












From the descriptions of Vocational GCSEs and Diplomas it is hard to tell what
the difference is supposed to be:

Vocational GCSEs: “You will find out more about your chosen vocational area, including
different types of jobs.You will gain practical skills and knowledge that will be useful to you in
a job or further training. For example, if you choose GCSE health and social care, you will learn
about the effects of diet and lifestyle, and how to produce an individual health plan.You will
probably visit workplaces and meet a range of people who work in that field. Many students like
these subjects because they are able to take responsibility for what they do.You will also learn
some general skills such as communication, research and learning to work as part of a team,
which will be valuable whatever you choose to do in the future. If you’re looking for a course
that is practical, relevant and relates to the real world, then a GCSE in a vocational subject may
be right for you.”330

Diplomas: “A Diploma is different to what you’re used to.You get more choice about what you
learn and you can keep your options open for the future by exploring subject areas without
committing to a career in them. It’s usually a 2 year course, whatever level you study at.You’ll
learn in the classroom and you might also spend time at another school or college in your area.
You’ll do practical stuff like projects and work experience and learn life skills that are impor-
tant for work, study and the future.You can use what you learn to tackle real life situations like
you’d find at work, study or in research.” 331

The list of Diploma courses includes ‘Engineering’,‘InformationTechnology’,‘Con-
struction and the Built Environment’, ‘Travel andTourism’ and ‘Business,Adminis-
tration and Finance’ – all of which bear a striking similarity to the names of existing
Vocational GCSEs. GCSE Media Studies, although not technically aVocational GCSE,
will also be similar in content to parts of the ‘Creative and Media’ Diploma. At A-
Level standard (Level 3 on the National Qualifications Framework) there is similar
duplication between BTECs, Applied A-levels and ‘Advanced’ Diplomas.

Apart from the unnecessary confusion and bureaucracy engendered by these
qualifications, a further question arises: if Diplomas are meant to be a combina-
tion of academic and vocational routes, why do they share such a significant
overlap with existing vocational qualifications? There is a strong argument for a
set of qualifications that focus specifically on subjects that combine a mixture of
academic study and vocational training, such as Engineering. However, for more
vocational subjects like Construction and the Built Environment why develop a
qualification that requires spending a huge amount of time in a classroom rather
than in the workplace (in contrast with the NVQ of the same name that has a
much stronger vocational element)? In fact, the minimum of ten days work expe-
rience required to pass the Diploma course does not even have to be related to the
subject being studied, meaning that a student could pass a Diploma in
Construction and the Built Environment without ever having set foot on a build-
ing site. There may also be a problem of the Diplomas overlapping with existing
academic qualifications such as A-Levels. In a recent attack on the proposal to
introduce Diplomas in academic disciplines, Professor Adrian Smith, one of the
most senior education civil servants, described the new science diploma as a
“slightly schizophrenic” concept that tries to challenge A-levels while offering
work-based learning.332
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Classrooms cannot substitute for the workplace
The confusion in the objectives of Diplomas is born out even more vividly by the
Diploma in ‘Hair and Beauty Studies’ (beginning in September 2009). In the same
way that Construction appears unsuited to a classroom, the purpose behind a
Diploma that teaches students about hair and beauty in a school instead of a salon
is equally hard to fathom. Not only do existing BTEC and NVQ courses cover al-
most every aspect of workplace training in this field, the specifications for Hair
and Beauty studies make for extraordinary reading. As part of the Foundation
Diploma,333 pupils will be asked in the classroom to learn about:

� “The skills necessary to create an initial and ongoing positive impression. For
example, washing hands”

� “The different types of hair and their characteristics. For example: wavy,
straight and curly”

� “The eras and events in history which have influenced modern hair styles
...e.g. Egyptian, Grecian, Roman”

� “How to communicate with clients to find out their requirements. For exam-
ple: ask questions”

� “Safe working practices for carrying out nail services and why they are impor-
tant. For example: …follow manufacturers’ instructions”

� “How to perform effectively and keep looking and feeling good throughout
the working day. For example: ...a good diet”

Although this knowledge may be important, it could be acquired in a matter of
hours in a hairdressing salon instead of labouring the point in classroom. In fair-
ness, the specifications recommend that pupils practise skin, nail and hand care
treatments on models, friends or even on themselves but the question remains as
to how effectively this course would prepare them for a career.There is surely no
need for an academic classroom-based qualification to cover these areas at age 14.

Grading and marking the Diplomas
Alongside confusion over the purpose of the Diplomas, there are also numerous
technical problems that threaten to undermine the qualification over the coming
years.According to the QCA, a combination of internal and external assessment will
be used and the student’s overall progress will be recorded on a ‘transcript’. To
achieve a Diploma, a student must complete every component: Principal Learn-
ing, Functional Skills, Personal, Learning andThinking Skills,Additional / Special-
ist Learning and the project as well as completing their ten days of work experience.
The Principal Learning units and the project will constitute the internal assessment
portion of the Diploma. This will place more responsibility for judging student
progress in the hands of professionals. Given what we know about teacher’s abil-
ity to make accurate judgements about the literacy and numeracy of 8-year-olds,
asking them to assess the quality of work produced by students from across the
ability range in 17 different subjects, each of which has unique specifications for
all four levels of the Diploma, is likely to cause problems. A-Level marking is sub-
jected to numerous checks and balances, yet even this is not enough to eliminate
arguments about standards and quality assurance. For the fate of Diploma students
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to be left solely in the hands of teachers (who, in the early stages of Diplomas, will
have almost no point of reference) is a real concern.

The decision to assess the project internally in each school is even more
remarkable, given the Government’s recent decision to scrap coursework in every
GCSE subject by 2009. In 2005, Education Secretary Ruth Kelly ordered review
of all coursework at GCSE and A-Level after a two-year study by the QCA found
“a virtual free-for-all among students, teachers and parents”334 when it came to
completing coursework assignments, as parental assistance and plagiarism from
the Internet were found to be widespread. Furthermore, a 2006 survey by the
QCA found that 65% of teachers felt coursework “takes time to mark ...[and] it’s
an extra burden”.335 Do the Government and the QCA believe these problems
won’t arise with internally assessed project work? What’s more, the ‘Personal,
Learning and Thinking’ skills are embedded within the specifications for the
Principal Learning but will not be taught or assessed in their own right.
Employers will be glad to see them in the Diploma specifications; how this trans-
lates into the classroom practice is another matter.

