Baker Dearing Evidence to the Wolf Commission

The Baker Dearing Trust welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the work of this commission which we believe is vital to the needs of young people and the economy of the United Kingdom.
There is a great shortage of the highly skilled technicians which are required for projects such as building nuclear power stations, high speed rail and carbon efficient buildings.  Current institutions have failed to motivate young people to train to fill these vital jobs.  In order to rectify this the country needs new institutions which will inspire young people and their parents at the same time as bringing about system wide change.

How can we improve the organisation of vocational education for 14 to 19 year olds?

The Baker Dearing Trust believes that all young people should have the opportunity to study a high quality practical and technical subject.  In this submission the term vocational will be occassionally used for ease but we prefer the term practical and technical.

A high quality vocational programme includes the following:

1. The practical elements underpinned by academic and theoretical learning which is explicit but integrated into the practical.  When the practical and theoretical are taught separately, and in some cases in separate institutions, students are unlikely to relate the two and make the progress they are capable of.

2.  The curriculum content is driven by the requirements of employers. In other words a student completing a course should be better equipped to become a productive employee in the relevant sector than a student who has not completed the course. This might sound obvious but it is far from being the case with a good number of vocational qualifications that are taught in schools.

3. It is taught in facilities which are similar to those a student would find in employment.  Part of the purpose of a practical and technical programme is that the students gain familiarity with the professional setting.  This can be partly achieved through work experience but preparation for that experience and the integration of the academic with the practical requires relevant facilities in an education setting. 

4. It is taught and supported by teachers with relevant and up to date experience. If a course is taught by teachers with only theoretical knowledge it is unlikely to prepare the students for employment. 

5. The course should include a significant element of experience of work in the relevant sector.

These criteria provide the basis for the organisation of vocational education. 

There has been a substantial increase of so called vocational qualifications taught in schools often to achieve qualification driven targets. Whilst some schools have done this well by providing good facilities in many cases the courses are taught by teachers without appropriate experience and in poor facilities. In other cases the practical elements have been taught in the local FE College and the theoretical in school.  Ofsted has observed on a number of occasions that this leads to the fragmentation of the students experience with their academic studies being unrelated to the practical.
In its recent report on Diplomas Ofsted stated:

“The teaching and coordination of functional skills were highly problematic. This was also highlighted in Ofsted’s previous report. In 16 of the consortia visited, links between the functional skills taught in stand-alone lessons and the Diploma’s ‘principal learning’ were insufficient. This separation of the teaching of functional skills from the ‘principal learning’ was an important weakness ...

The separation of the functional skills from the ‘principal learning’ also meant that functional skills were often taught in the learners’ home institution. The teaching of functional skills in several different institutions was not coordinated within consortia.”
It is interesting to note that at the same time the number of level 2 vocational qualifications taught in schools has increased there has been an increase in the number of NEETs. This is not to suggest that there is a causal affect rather that these inappropriately resourced courses are not the answer for  disengaged young people.  

Progression from a level 2 vocational qualification to a level 3 is essential if a student is to gain an advantage in employment.  At present there is very little evidence as to whether this happening or whether students are completing a level 2 qualification in school and then not using it.

Many FE Colleges provide good practical and technical courses post 16 which match the proposed criteria.  However there is still a high dropout rate at 17. There are many causes of this but it suggests that students are not motivated by their course of study. FE Colleges are designed for post 16 students. They are large and complex and many parents may be resistant to their child attending the FE College full time at 16, particularly if the child is making reasonably progress at school.

There is hence need for a new type of institution for students at 14 which provides technical and practical courses for students aged 14 to 19 and which are able to match the criteria laid out at the beginning and in particular guarantees progression. Such institutions allow a smooth transition from pre to post 16 education.

The Baker- Dearing Trust agrees with the Government that this role should be played by University Technical Colleges and that all students should have access to a UTC.

University Technical Colleges offer 14 -19 years olds the opportunity to take a highly regarded technically-orientated course of study at a specialist college equipped to the highest standard.  Each College is sponsored by a university with clear progression routes into higher education or further learning in work and in some cases is supported by an FE College. 

A University Technical College curriculum integrates the practical with the technical producing a broad course of study rather than a narrow one.

University Technical Colleges typically have between 500 and 600 students, a deliberately small size so that each student is known individually. The size also ensures that nearby schools and colleges are not unduly disturbed.

The active involvement of universities demonstrates that University Technical Colleges are prestigious institutions providing opportunities and progression. From the age of 14 students are able to engage in activities with the university staff and students.

