Handout 1 - The Wolf Review Summary 
Published in March 2011, The Wolf Report, commissioned by Education Secretary Michael Gove and carried out by Professor Alison Wolf, is an independent review of vocational education. Professor Wolf was asked to consider how vocational education for 14- to 19-year-olds can be improved in order to promote successful progression into the labour market and into higher level education and training routes. She was also asked to provide practical recommendations to help inform future policy direction in vocational education, taking into account current financial constraints.

Summary

· In England, today, around two and a half million young people are aged 14 to 19.

· The vast majority are engaged in full or part time in education.

· Most English young people now take some vocational courses before they are 16;

· and post-16 the majority follow courses which are largely or entirely vocational.

Vocational education offers a direct route into higher education and prestigious apprenticeships. Conventional academic study encompasses only part of what the labour market values and demands: vocational education can offer different content, different skills, different forms of teaching and is therefore an important part of our educational provision.

But there are hundreds of thousands of vocational students not following courses which offer a successful pathway into employment or higher education. Among 16 to 19 year olds, the Review estimates that at least 350,000 get little to no benefit from the post-16 education system. Less than 50% of students have English and Maths GCSE (at Grades A* -C) by the end of Key Stage 4 (age 15/16); and at age 18 the figure is still below 50%. The funding and accountability systems established by government create incentives to steer 16+ students into what might be considered inferior alternative qualifications. The result is that many of England’s 14-19 year olds do not, at present, progress successfully into either secure employment or higher-level education and training nor have the skills to progress at a later date.

What we want to achieve 

Vocational education for 14-19 year olds must serve the purpose of creating and maintaining opportunities for all young people. The Wolf Review makes a number of detailed recommendations to that end. Underlying them are three very clear organising principles for reform –

· The system has no business tracking and steering 14 year olds, or 16 year olds, into programmes which are effectively dead-end.

· Provide people with accurate and useful information, so that they can make decisions accordingly.

· The system needs to be simplified dramatically; English vocational education is extraordinarily complex and opaque by European and international standards.

The wider environment

Today’s vocational education system must respond to five key labour market characteristics. First, full-time education or training to age 18 is now the dominant pattern. In England, virtually everyone stays on post-GCSE and the majority participate to age 18. This has led to the implosion of the youth labour market.  This change in the youth labour market is the second critical aspect of today’s labour market which vocational education must recognise. Thirdly apprenticeships and work experiences still offer a good alternative progression route, while many formal qualifications are not worth having at all. Fourth, good levels of English and Mathematics continue to be the most generally useful and valuable vocational skills on offer. Fifth, young people change jobs very frequently, within a labour market which is also in constant flux, so students need general skills.

The way forward 

Institutions must focus on students’ demands and needs, not those of government agencies and the Government should focus on its key roles of monitoring and ensuring quality, and providing objective information, and withdraw from micro-management. To that end, the Review proposes some major changes:

· Funding should be on a per student basis post-16 as well as pre-16, and institutions should be expected to offer and provide coherent programmes of study, within broad parameters, rather than being funded on the basis of individual qualifications.

· Post-16, English and Mathematics should be a required component of study programmes for those without good GCSEs in these subjects.

· There should be much greater freedom for awarding bodies to develop and for institutions to offer the vocational qualifications they prefer for 16-19 year old students. Regulation should move away from qualification accreditation towards awarding body oversight, and there should be no obligation for vocational qualifications for 16-19 year olds to be part of the Qualifications and Credit Framework.

· Pre-16, it is critical that young people not be tracked in irreversible ways. Only those qualifications – both vocational and academic – that meet stringent quality criteria should form part of the performance management regime for schools. However, schools should also be free to offer whatever other qualifications they wish from regulated awarding bodies.

· Performance measures should also reinforce the commitment to a common core of study at Key Stage 4, with vocational specialisation normally confined to 20% of a pupil’s timetable; and should remove incentives for schools to pile up large numbers of qualifications for ‘accountability’ reasons. The proposed changes to funding and accountability regimes should remove the incentives which currently encourage schools and colleges to steer young people into perhaps the easier options, rather than ones which will help them progress.

The Review suggests a number of other measures which should improve the quality and efficiency of provision:

· Clarifying and activating the legal right of colleges to enrol students under 16 should increase 14-16 year olds’ access to high quality vocational provision.

· The Review also recommends reforms in teacher qualification requirements and that QTLS (the FE equivalent of Qualified Teacher Status) should be recognised in schools.

It recommends that employers should be directly involved in quality assurance and assessment activities at local level

 

Efforts should be made to provide greater access to the workplace for 16-18 year olds. The Review therefore recommends subsidies to employers when they are involved in general education rather than specific skill training. It also recommends, as a matter of urgency, that more 16-19 year olds be given opportunities to spend substantial periods in the workplace, undertaking genuine workplace activities. 

Click here to read the Wolf Review in full (opens in new window). 