The externally marked sections of the Diploma could cause even more diffi-
culties. Additional/Specialist Learning will consist of existing qualifications such
as NVQs and GCSEs that are assessed by the relevant awarding body, in the same
way that they would be assessed for students taking the qualifications outside of
a Diploma, and will therefore have a reliable base. The Functional Skills compo-
nent, however, poses a serious threat to the success of Diplomas. As discussed in
earlier chapters, the state of literacy and numeracy currently seen in 14-year-olds
is dire: 46% of the boys and 34% of the girls who started their GCSEs in 2008
cannot read, write and count to the minimum standard, and in 2008 almost
100,000 pupils (17% of the cohort) began their GCSEs without reaching the
minimum standard in any of the core subjects.336 These students will be the
primary audience for the Diploma. Since the Functional Skills test will be pass or
fail and students must pass every section of the Diploma, it is conceivable that a
large number of students will not be awarded the Diploma on the basis of their
performance in this component.

To make matters worse, the grading system for new Diplomas is extremely
convoluted. The work experience appears to be little more than a box-ticking
exercise, the Additional/Specialist Learning is not graded as it is effectively a
separate qualification(s), the Personal, Learning and Thinking skills is not even
taught let alone graded, the project has been left open to both plagiarism and
parental assistance while the Functional Skills test threatens to deny thousands
of students their Diploma. In fact, the only areas of the Diploma that will count
towards the final grade are the Principal Learning and the project, with the
grade simply aggregating the score from these two areas. The QCA explanation
of the Diplomas in March 2008 made it clear that the mark scheme for these
areas had yet to be finalised.337 None of the ‘thresholds of achievement’ i.e. pass
marks for any area of the Diploma, be it Functional Skills or Principal Learning
units, had been set before the Diploma programme began nationwide.The QCA
also mentioned that there would be ‘rules for compensation’ allowing high
performance in some Principal Learning units to compensate for poorer
performance in other units but neglected to explain how this would work in
practice.
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The truth is that thousands of students across the country have started a quali-
fication that hasn’t even got a marking system, pass marks or grade boundaries in
place. What’s more, in 2007 AQA told the Select Committee on Diplomas that “it
is pertinent to record that all the awarding bodies [for the qualification] are on
record as being opposed to awarding Diploma grades because of the risks
involved in terms of fairness to students and the credibility of the Diploma”,338

making it clear that the notion of grading the Diploma was opposed by the people
who would have to make it work. The only decision that appears to have been
made on grading the Diplomas is peculiar in itself. The QCA decided that the
different Diplomas should be graded as follows:339

� Foundation Diploma: A*, A, B or ungraded (U)
� Higher Diploma: A*, A, B, C or ungraded (U)
� Advanced Diploma: A*, A, B, C, D, E or ungraded (U)

With no accompanying justification, each Diploma level will be graded differently
from the others.The comparability between levels is a serious issue given that, as
ages are not specified for any of the Diplomas, pupils can presumably choose a
Foundation or Higher Diploma to begin with and then move onto a Higher, Pro-
gression or Advanced Diploma when they have completed their first course. This
raises the inevitable question of how much is each Diploma worth relative to other
levels in the same subject? For example, how does a grade D in the Advanced
Diploma in Engineering compare to a grade B in a Higher Diploma in Engineer-
ing? The Diplomas began in September 2008, yet this question remains unan-
swered.

Problems with assessment are not the only logistical difficulties. The Children,
Schools and Families Select Committee was told in 2008 that the “programme of
introduction has …been too fast” and the Committee were “concerned about the
practicalities of child protection checks on staff in industry who might be work-
ing with Diploma pupils.”340 The Select Committee report on Diplomas in 2007
had previously warned about the dangers of forcing through so many new
Diploma lines within the first few years of the qualification going live: “it is
absolutely essential that …expansion takes place at a slow and controlled rate,
with sufficient time for development and assessment.Too often in the past, initia-
tives have been rolled out too quickly, with serious negative effects on quality.”341

This warning was flatly ignored. The pilot study assessing the extended project
within the Diplomas was not able to report its findings before the Diplomas had
begun in September 2008 and, according to the NfER, the pilot study evaluating
the Functional Skills qualification will not be completed before March 2010 – half
way through the second cohort of Diploma students and a full 18 months after
the first cohort began their courses that include the Functional Skills compo-
nent.342

The Government has similarly ignored the rather fundamental issue of whether
the pupils will turn up to study their Diplomas. The nature of the qualification
requires coordination on a huge scale between schools, colleges, teachers, exter-
nal lecturers, the careers service Connexions and local authorities because the
Diplomas will typically not be delivered in one place. In the national evaluation
of how well prepared schools were for delivering the new Diplomas (released in
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January 2009, four months after the Diplomas had already started), some alarm-
ing trends were identified. In almost all of the case studies, students were
expected to travel away from their school for some if not all of the course. Only
4 out of the 15 areas studied had even arranged transport for them (minibus, taxi
or bus fares) while 7 other areas left students to travel without any logistical or
financial assistance.343 2 out of the 15 areas hadn’t even managed to arrange a
timetable for the students that fitted the delivery of Diplomas with their National
Curriculum requirements.344 If a small hand-
ful of local areas containing a few thousand
pupils cannot coordinate transport and
timetables properly, it begs the question of
how such a qualification could possibly work
at a national level.

