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SPA Good Practice Statements

Supporting Professionalism in Admissions Programme (SPA)
SPA is an independent and objective voice on UK higher education (HE) admissions.  It leads on the development of fair admissions, providing an evidence base and recommendations for good practice to help universities and colleges maintain and enhance excellence and professionalism in admissions, student recruitment and widening participation/access.  SPA works closely with HE institutions (HEIs) and other stakeholders to provide resource outputs to help HEIs develop and update their admissions practice and policy to enhance quality, transparency, reputation and fairness.  Full information on SPA and its work can be found at www.spa.ac.uk.
Statements of good practice
This good practice statement has been prepared by SPA in response to requests from institutions offering HE courses.  Our objective is to provide good practice which has been derived from the analysis of evidence collected by SPA from discussions with staff during visits to HEIs, at conferences, evidence from HEIs’ policy and practice, and from desk-based research.  There are a number of SPA good practice statements which aim to provide a wide range of staff in HE with principles and examples to consider, enabling them to review and update their own policies and practices.  Heads and deputy heads of HEIs, senior managers, admissions and registry staff, student services staff, equality and diversity practitioners and student officers and representatives may find the statements of value and assistance.

In the UK admissions standards, requirements, procedures, policies and decisions are the responsibility of each individual HE institution.  This principle was affirmed in the Schwartz Report on Fair Admissions (2004)
 and is set out in law.

Disclaimer
This good practice statement is for general guidance only, and should not be taken as a list of obligations or a legal document.  SPA emphasises that it does not offer legal advice and cannot take any responsibility for actions taken based on this information.  Institutions must always take their own legal advice as they see appropriate.

SPA good practice statements are kept under review and updated as appropriate.  Your comments or updates are invited and appreciated, please contact enquiries@spa.ac.uk
1.  Introduction
The SPA Programme was established in May 2006.  The creation of such a central source of expertise and advice on admissions issues was one of the recommendations of the Schwartz Report, Fair Admissions to Higher Education: Recommendations for Good Practice
.  SPA’s objectives include ‘leading on good practice around the admission of those with vocational qualifications’.   
Part of SPA’s work concentrates on the wider issue of encouraging good practice in admissions decision-making, in order that everything a learner is offering, not only in terms of their qualifications, but also relevant work experience, Accredited Prior Experiential Learning (APEL), Accredited Prior Learning (APL), Accreditation of Prior Certificated Learning (APCL), or Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), skills or relevant contextual factors is considered, treating each applicant as an individual.  
SPA works with HE providers to encourage them to consider vocational qualifications, work-based learning and skills for progression to full-time and part-time courses, as part of fair admissions and good practice.  This Good Practice Statement brings together various aspects of good practice to support vocational progression to HE.
2. Vocational qualifications – the SPA definition
SPA’s definition of a vocational qualification is a qualification relating to a particular line of work or a specific job, career or profession, with an emphasis on the assessment of practical skills and knowledge.  
Examples of vocational qualifications at level 3 and higher include BTECs, City & Guilds, National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), OCR Nationals and Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs), Higher Professional Diplomas (level 4) and Master Professional Diplomas (level 7).  
The wide range of vocational qualifications available also reflects differences in structure and content.  Some, such as BTECs and OCR Nationals have a significant amount of academic input while others, such as NVQs and SVQs, are highly competency based.  Many degrees in the UK - foundation, undergraduate and postgraduate, may also be considered as examples of vocational and professional qualifications, and may lead to highly specialised, professional careers.
There are also a number of vocational strands to Access to HE courses; the provision includes Access to Nursing, Access to Health and Social Care and Access to Social Work.
3. APEL, APL, APCL and RPL - the SPA definition
APEL, APL, APCL and RPL are all terms which HEIs may use in relation to progression to HE.  This progression is discussed here within the context of ensuring that applicants with all types of qualifications and experience, which may include vocational qualifications, and/or applicants without the usual level and/or volume of formal qualifications, are provided with equality of opportunity in terms of progression to HE.  This is not an exhaustive list of the ways in which these aspects of progression are described by HEIs.

SPA’s definition of APEL, APL, APCL and RPL is an approach by which the effective use of learning from life and work experience can be utilised in relation to progression to HE.  This approach demonstrates positive support for access and widening participation (WP) and recognises the achievements of students who have followed less traditional educational routes.
Approaches typically include policies and practices which are designed to accredit learning and achievement which:

· occurred and has been previously assessed and certificated;  
· took place in a work/community-based or related setting, but is not a formal part of that experience;
· occurred at some time, prior to the formal HE programme on which an applicant is about to embark; 
· was concurrent with participation in an HE programme, but was not a formal part of that experience; 
· was gained through experience and critical reflection, but was not part of a formal learning programme.
APL can be applied to different types of prior learning:
· the accreditation of prior certificated learning (APCL) is giving recognition to learning which has been formally assessed, and for which a certificate has been awarded. Such learning can be relatively straightforward to identify and recognise;
· the accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL) recognises that knowledge and skills can be developed through many types of experience, such as work and voluntary activities. APEL gives recognition for learning that has been gained from experience, rather than from a certificated programme of study or training. 
RPL is defined as a process which involves a learner reflecting on experiences; identifying learning and providing evidence of that learning.  This term is used most commonly in the UK by Scottish HEIs.  

