old and has not been tested fully against current and future needs, such as in the government’s skills, trade and growth strategies) and it will be interesting to see how the recommendations are taken forward by the government.

· The report envisages a system designed to achieve four objectives, in which:

· Young people receive a high quality core education which equips them to progress (immediately or later) to a very wide range of further study, training and employment

· Variety, innovation and flexibility are encouraged
· Genuine links between vocational education and the labour market are recreated and strengthened
· Young people are helped to enter the labour market and obtain genuine employment experience.
4.6
Key recommendations in the report include

· Reforming funding and performance measures to remove the incentives for schools and colleges to enrol their pupils onto vocational courses to the detriment of core academic study

· Ensuring that those who have not secured at least grade C in English and mathematics GCSE continue to study those subjects post-16
· Evaluating the delivery structure and content of apprenticeships to ensure they deliver the right skills for the workforce

· Ensuring all 14-16 year olds follow a broad education and avoid early specialisation
. 
· Enabling FE lecturers and qualified professionals to teach in schools, to improve the quality of vocational teaching.

The detailed recommendations can be summarised into five key areas:

4.7
Funding

· Funding should be on a per-student basis post-16, as pre-16 is now.

· Institutions should offer coherent programmes of study with broad parameters rather than being funded on individual qualifications.

· Post 16, Maths and English should be a core component of study for those without good GCES’s in these subjects. This would apply to about half the annual cohort.
4.8
Freedom
· Ensure greater freedom for institutions to offer 16-19 year olds any qualifications they wish from a regulated awarding body. 

· Place no restrictions on the level or type of qualification a young person can pursue, including moving sideways or downwards in order to change subject or sector. 

· Move away from qualification accreditation towards awarding body oversight, and no obligation for qualifications for 16-19 years olds to be part of the QCF.

· Allow 14 to 16 year olds to be enrolled in colleges so they can benefit from high-quality vocational training available there.

· Young people who do not use their entitlement to education by the time they are 19 should be entitled to a credit towards education at a later date.

4.9
Information & Performance Measures
· Remove the perverse incentives at KS4, created by the funding system and performance tables, to enter the lowest attaining students for low-quality qualifications. 

· Key established vocational qualifications offered by a regulated awarding body should not need to be QCF compliant or belong to a specified group with additional approval criteria, and should be approved for funding by the Government 

· Only those qualifications - both vocational and academic - that meet stringent quality criteria should form part of the performance management regime for schools at KS4. 

· Ensuring performance measures reinforce the commitment to a common core of study at Key Stage 4, with vocational specialisation normally confined to 20 per cent of a pupil’s timetable, should remove incentives for schools to pile up large numbers of qualifications for ‘accountability’ reasons.

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

4.10
Quality

· Institutions enrolling students aged 16-18 and those offering a dedicated route for 14 year olds, should be required to publish (course by course) the previous institutions, qualifications and entry grades of previous entrants 

· Increase Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for maths (and English) teachers, especially those working with 16-19 year old students in colleges and schools.

· In schools, the further education teachers’ qualification (QTLS) should be recognised, and qualified professionals should be enabled to teach vocational content, to increase the incidence of high quality vocational teaching.

· Employers should be directly involved in quality assurance and assessment activities at local level, which should be the most important guarantor of high quality vocational provision.

· The remit of Ofqual (which includes monitoring standards by comparing documents, rather than comparing standards in any direct way) should be examined and amended where necessary.

4.11
Reforming apprenticeships & work-based learning

· Find a model for providing genuine work experience to 16-18 year olds on full time courses (not Apprenticeships) and for reimbursing local employers, using core funds.  

· Subsidies should be made to employers if they offer 16 to 18 year old apprentices high-quality, off-the-job training, and an education with broad transferable elements.

· More 16-19 year olds should spend more time in the workplace undertaking workplace activities in order to develop the skills needed and valued by the labour market.

· Discuss and consult on the appropriate future and role of National Occupational Standards in education and training for young people.

· Recognisee that high quality apprenticeships offer great opportunities but there are problems with the system. The Department for Education (DfE) and the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) must work together to fix the funding and other problems.

5.
...and what Wolf doesn’t say!
5.1
Wolf is very conscious of the review’s constrained remit and is careful not to stray into territory that is best explored by others. She does, however, raise issues upon which it is legitimate to expect some definitive action to be taken, whether by the government or others.

5.2
For example, she places great stress on the realities of the place in the labour market currently occupied by 16-18 year-olds – especially the difficulties businesses face in employing young people. This appears to be an area for action across government departments.

5.3
Whilst generally taking a strong labour market perspective to vocational education, the report does not explicitly link the lack of apprenticeships for 16-18 year-olds with the lack of jobs for the age group.  Neither does the report comment on the effects on 14-16 year-olds of any potential failings to teach English and mathematics effectively at Key Stage 2 or 3.
5.4
Just as importantly, while the report poses many questions about Foundation Learning, it does not offer workable solutions. If Foundation Learning is doomed to fail (p72) and Levels 1 and 2 are not valuable in themselves (p71), what are the progression routes for learners who would work up through Foundation Learning to other levels of learning?

5.5
Some of the approaches to quality, especially quality assurance, appear to be incomplete. For example, simply removing qualifications from the QCF will not in itself improve quality or the quality assurance mechanism in a market that is still forming.