This national evaluation also offered a help-
ful yet troubling insight into why pupils were
choosing to study Diplomas and what might
be putting other pupils off choosing them.
Over 40% of pupils surveyed in Year 9 (age 14) and Year 11 (age 16) who were
not planning to study the Diplomas said that they did know enough about them
just months before the national roll-out took place,345 while 32% ofYear 9 pupils
and 23% ofYear 11 pupils who chose not to take Diplomas said: “I did not think
a Diploma would help me with my future”.346 The survey also found that “many
learners, particularly those inYear 11 … were concerned that Diplomas ‘aren’t very
useful because universities aren’t going to take them’. Young people preferred to take other,
more traditional courses that they knew would be accepted by [higher education
institutions] as illustrated by aYear 11 learner who said: ‘I did consider the Diploma, but
I was advised that [higher education institutions] value A- levels rather than a Diploma. I think
that A levels count for more.”347 For so many pupils to feel that Diplomas were useless
is a damning verdict on how well the Government has marketed this new quali-
fication. The report went on to say their survey “revealed that many had a very
limited (and sometimes inaccurate) understanding of what Diplomas would
involve. Furthermore, a minority reported that they had ‘never been told’ anything
about Diplomas.”348 In short, the survey of pupils shortly before Diplomas were
introduced for the first time found clear evidence of confusion surrounding the
purpose, structure, relevance and usefulness of Diplomas.

Universities and employers speak up against Diplomas
A year before the Diplomas were taught in schools for the first time, over 60% of
universities said that they did not see Diplomas as a ‘suitable alternative’ to A-Lev-
els.349 This news was countered in May 2008 by UCAS announcing that over one
hundred universities and colleges were ‘accepting’ the Diplomas, although on
closer inspection many of these institutions merely stated that ‘applications will be
considered on their individual merits’ rather than confirming that Diplomas were
equivalent to A-Levels or other qualifications.350 Alongside this announcement,
the influential Russell Group of leading universities tacitly backed Diplomas but
only those studied at Advanced level, and stated they were “concerned to ensure that
the Diploma sufficiently equips candidates with the skills and knowledge they need
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to flourish on our courses”.351 Cambridge University declared that the only
Diploma they were willing to consider was Engineering and only on the condition
that it was studied at Advanced level alongside “appropriate options” (i.e.A-levels)
in the Additional/Specialist Learning.352 Similarly, Oxford University were only
willing to accept an Advanced Diploma in Engineering “provided candidates also
obtain both an A-level in Physics and the new Level 3 Certificate in Mathematics for
Engineering.”353 The sole independent school to engage with Diplomas isWelling-
ton College and they are only offering Engineering.

The response from employers has been equally lukewarm. As far back as 2006,
Education Secretary Ruth Kelly accepted that the ten days work experience may
not be directly relevant to students’ courses after the QCA announced that they
were “not confident” that employers and schools could find sufficient placements
in the required fields.354 Professor Alan Smithers has argued that this “generalis-
ing to the notion of work-related experience rather than actual work experience
both undermines the original concept and imposes an unnecessary burden.”355

The question of whether local employers will be able to provide the considerable
volume of work experience required should the Diploma programme be rolled
out in 17 subjects nationwide has not been addressed by the Government, even
though the burden will fall mostly on small and medium-sized companies during
the current economic recession. Richard Lambert, Director-General of the CBI,
attacked Diplomas on the grounds that they could create a “fractured two-tier
education system” as private schools would continue to opt for GCSEs, A-levels or
the International Baccalaureate while state schools relied on Diplomas.356 At the
same time as expressing “genuine enthusiasm for the sector-specific, vocational
Diplomas”, he criticised the plans to introduce science, humanities and language
Diplomas as they risked “undermining the integrity of these traditional academic
subjects” and he was also worried that the “over-loaded education system” may
not be able to cope with the Diplomas because of a lack resources for schools and
poor careers advice.

Given all of the above, it is understandable that universities, employers and
politicians have grave concerns about the future success of the Diplomas.
Therefore it came as no surprise that the demand for the new Diplomas in
September 2008 was extremely low. After the Schools Minister Jim Knight
predicted that the take-up would be 50,000 and Jon Coles, Director of the 14-19
reform group at the Department for Children, Schools and Families, predicted
take-up “in the region of 160,000”,357 just 11,490 pupils across the entire UK
signed up to the first phase of the Diplomas.358 It has since been discovered that
in some areas of the country fewer than ten students are studying the Diplomas,359

and of the 11,490 that began their Diplomas last year only 1,416 students are
studying them at Advanced level – the only level seen as equivalent to A-Levels.360

The exam boards responsible for the qualifications have also started to raise
doubts, despite their significant investment in the qualifications. Dr Mike
Cresswell, director general of the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (repre-
senting the largest examination boards), said in November 2008 that he did not
believe the Diplomas were the kind of qualification “youngsters actually want”.361

Jerry Jarvis from EDEXCEL told the Children, Schools and Families Select
Committee that teachers would only receive three days’ training before the
September 2008 Diploma roll-out,362 and a survey in March 2008 by the ATL
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found that 55% of teachers thought they had not been given enough training and
nearly 40% said their school or college didn’t have enough classroom space or
available teachers for the Diplomas.363

A low take-up coupled with serious reservations from universities and employ-
ers hardly inspires confidence in the future of the Diplomas. When giving
evidence to the Select Committee, Jerry Jarvis warned that “if the Diploma does-
n’t earn its spurs as a qualification, and that means respect from employers,
pupils, parents and higher education, we face a serious problem.”364 In one of the
most candid ministerial admissions in recent years, Alan Johnson warned that the
Diplomas “could go horribly wrong” during his time as Secretary of State for
Education.365 The opposition parties have also been extremely critical of
Diplomas, putting a question mark over their long term survival.The Conservative
Party have said they will scrap the three academic Diplomas scheduled for intro-
duction in 2011366 and the Liberal Democrats would scrap the Diplomas
altogether.367 The £300 million of additional investment in Diplomas scheduled
for 2008-2011368 at a time of public service cuts gives detractors another strong
argument.