Each College establishes a close relationship with local employers who will take an active part in designing the curriculum so that it matches their needs and once again ensuring progression.  

All of these points are explored in the third section of this submission.

What is the appropriate target audience for vocational education offer and in particular what is the age for young people to be engaged in vocational education?
High quality vocational education as described in this submission integrates the academic with the vocational and has a relevance to all young people. There are not two types of education only education programmes with different emphasis. 

Equally there is not one age at which all students are ready to choose a course which specialises in a vocational area. However the Baker Dearing Trust recommends that at the age of 14 many students are ready to make this choice. In choosing a University Technical Colleges young people are not choosing a job at 14 or a narrow restrictive education they are choosing a broad course which allows them the opportunity to study a technical area they are interested in and which has progression routes into higher education or employment or both.

The Baker Dearing Trust commissioned a research report from Exeter University on the English Technical and Vocational Education in Historical and Comparative Perspective. The Report is enclosed in full. It not only examines the history of vocational education in England but draws lessons from, Sweden, Germany, Japan and the USA. 

The report concludes:

“ Finally, and perhaps most significant in the long run, entrants to UTCs will be young people aged 14.  By this means they recreate the starting age of specialisation on which junior technical schools were based and which, technical education specialists argued in 1940-41, should have been the basis of post-war planning.  This aligns with the results of extensive investigations made into the measurement of general and practical aptitudes in Britain, Germany and Sweden between the 1930s and 1950s, and avoids the major problem encountered by secondary technical schools from 1945 in justifying, on scientific grounds, selection on the basis of practical aptitude at the age of 10/11.  Education programmes commencing at 14 were integral to the design of the TVEI (albeit within 11-16 and 11-18 schools) and much recent curriculum policy remains concerned with the coherence of the 14-19 phase as a distinct stage of education.  Elsewhere, 14-19 career academies in North America have won legitimacy when recruiting to specialist programmes at this age not least because, in many states, there has been a tradition of school transfer at 14+ for many decades.” 
What principles should underpin content structure and teaching methods and specifically how can it respond to current and expected labour market?

The Baker Dearing Trust believes that there should be less focus on the content of a single vocational qualification and more on the whole programme the students study.  Such an approach prevents students receiving a narrow entirely vocational education or indeed a narrow academic education.  The curriculum structure of University Technical Colleges provides a model for this. 

There are three elements in the University Technical College curriculum:

1. General education:  English, mathematics, science, modern languages, humanities, and sport.

2. Bridging studies: e.g. Finance and business, IT,  careers education and guidance.

3. Technical studies:  e.g. engineering and experience of work.

In addition the curriculum is underpinned by an ethos that encourages the development of employability skills and personal management: e.g. a can-do attitude, a sense of urgency, team work, the ability to negotiate and solve problems.

Between the ages of 14 and 16 students spend about 40% of their time on technical studies increasing to 60% post 16.

This division is not an indication that the subjects are taught separately. Where ever possible the general and the bridging components are taught through the technical; they are integrated but made explicit to the students. This ensures that the students are motivated by understanding the relevance of the more academic components. 

Increased time is required for such a wide curriculum and this is achieved by longer terms and days. To compensate for this students complete both homework and “extra-curricular activities in college so they are not disadvantaged by lack of support from home. This model is common in independent schools.

14 to 16 Curriculum

1. General education

Students continue to study English, mathematics and science to GCSE. It is expected that all students study a foreign language which is relevant to the technical area they are studying with an emphasis on the global dimension of the technical area. Similarly they gain an understanding of the historical background of the technical study. The Baker Dearing Trust is commissioning awarding bodies to develop appropriate qualifications in languages and history.
2. Bridging core Studies

In order for students to use their technical skills within an employment context they need to understand the structure of business. Alternatively some may wish to set up their own business and need to understand the implications of this. 

Whilst it is widely accepted that independent careers guidance in the UK is poor the numerous reorganisations have not answered the problem. The fundamental cause of the difficulty is that  knowledge of careers is taught separately from the rest of the curriculum. This means that students do not understand the employment potential of what they are learning. Furthermore it results in missed opportunities for making the curriculum come alive.  In a University Technical College curriculum the careers opportunities would be made explicit throughout the course and integrated into the technical work.

3. Technical and Practical. 

The content of the technical aspect of the curriculum is driven by local and national employers. This gives both creditability and ensures that the learning is relevant to the current and future needs of the employers. The sponsoring university also plays an important part in this ensuring progression routes to higher education. 