5.6
Beyond some general points about qualifications and the role of Sector Skills Councils (SSC), the report does not appear to have been informed by any in-depth evaluation of verification (internal or external) of vocational qualifications and how this might moderate some of the risks mentioned in the report.

5.7
The roles of the voluntary sector and private providers – though included in the main objectives of the review – have not been substantively covered in the findings or recommendations.

5.8
There are few mentions of careers education, information, advice and guidance (CEIAG) and the most significant is simply to re-iterate its importance. This is a major omission from an analysis of the education system, acknowledged by Wolf in referring to the importance of accurate information generally and destination data specifically.
5.9
In bracketing LLDD with disengaged young people the report presages the publication “Support and Aspiration: A new approach to special educational needs and disability”. 

5.10
Some of the messages about a supplier-base that is easily incentivised to take action that is evidently not in their consumer’s best interests do not sit well within a government policy in which the same suppliers are trusted with greater freedom.

5.11
The report effectively opens up a debate on the quality of teaching beyond vocational education. It invites institutions to reflect on what is taught (with an emphasis on English and mathematics at the core), how it is taught to meet the different needs of young people and the personal qualities of the teachers who have to teach both core and vocational subjects.

6.
The government’s response to the report
6.1
Michael Gove called the report “brilliant and ground-breaking” and immediately accepted four of the detailed recommendations:

· To allow qualified further education lecturers to teach in school classrooms on the same basis as qualified school teachers

· To clarify the rules on allowing industry professionals to teach in schools

· To allow any vocational qualification offered by a regulated awarding body to be taken by 14-19 year-olds

· To allow established high-quality vocational qualifications that have not been accredited to be offered in schools and colleges in September 2011.

6.2
In an earlier speech of 2nd March, DfE / BIS Minister John Hayes anticipated much of Wolf’s findings, saying “Practical skills are as important as academic qualifications”.

6.3
A full government response to the recommendations has been promised in the summer – this is the key ‘next step’ for the report.
7.
Other responses to the report
7.1
Reading some of the press coverage of the report, one may be inclined to think that Wolf disparages vocational qualifications, but that was neither the underlying message nor intent of her report.

7.2
Lord Baker has said that the report doesn’t go far enough (“Britain desperately needs good practical technical vocational education”) and promoted his concept of university technical colleges at 14, for which he points to a different set of international comparisons.

7.3
Andy Burnham, Shadow secretary of State, said that the report “ endorses Labour's warnings that Michael Gove's narrow, academic focus risks relegating vocational learning to second-class status” and “warns Cameron and Gove against ‘trying to recreate 1960s education’.”
7.4
The TES Editorial focused on college lecturers being able to teach in schools (“Lecturers’ banishment from schools to end” says one of its articles’ headline, while others refer to the opening up of more 14-16 provision to colleges) – this aspect of the report was particularly welcomed by NIACE.

7.5
The ASCL welcomed the report’s conclusion that vocational education is too heavily steered by league tables and the perverse incentives they create and calls for flexibility in the “broad and balanced” curriculum that must follow. The AoC echoes these aspects of the report, launching into a more general defence of vocational learning in colleges and welcoming the acknowledgement of the under-valued role of colleges. The 157 Group meanwhile saw that the report “affirms the important role of vocational learning” and picks up on the increased flexibilities it promises. The ALP argued for more pre-Apprenticeship provision to address the quality concerns mentioned in the report.

7.6
The IfL also welcomed the recommendation that teachers with QTLS status should be allowed to teach in schools.

7.7
The NUT welcomed many of the report’s findings and added “What we don’t need is vocational education being offered solely by separate institutions, such as University Technical Academies. Dividing schools along vocational or academic lines will simply enforce selection by division, direction and assumption”.

7.8
The CBI agreed that all young people should continue to have access to academic and vocational options from the age of 14 and that there should be a focus on core learning up to the age of 16.
8.
Opportunities

8.1
The Secretary of State is considering how to respond to the report. This provides a short window of opportunity for organisations to make their views known to the government, focusing on implementation. For example:

· Opening up 14-16 provision to colleges will offer local authorities alternative provision in the event of any gaps emerging in their strategic overviews.
· On how best to engage with employers locally on quality assurance, the reform of apprenticeships and the provision of work experience and work-based education. 
8.2
The report would also seem to suggest that vocational education and its outcomes would be a suitable focus for local authorities when examining the appropriateness of the curriculum offered to their residents.
8.3
In conclusion, to quote Wolf:

“Would implementing this review end disaffection and under-achievement, raise the economic growth rate dramatically, abolish skills shortages and ensure that every single vocational qualification had a positive labour market return? No, of course not.  But implementing its recommendations should raise the quality of provision, increase the time spent teaching and thinking about students, reduce the money and time spent on pointless bureaucracy, increase young people’s skills in critically important areas, and make a real difference to young people’s ability to obtain employment.  All of which are, surely, well worth the attempt.”
� A common core curriculum throughout KS4 could be delivered in 80% (4 days a week) of students’ time, leaving 20% for options, including vocational courses.  If more than 20% was given to specialist/vocational content it would be at the expense of core general education and maintaining wide progression opportunities.
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