An effective part academic-part vocational route for 14-year-olds, focusing on
subjects that genuinely fit this niche, has considerable potential to engage learn-
ers and address the skills shortages in the UK. Even so, the Diplomas in their
current form are not the answer. In February 2009, Ed Balls was still insisting that
Diplomas can “give young people the knowledge they need to go onto university,
work or an apprenticeship with the right combination of academic rigour and
practical learning”,369 yet the reality is that the Diploma has been designed in
such a way that it risks cutting students off from both further study and employ-
ment.
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8
Young Apprenticeships

Although the concept of an ‘apprenticeship’ – an individual skilled in a craft
passing on knowledge and skills to the next generation – has been around for
centuries, the post-war decline of manufacturing industry in the UK signifi-
cantly reduced their availability. The concept was revived in 1994, which saw
the re-launch of the apprenticeship brand as ‘Modern Apprenticeships’ that
lead to NVQ Level 3,370 equivalent to A-Levels. The costs were shared between
the employer and the state, and employers contributed to the design of the
apprenticeships. Initial take-up of the new Modern Apprenticeships was very
encouraging, with enrollment shooting up from 24,800 in 1996 to 131,400
by 2000,371 but this number has been steadily falling ever since and was
100,000 by 2006.372 This has been due in part to the introduction of the
Foundation Apprenticeship leading to NVQ Level 2 and the Modern
Apprenticeship being renamed as an ‘Advanced Apprenticeship’. Level 2
apprenticeships have grown in popularity to 150,000 in 2006, meaning that
the total number of Level 2 and 3 apprenticeships is approximately 250,000 a
year.

The Government is keen to expand the apprenticeship programme. March
2008 saw the release of a joint publication between the DCSF and the Department
for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS) entitled “Raising Expectations: Enabling
the system to deliver”,373 in which the Government stated that “from 2013 every suit-
ably qualified young person should be entitled to an Apprenticeship place.”374 This
entitlement will be overseen by a new National Apprenticeship service (NAS).375

The aspiration is for apprenticeship numbers to hit 400,000 by 2020, though that
target is far less likely to be met now that the economy is contracting.376 To
support these proposals, central funding for apprenticeships is set to reach £1
billion by 2010/11.377 The popularity of apprenticeships has not escaped the
Conservatives who are vowing to create an extra 100,000 apprenticeship
places.378 There seems to be a general consensus behind all the headlines and the
press releases that apprenticeships can offer a valuable route into key industries.
Back in 2001, the Modern Apprenticeship Advisory Committee noted that “being
paid, achieving a recognised qualification and securing employment were partic-
ularly important for young people who were not expecting to perform well in
GCSEs.”379

With this in mind, the Government took the welcome step of offering appren-
ticeships to 14-year-olds for the first time in 2004 in a new ‘Young
Apprenticeships’ (YA) scheme.380 The driving force behind this scheme was that
the flexibility for this age group needed to be improved. For a long time, class-
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room qualifications – GCSEs, GNVQs, Vocational GCSEs or the new Diplomas –
remained the only option for 14-year-olds. An alternative was needed to engage
young people uninterested in this form of learning. As Modern Apprenticeships
had proved reasonably popular, opening up access to similar schemes at a younger
age was a logical step.

The distinctive feature ofYAs is the depth of workplace experience – at least 50
days over the two-year programme. Over these two years, pupils would also study
for Level 2 qualifications (equivalent to GCSEs) at the same time as completing
the statutory National Curriculum requirements such as GCSEs in English and
Mathematics. YAs were designed to ease the transition into an Advanced
Apprenticeship at age 16, should a pupil wish to pursue this route. Numerous
attempts have been made to bolster the credibility ofYAs.381 Sector Skills Councils
(SSCs), consisting of employer representatives from each industry sector, were
involved in designing and supporting their respective programmes and the SSCs
have endorsed the nationalYoung Apprenticeship Certificates awarded on success-
ful completion of the scheme.The Learning and Skills Council currently funds the
apprenticeships via local authorities who in turn commission ‘YA Delivery
Partnerships’ – a small dedicated team that organises and coordinates the employ-
ers, training providers and schools to suit local needs as well as evaluating the
schemes.

Numbers accessingYAs have risen steadily if unspectacularly from 1,000 pupils
to 9,000 by September 2007382 and the novel structure ofYA courses, namely that
pupils spend two days a week outside school with a training company of
employer (Table 6), has almost certainly contributed to this.
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Table 6: Structure of the Young Apprenticeship scheme

SCHOOL EMPLOYER/TRAINING PROVIDER

3 days a week 2 days a week

Pupils study statutory GCSE subjects: Pupils aim for Level 2 qualifications in:

� English � Art and Design

�Mathematics � Business and Administration

� Science � Construction

� ICT � Electricity and Power

� Engineering

Pupils must also complete other statutory � Food and Drink Manufacturing

National Curriculum requirements: � Hairdressing

� Citizenship � Health and Social Care

� Physical Education � Hospitality

� Sex and Relationships Education � Leadership and Coaching

�Motor Industry

� Performing Arts

� Retail

� Science

� Sports Management



YAs are open to all pupils although they need to demonstrate that they are
capable of achieving Level 2 qualifications, hence the following criteria for
pupils:

� Attendance and behaviour at the average level for Year 9 at the pupil’s school
� Evidence that the parents or guardians support the pupil’s choice
� Key Stage 2 SATs at Level 4 or higher in maths, science and English

Or

� A combined Key Stage 3 Teacher Assessment Score of 14 or higher

In exceptional circumstances, pupils who fail to meet the criteria can be allowed
onto the course. The local YA Delivery Partnership is then responsible for
timetabling and curriculum management, which inevitably becomes more com-
plicated when pupils spend time out of schools.The work experience is a funda-
mental part of theYA scheme and employers are required to provide a high-quality
placement (such as learning and practicing technical skills where appropriate) and
offer the prospect of moving onto an apprenticeship at age 16 should the pupil
wish to do so. As the YA Delivery Partnership organises the timetabling at a local
level, the work experience can be taken as regular days per week or in larger blocks.
As part of the arrangement, employers are expected to appraise the performance
of pupils and provide regular feedback on both the pupil and the quality of the pro-
gramme.