There is an emphasis on students gaining professional technical qualifications in addition to any of the more standard qualifications.  An employer led curriculum assessed by professional qualifications ensures both creditability and progression.  Progression routes have to be planned at the beginning of the course rather than leaving it to the end. Before a student commences a course they should know what their next possible steps are. Where this does not happen students are all too often left frustrated with nowhere to go with their hard earned qualification.

Experience of work plays an essential part of the technical curriculum.  The amount and quality of experience of work on vocational courses, particularly in schools lags behind that in Europe. 

“ in all three countries, structured work placements are a much stronger feature of post-16 vocational courses than they are in England. This helps to keep the courses relevant and strengthens the applied vocational dimension of the courses. “

Ofsted  survey of 14–19 vocational provision in Denmark, Netherlands and New South Wales 2004

 The following table shows how much work experience vocational students undertake, (excluding apprenticeships.)

	Austria
	Compulsory practical training in business or industry in summer holiday

	Finland 
	800 hours over two years

	Germany
	3 days a week

	Netherlands
	3 days a week

	Sweden 
	At least 15 weeks over 3 years.

	UK
	No proscribed amount across all courses


Not only is there more time spent on  work placements in several countries the quality of the work experience is guaranteed by assigning students mentors or supervisors who have been trained. 

In Germany only professionally trained individuals can become work placed trainers. They have to undertake a trainer aptitude test to demonstrate their pedagogical and professional aptitude.

In University Technical Colleges students undertake annually at least 20 days of work experience, related to the technical curriculum. 

Post 16 Curriculum

At post 16 there are the same elements to the curriculum but with different emphasis. The technical element increase and there is increased specialisation. The maths and English are tailored to the demands of the technical and employability; e.g. report writing and mathematics for engineers. That is not to say that cultural education is ignored as it is important element of the “extra-curricular” programme.

At post 16 students choose either an apprentice type route with additional work placement or a more theoretical route with the intention of progressing into higher education. It is important to emphasise that whichever route is chosen there is a significant amount of practical work integrated into the theoretical and common units which allow movement between the two routes.

Teaching and Assessment Methods. 

As previously indicated the various elements of the curriculum are integrated but explicit. The work is based around real situations; e.g. a project on gears would include the practical element, the mathematical theory, the history of how gears developed and some descriptive writing. 

Students complement this by undertaking long term projects which allows them to integrate the different elements of their course. This develops their ability to plan, research, develop their own ideas and deliver to a time scale. The project normally includes a large practical element.

The key to the success of this approach is the makeup of the team teaching this project. It might include a qualified mathematics teacher working alongside a highly qualified and experienced technical teacher. In order for members of this team to have equal status the conditions of service and pay structure must be common across the team. 

The House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee highlighted these issues in a recent report, as did the Skills Commission report, “Teacher training in vocational education”. The Skills Commission said –

"If we are successfully to establish and maintain a vocational pathway through 14-19 education and on to higher education, we need professionals with recent and relevant vocational knowledge and skills, and the capability to pass these on to learners … [and] we cannot continue to label teachers of vocational education as a 'semi-profession'.”

The report concluded that (a) teachers of vocational subjects in schools should be required to have experience of, or expertise in, the relevant vocational areas and (b) teachers of vocational subjects in FE colleges should be able to teach those subjects in secondary schools.

High quality practical and technical education demands the implementation of these recommendations.
Assessment

The courses are assessed in a variety of ways: vocational and practical qualifications alongside GCSEs and A levels. Diplomas provided a platform for this and should not be disregarded although the take up has been poor. All students gain professional qualifications which are easily recognised by employers.

The number of practical and technical qualifications in the UK is in stark contrast to the smaller number in Germany. The Baker Dearing Trust recommends that the work being undertaken by the Gatsby Trust on technical qualifications may provide a way forward by reducing the number without losing flexibly.  The Baker Dearing Trust is also examining the possibility of introducing an English Tec Bac which would provide a coherent wrapper around the technical and academic qualifications.

Two or three most important problems with current institution, funding and accountability?
1. Qualifications are insufficiently influenced by employers and universities which results in there being no progression route from the qualification.

2.  Students being taught vocational courses in schools with poor facilities and by teachers without the relevant experience.

3. Students being forced to study a very general course up to 16 without the opportunity to choose a programme of study which motivates them.

Two or three most important changes
1. Introduction of specialist University Technical Colleges at 14.

2. Vocational courses should be endorsed by employers with a minimum level of facilities which have to be complied with before the course can start.

3. Unifying the salary and conditions of service of academic and vocational teachers.
1