Praise from OFSTED
According to OFSTED’s review of theYA’s first three years, involving around 15-20
YA Delivery Partnerships, the programme is proving very successful. In terms of
student achievement:383

� “in all but two partnerships in 2006/07, there was no underachievement and
students were on track to achieve level 2 qualifications”

� “students’ knowledge and understanding of the vocational sector were good
or

� better in half the partnerships inspected”
� “Students’ personal development was good in all but two partnerships visited

in 2006/07 and never inadequate …[which] has been a major strength
throughout the first three years of the programme and continues to improve”

� “attendance was good in all partnerships inspected and behaviour was never
less than satisfactory”

� “students spoke very highly of the provision, which they enjoyed a great deal
…[because] they were treated more like adults, took pride in their work and
went on work placements”

� “In all but one partnership inspected in 2006/07 students took advantage of
the opportunities for independent learning …[and] teachers noted that young
apprentices took more responsibility for their own learning than their peers
in school did”

94 | policyexchange.org.uk

Rising Marks, Falling Standards

383 OFSTED, The Young Appren-

ticeships programme 2004–07: an

evaluation, OFSTED Publications,

London, p.7-8



OFSTED went on to congratulate teachers and trainers for their impressive
subject knowledge384 and the monitoring of progress through assessment and
providing feedback was commended.385 Employers’ positive perceptions of theYA
programme and their high level of involvement were also highlighted by the
inspection team, and the employers were generally very enthusiastic about the
programme.386

Nevertheless, OFSTED raised some concerns about YAs. Only a few of the YA
Delivery Partnerships were found to be setting challenging targets for students
and using individual learning plans effectively. The timetabling and recruitment
procedures (e.g. offering visits to local colleges that run the courses) had run into
some difficulties in the initial years of YAs but these problems were now being
resolved. In short, the overall assessment ofYA was very promising. Ironically,YAs
have helped meet the demands aired in theTomlinson Review for a stronger, more
coherent and more manageable vocational route to a far greater extent than the
new Diplomas, even though the Diplomas have received considerably more polit-
ical and financial investment.

The potential pitfalls for the Young Apprenticeship scheme
An obvious problem with the programme in its current form is the entry criteria,
which were designed to ensure that only academically successful pupils could be
accepted onto the course.The OFSTED report acknowledged that theYAs are aimed
at “students of average or above average ability”,387 yet these are by definition not
the students most likely to have become disengaged from regular schooling.While
it’s important that students choosing this route are properly motivated, barring
students with a poor academic record from taking part in YA is arguably punish-
ing those students who are most in need of this sort of programme.

Furthermore, the relationship of YAs to the new Diplomas is unclear. For the
2008 YA cohort, the 9,000 places were split into two groups: 7,000 places were
set aside for students to pursue qualifications approved by the SSCs (the standard
route) and the remaining 2,000 places were reserved for a pilot of YAs using
components from the new Diploma as the underpinning qualifications.388 The
aim of this was to “develop a means of deliveringYoung Apprenticeships through
the reformed qualifications landscape” after the introduction of the Diplomas as
well as helping to “develop delivery models of Diplomas that are likely to be
towards the higher end of the spectrum in terms of practical learning content”.389

The extended work experience remains a point of distinction between the
Diplomas and YAs, but this move by the Government opens the possibility of the
YA scheme being incorporated into the Diploma framework – a move that would
be damaging given the benefits of how much benefit YAs place on workplace
learning.

Other obstacles lie ahead. In 2008 the Learning Skills Council (LSC), who fund
the YA programme, became yet another high-profile victim of the constant re-
organisation in the skills policy sector. The DCSF/DIUS publication “Raising
Expectations”390 outlined the roles and responsibilities of a new Skills Funding
Agency and Young People’s Learning Agency that, along with the National
Apprenticeship Service, will replace the LSC in due course. Local authorities will
have a new duty to arrange suitable provision up to the age of 18 rather than 16,
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meaning that all apprenticeships including theYA programme will now be funded
and delivered at a local level.The demise of Connexions, the £450 million-a-year
careers service for 13 to 19-year-olds, also leaves YAs in a state of educational
limbo as the duty for providing a careers service has been passed to local author-
ities and colleges.391 Taking control of course funding and providing a
high-quality careers service will be a huge undertaking for local authorities.
Funding for YAs was reduced by two-thirds while the LSC was in control of the
programme, as they expected schools to fund the activities to an ever greater
degree392 – an issue that local authorities will have to grapple with in due course.
Whether the YAs survive this period of transition intact and properly funded,
given that they are not a core priority, remains to be seen, particularly as Diplomas
represent a much easier and cheaper investment.The Skills Commission suggested
in March 2009 that funding for the YA scheme should be ring-fenced393 but this
has yet to be adopted by the Government.

Judging by the experience of the YA programme, the success of educational
initiatives seems inversely correlated to the amount of political will and financial
resources expended.The much-hyped and as yet entirely unproven and risk-laden
Diploma programme, supporting 11,500 learners, has been lavished with £300
million over the next three years while funding for 9,000 YA students over the
next two years is under £60 million.394 Indications that the YA scheme will
become increasingly intertwined with the Diplomas do not bode well for the
future of this valuable programme.
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9
Secondary recommendations

The KS3 Strategy, much like its primary counterpart, has been an expensive fail-
ure. It has cost around £100 million a year since 2002 but there has been no
improvement whatsoever in performance. It has failed for the same reasons as the
PNS but it has the additional disadvantage of lacking the focus on basic skills. We
would not only scrap this Strategy but also significantly reduce the curriculum
demands in terms of the number of subjects that schools are required to teach.
This is not because we do not appreciate the importance of a broad and balanced
curriculum, rather that some children require
a more intensive focus on basic skills than the
current curriculum allows for.

In 2008 the purpose of KS3 was further
thrown into confusion with the sudden
collapse of SATs at age 14. This has left a
gaping hole between the end of primary
school and the GCSE years that schools are
struggling to fill. Because the removal of SATs was not planned in advance of the
ETS marking fiasco, no thought was given to what should replace them in the first
three years of secondary school. Although schools may have chosen to continue
with SATs up to summer 2009 as they had already started the final year of KS3
before SATs were scrapped, the decision about what to do in September 2009 is
still wide open. At the time of writing, several months after SATs at age 14 were
abolished, the Government have not decided what they want to see these SATs
replaced by - leaving KS3 without a specific objective or purpose.

We argue that it should be used to help students make decision about their
post-14 pathway. Instead of a one-off assessment at 14, a comprehensive profile
should be developed to guide parents and their children.This means that far more
clarity is needed about the post-14 options and our final recommendations
explore how this could be achieved given the tremendous confusion and
complexity in the qualifications system at the moment.

1. The Secondary National Strategy should be scrapped and schools should be
given extra resources and time to focus on children still struggling with literacy
and numeracy
Scrapping the KS3 National Strategy would save £100 million that could be used
by schools to buy in specialist support for children still struggling with reading,
writing and maths. This could be allocated on the same basis as money for pri-
mary schools – by attaching it to approved programmes. In this case money would
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only be available for children who had not yet met the minimum standards when
leaving primary school. Last year 28% of pupils failed to achieve Level 4 in Eng-
lish and mathematics at the end of primary school, which amounted to 163,000
children. £100 million would therefore translate into an additional £615 for each
pupil that has fallen behind.As fewer and fewer children left primary school with-
out the basic skills, this money to secondary schools could be focused on an ever
narrower group.

We also recommend that all schools are given full control over their curricu-
lum at KS3. The first wave of academies were allowed to choose what subjects
they taught and we believe this freedom should be extended to every second-
ary school. The National Curriculum should become the default choice, rather
than a statutory obligation. This would allow schools in which a high propor-
tion of students are still having problems mastering literacy and numeracy the
freedom to focus on these problems. One common trait of many of the most
successful academies is that they have used their freedom to narrow the
curriculum for this group of students. While a broad curriculum entitlement
is beneficial for most pupils, and would continue to be the norm, the insis-
tence that every pupil must continue to pursue a huge list of statutory subjects
up to the age of 14 is hard to justify while standards in core skills remain so
low.

2. Develop a new profile for children completing KS3 which would help them
to decide which post-14 pathway to follow
As discussed in the next recommendation, we envisage that three clear routes
should be available at the end of KS3: Academic, Applied andVocational.The three
years at the beginning of secondary school should therefore be a period in which
schools begin to identify each pupil’s interests and strengths. In order to give pupils
the necessary information for making appropriate choices at age 14, a new ‘Pupil
Profile’ should be introduced. Pupils are currently awarded little more than their
SATs results (and not even that any more) and a National Curriculum level in their
subjects, providing an inadequate set of information on which to make key deci-
sions. The SATs and National Curriculum levels are too narrow and they wrongly
assume that a single number can encapsulate everything that a pupil has achieved
in that subject over the previous three years.

The educational charity ‘EDGE’ (one of the sponsors of this report) has recently
recommended a ‘Pupil Profile’395 and we believe that it presents a workable
suggestion for how the profile with three core elements might operate:

� Regular basic skills tests (literacy and numeracy) would be done throughout
KS3 and the results reported on the profile

� Attainment in other subjects would also be included in the profile but with a
greater focus on skills (e.g. teamwork, problem solving) rather than grades.
This would revolve around a combination of formal and informal assessments
of these skills as well as providing feedback for the pupils.

� A record of the child’s interests and motivation. This would be written and
updated by the student, parents and right across KS3 at any time by any of
them, with the possibility of including results from psychometric tests to
provide a fuller picture of each pupil’s strengths.
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These three elements – subject attainment, life skills and interests – would form
a full and accurate picture of every individual pupil.This profile could also contain
information such as attendance records and behaviour ratings. In order to keep a
lid on bureaucracy, the content of the profiles would be limited while the moni-
toring itself should be done electronically. Once completed, face-to-face
discussions between pupils, parents, teachers and careers advisors would need to
take place to decide which of the three routes the pupil should concentrate on
over the next two years. Pupil profiling across KS3 would remove the need for
formal testing as formative assessment and classroom observations will provide
all the necessary performance information and national sampling would give
information about national standards. Data from GCSEs and other formal qualifi-
cations would, of course, still be made available for prospective parents to make
decisions about secondary schools.

3. Create three distinct routes from 14 to 16
The following three recommendations are designed to create a tripartite model of
education from age 14 to 16 (which would then be carried on from 16-19).The
aim is to bring clarity of purpose to schools, students and parents that is sorely lack-
ing at present. Each of the three routes – Academic, Applied and Vocational – re-
quire some reform to make them fit for purpose. Figure 18 gives an indication of
the current situation from age 14 to 18, illustrating the confusing and complicated
landscape that pupils and parents must navigate.

(a) Bolster the academic route at age 14
As explored in Chapter 6, the credibility of GCSEs has suffered enormously in re-
cent years. Standards have slipped to the point where a GCSE grade now is worth
almost a grade less than it was a decade ago.After years of debatable standards and
the incremental creep of vocational courses into the same space inhabited by GCSEs,
a new approach is required to inject greater credibility and integrity back into ac-
ademic studies at the age of 14.
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Our first recommendation is to pass control of GCSE examination standards to
the new Standards Agency which would replace OFQUAL (outlined in Chapter 4
in our ‘Primary Recommendations’). By having an independent regulator run by
school, business and university representatives, the incentive to lower grade
boundaries in the name of increasing pass rates will be mitigated. The QCA’s
recent decision to allow schools to choose the iGCSE,396 a qualification that closely
resembles the old O-Level course, is welcome as it is widely thought to provide a
sterner challenge for more able pupils. However, at the time of writing the DCSF
has yet to confirm whether they will allocate funding for this qualification,
suggesting that they are not overly keen on the idea of having competing qualifi-
cations within the state sector.

Our second recommendation is to restore the academic underpinnings of all
academic subjects.This requires a sharp reversal of recent trends which have seen
an emphasis on ‘functionality’ and ’literacy‘ (in the broader sense of the word)
rather than a deep understanding of underlying methodologies. In the past few
years we have seen the introduction of new science GCSEs that have been widely
criticised by university professors and employers for their lack of scientific
content. The same now appears to be happening with GCSE Mathematics. We
believe that an independent Standards Agency run by a board made up of repre-
sentatives from higher education and key employment sectors would be in a
strong position to demand a higher level of core knowledge content in qualifica-
tions. But the two pre-requisites of such changes are that fewer children start their
GCSE courses without mastering basic skills and that strong Applied and
Vocational routes are available for students for whom academic courses are not
appropriate or desired.

(b) Simplify the structure of Diploma programme
The complexity built into the Government’s new Diploma programme is simply
staggering.There are four (soon to become five) different categories of Diploma
in each of the 17 lines of learning. In addition, each of the four categories has
a separate syllabus within each line of learning, each syllabus contains a large
number of specialisms that pupils can select from, each individual Diploma is
made up of six constituent parts (many of which are not graded or even assessed)
and each of the four Diploma categories are expected to take different lengths of
time to complete. To compound the bewildering maze of options, the four cat-
egories of Diplomas are arranged in parallel without any ages specified for start-
ing or completion, as opposed to the serial routes for both academic and
vocational studies. This creates a huge number of possible permutations from
age 14 to 18 that schools must cater for in terms of coordinating timetables,
transport and the delivery of various course components, which presents serious
difficulties for the local partnerships of schools, colleges and employers that de-
liver the Diplomas.

Nevertheless we do believe that there is an argument for an Applied pathway
from 14-19 for subjects that are neither completely academic nor completely
vocational. A Diploma structure could be suitable for this as it allows for different
components to be built into a single qualification, but the current model needs to
be drastically simplified if it is to perform this role. To this end, we recommend
the following changes to the Diplomas:
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1. Move from a ‘parallel’ to a ‘serial’ structure
At present, there are four categories of Diploma within each subject –
Foundation, Higher, Progression and Advanced. These categories run alongside
each other so that pupils can choose which category they start with and how long
they spend on each category. We propose moving from a ‘parallel’ system to a
‘serial’ one, in which one Diploma is studied from 14-16 and a second Diploma
is studied from 16-18. The 14-16 Diploma would be named a ‘Foundation’
Diploma and the 16-18 companion would be an ‘Advanced’ Diploma.

2. Use existing Diploma content to create the new ‘Foundation’ and ‘Advanced’ Diplomas
To move across from a set of parallel Diploma categories into this new struc-
ture, it would be sensible to use the existing Diploma content as much as
possible. The new ‘Foundation’ Diploma at age 14 should therefore be based
largely on the current ‘Higher’ course which takes 18-24 months to complete,
and the new ‘Advanced’ Diploma at age 16 can be based on the current
‘Advanced’ course which takes approximately 24 months.

3. Reduce specialisation options, particularly in the new ‘Foundation’ Diploma at age 14
Within this new three-route structure for our education system, it is impor-
tant that some flexibility is retained. In addition, the qualifications themselves
must be beneficial without becoming overly complicated. The current
Diplomas allow pupils to specialise very early on in the course, even within
courses that cover a relatively narrow field of employment. For example, the
‘Creative and Media’ Diploma has 80 different options for specialisation at the
most basic level, let alone when it becomes more advanced.While the content
must clearly be relevant at all ages, this degree of specialisation within an
already specialised qualification creates a huge burden for schools, colleges
and other learning providers who must offer all these options. We propose
having a standardised syllabus in every Diploma subject from 14-16 and only
allowing specialisation (delivered through NVQs, BTECs, OCR Nationals, City
and Guilds and other relevant qualifications) at age 16, so that pupils retain a
broad understanding of the subject area before choosing which particular
niche they wish to pursue in employment or further education.

4. Simplify the grading system for Diplomas
With all the major examination boards on record as opposing grades being
awarded for Diplomas, the QCA’s bizarre grading system in which different
grades get awarded at different Diploma levels complicates an already confusing
picture. Only two out of the six components of Diplomas (Principal Learning
and the project) count towards the final grade, and the precise marking system
and grade boundaries are still undecided. We propose dropping the grading
altogether and moving to a simple ‘Distinction/Pass/Fail’ system. Seeing as
much of the Diploma is currently excluded from the final grades, it makes more
sense to include all of these presently ignored components as a simple Pass-Fail
exercise within the overall Diploma (the Functional Skills test and work experi-
ence are broadly in this format) while still allowing for excellent achievement
in the main body of the course to be recognised with a Distinction.

5. Remove references to ‘Guided Learning Hours’
In Chapter 7, the table outlining the current structure of Diplomas made
constant reference to ‘Guided Learning Hours ‘ (GLH), which comes with the
embarrassingly loose definition of “all times when a member of staff is pres-
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ent to give specific guidance towards the learning aim being studied on a
programme”.397 This term makes Diplomas appear more complicated than
they really are, particularly when compared to a straightforward GCSE
syllabus.Therefore we propose scrapping references to GLH and reverting to a
set syllabus, which includes the skills and knowledge to be learnt across the
course.

One of the major benefits of switching to a more structured Diploma route is the
increased flexibility that it will offer. Expecting every pupil to make the right choice
about which of the three routes to pursue at age 14 would be unrealistic, so it is
essential that they are able to move between routes at age 16 and 18. By turning
the Diplomas into two-year courses and having identical length courses available
in the Academic andVocational routes, pupils will be able to move between routes
with much greater ease than they would if they were forced to study several dif-
ferent Diplomas of various lengths over an undefined number of years. Moreover,
by making the above changes it would mean that both the ‘Foundation’ and ‘Ad-
vanced’ Diplomas (and their equivalent Young Apprenticeships) would become

stand-alone qualifications, allowing them to be
integrated into Further and Higher Education
programmes and offered to learners of all ages.

In addition, we believe that ten days of
work experience for Diplomas is inadequate,
especially when it does not have to bear any
relation whatsoever to the Diploma being
studied. The practical implications of arrang-

ing high-quality relevant work experience for so many pupils are not necessarily
insurmountable, but the speed at which the Diploma programme has been intro-
duced leaves little prospect of finding sufficient (and beneficial) placements.
Ideally the numbers of day spent in the workplace would be increased to around
25 days over the two-year course – exactly half the amount of workplace training
forYoung Apprenticeships – although it may be necessary to offer financial incen-
tives for employers to offer additional work placements.

(c) Expand the vocational route at age 14
Of all the initiatives introduced into our education system over the past ten years,
the Young Apprenticeship (YA) scheme has been one of the most successful. By
spending three days a week in school and two days in the workplace, pupils have
gained skills and experience that have prepared them for the workplace while still
ensuring that they develop core skills in school. OFSTED was extremely impressed
by YAs when they reported on the first four years of the scheme and the pupils
completing their apprenticeships also gave very positive feedback. However the
YAs is that the scheme is extremely small at the moment, with just 9,000 pupils
being able to access the apprenticeships across the whole country each year – less
than 1.5% of the national cohort.

We recommend thatYAs are rolled out properly as a national scheme to create
a genuinely vocational route at age 14. At present, the scheme is funded by the
Learning and Skills Council even though the DCSF fund the rest of 14-16 educa-
tion (via local authorities). We suggest that the funding is passed to schools
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through the standard funding formula and that schools should then pass money
on to employers where appropriate. Funding YAs via the standard school budget
delegated to local authorities would also assist with coordinating delivery
through local business partnerships, which is a key aspect of the programme.The
new National Apprenticeship Service (NAS), being set up as part of the machin-
ery that will follow the closure of the Learning and Skills Council in 2010, would
be ideally placed to take responsibility for expanding the scheme through work-
ing with local authorities, the DCSF and major employers to provide the necessary
logistical support.

One of the greatest concerns regarding YAs is that, rather than develop into a
separate vocational route, they might be sucked into the Diplomas, creating
further confusion. It is imperative that YAs are kept separate from Diplomas as
they should serve entirely different purposes by offering different kinds of
courses for different styles of learning. We also think it is important that YAs be
made accessible to a wider group of young people, which would require the
academic entry criteria to be lowered. While there is a danger that in doing so
the qualification would be debased, it is likely that many of the candidates for
which practical learning is most appropriate will have already become alienated
from formal academic learning before 14. It would be far more suitable for
such students to take YA courses than to be forced to sit GCSES. For the same
reasons we would argue that insisting that pupils in theYA scheme take English,
maths and ICT GCSEs makes little sense. Instead they should take the new func-
tional English, maths and ICT courses designed to be taken by Diploma
students.

In summary, Figure 19 shows our proposal for the structure that education
should take between the ages of 14 and 18.This figure shows the new serial route
in the Diploma programme and, for the sake of clarity, we have renamed YAs to
Foundation Apprenticeships to bring them in line with the new Diploma from
14-16. It is important to note that we envisage students will still be able to move
between routes if they wish.
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4. Rationlaise subjects so they sit in the most appropriate route
The scale of duplication across supposedly different pathways in our post-14 qual-
ifications framework has become worse over time. For example, the new Diploma
in Hair and Beauty Studies joins several existing qualifications such a BTEC Na-
tional in BeautyTherapy Sciences, a BTEC Short Course in Hairdressing, Beauty and
RelatedTherapies, a BTEC Higher National in BeautyTherapy Sciences, an NVQ in
BeautyTherapy, a BTEC National in Hairdressing and an NVQ in Hairdressing and
Barbering – all of which involve a much larger amount of time in the workplace
and therefore seem eminently more appropriate for this line of work.Another ex-
ample would be ‘Construction and the Built Environment’, currently available as a
GCSE, a Diploma and an NVQ.This level of duplication illustrates the muddled ob-
jectives of each route available to 14-year-olds. The situation will only get more
confusing as the next three waves of Diplomas come into force. Almost every sin-
gle one of the new Diplomas already has several vocational equivalents, which begs
the question of why they are needed at all, while the final wave of Diplomas (Hu-
manities, Languages and Science) has sparked controversy due to the obvious over-
lap with GCSEs and A-levels. The failure to specify which subjects are best served
by either Academic,Applied orVocational learning is wasting considerable sums of
money and means that students and parents face even more unnecessary compli-
cations.

We recommend rationalising the available school-based qualifications to
simplify the system. For example, Vocational GCSEs should be scrapped. The
subjects involved are typically ‘applied’ rather than properly vocational and should
be covered by the simplified Diploma route or the YA scheme. Another example
would be the upcoming Diplomas in Humanities and Languages, which should
also be dropped. If pupils wish to pursue academic subjects, GCSEs and A-Levels
are already available. A Diploma in Applied Science makes more sense, given the
enormous number of applications that science has in the real world. Given that
one of the biggest problems STEM employers have is hiring technicians (rather
than degree-level scientists) this could be an extremely valuable course if done
properly.

More broadly, we suggest that all courses are reassessed to determine which
route (Academic, Applied or Vocational) they are best served by. Many subjects
will fit neatly into the academic route (e.g. maths, History) and many will clearly
be better served as a fully vocational option (e.g. Construction, Motor
Mechanics), while other subjects combine academic and vocational content so
suit Applied courses (e.g. ICT, Engineering). Other subjects, though, are not as
easily categorised as others (e.g. Drama/Theatre Studies, Health and Social care)
so there is a need for a thorough review of the post-14 qualification framework
to make the system as simple as possible.
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One of the most enduring debates in education concerns ‘standards’ in primary 

and secondary schools.  Literacy, numeracy and science form the backbone of the 

school curriculum with the intention of equipping pupils with these core skills by 

the time they leave school.  The purpose of this report is to investigate the extent 

to which literacy, numeracy and science have improved since 1997 with a particular 

focus on SATs at age 7, 11 and 14.  

Through a detailed analysis of national school performance data, a number of 

serious concerns are raised with regard to the current state of pupils’ core skills.  

In addition, the curriculum from the ages of 14 to 16 - which includes GCSEs, 

Diplomas and Apprenticeships - is assessed in terms of its rigour, complexity and 

credibility.  We also put forward our recommendations for the future direction of 

primary and secondary education, including a new model for SATs, more freedom 

for schools in how they teach core skills and creating a better set of academic and 

vocational options for pupils at age 14.