HEIs must be transparent about their policies in relation to one or more of these approaches, and they must be clearly articulated in all relevant printed materials and on websites.  
Appendix A provides some good examples of HEIs’ policies and statements in relation to APEL, APL, APCL and RPL, some of which are at the institutional level while others refer to particular courses or programmes of study.  
SPA recommends that in developing devolved policies, HEIs should ensure consistency across the institution.  There are likely to be cases where specific types of approach may suit certain courses, but the methodology for consideration should be the same.
4. Apprenticeships – the SPA definition
Whilst an Apprenticeship is not technically a qualification, it is a way by which some learners can equip themselves with the knowledge and skills required to progress to HE.  Apprenticeships take various forms but will typically consist of vocational training which is provided through a combination of work-based and theoretical learning.  

The National Apprenticeship Service (NAS) reported in October 2011
 that the number of provisional 2010/11 Apprenticeship starts had risen by 58% compared to the full 2009/10 academic year. NAS also reported a consistent increase in Apprenticeships for the 16-18, 19-24 and 25+ age groups. There is funding for 360,000 apprentices this year, and an increased emphasis on progression to advanced and higher level vocational qualifications. HEIs need to ensure they can respond to this by considering the acceptance of Apprenticeships for progression to HE courses and programmes. 
Despite a major expansion in student numbers over the last decade, students from lower social class backgrounds remain highly under-represented in higher education (HESA, 2009).  There are clear links between supporting Apprenticeship progression to HE and the WP and social mobility agendas.  Apprenticeship programmes are also an effective way for HEIs to engage with employers and the skills agenda. 
The Specification of Apprenticeship Standards England (SASE)
 has been developed by the Skills Funding Agency, NAS, the DfE and BIS and it sets out the minimum requirements to be included in a recognised English Apprenticeship framework.  Compliance with the SASE is a statutory requirement of the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning (ASCL) Act.  Level 2 Apprenticeships are now called Intermediate Level, Level 3 are now called Advanced Level and there are now Level 4/5 Higher Apprenticeships available in some sectors.

Typical Apprenticeship Frameworks combine a skills based qualification with a knowledge based qualification plus Key, Functional or Essential Skills (Wales) in Literacy and Numeracy.

Specifically, frameworks consist of:

a competency Qualification (NVQ)

a knowledge Qualification (Technical Certificate) only in some frameworks

key/Functional Skills in Communication and Application of Number and in some frameworks ICT

employee Rights and Responsibilities (ERR)

personal Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTS)

on the Job and Off the Job Guided Learning Hours.

The competency Qualification is the qualification required to demonstrate competence in performing the skill, trade or occupation to which the framework relates.

The knowledge Qualification is the qualification required to demonstrate achievement of the technical skills, knowledge and understanding of theoretical concepts and knowledge and understanding of the industry and its market relevant to the skills, trade or occupation to which the framework relates.
Some of the following qualifications at Level 3 appropriate to the apprenticeship subject are typical of the knowledge component of some apprenticeship frameworks:

Level 3 NVQ

Level 3 Diploma (QCF)

BTEC Level 3 Subsidiary Diploma (QCF)

City & Guilds Level 3 Diploma (QCF).

Key/Functional Skills depending on the level of the apprenticeship.  For Intermediate and Advanced level there will be a key or functional skill requirement at Level 1 or 2 in Communication (literacy) and Application of Number (numeracy).  There is now also an ICT level 1 or 2 requirement in some frameworks; this has been introduced following consultation with industries in the appropriate employment sectors.

Many frameworks are delivered entirely in the workplace however some require day release attendance at College.

Many employment sectors share the same skills sets and requirements.  Many of these are transferable across sectors and are built into the Apprenticeship to maximise flexibility and choice for employers and apprentices. These skills, which apprenticeship applicants will typically have on entry to HE, include working with others, improving own learning and performance and problem solving.
5. SPA Good Practice Statement and checklist 

To draw these various aspects of good practice together in a coherent way, SPA has drafted a good practice statement in relation to the support of vocational progression to HE.
5.1 SPA’s work in relation to vocational qualifications
As part of the wider SPA objective which concentrates on the encouragement of good practice in admissions decision-making, SPA is working with HEIs and other stakeholders to support vocational progression to HE.  The external drivers affecting progression to HE in the UK include recognition of the context within which a learner applies to enter HE.
5.2 Routes into higher education
Not all learners will apply to enter HE directly from school or college, many may be mature learners and many may have taken qualifications which are less familiar to those making admissions decisions.  These different routes for progression to HE include what may be described or viewed as being less ‘traditional’ i.e. other than via a purely academic route.  Many learners apply to enter HE having followed more vocational routes, and it is important for HEIs to consider these qualifications when thinking about utility for progression to their courses or programmes.  
Universities and colleges are autonomous institutions when it comes to admissions, furthermore they have diverse missions and teaching and learning strategies.  There will be some HEIs where it is believed that applicants with vocational qualifications would not be qualified or prepared for the academic depth and rigour needed to succeed on some traditional academic programmes.  
HEIs should consider whether their course provision includes programmes which meet the needs of learners who have followed work-based programmes.  There is a role for HEIs in engaging with employers and in developing learning programmes that develop and accredit knowledge and competence in the workplace.  Many Level 3 Apprentices (and particularly their employers) will be less interested in full-time traditionally delivered honours programmes and more interested in other types of provision e.g. foundation degrees designed to accredit knowledge and competence and support progression to a particular job role.  This type of provision, delivered on a part-time basis might be particularly appropriate for some of these learners.
As reported in the Skills Commission Report Technicians and Progression (October 2011)
, there is widespread support for alternatives to the traditional three year university degree.  The report describes a skills mission for universities, in which HE is redesigned by learners and employers, who, in ever more flexible labour markets, are demanding a more vocational and occupationally oriented system.  The report states that many universities have begun to offer higher level skills provision that is distinct from the traditional product base, new and innovative provision that is shorter, vocationally focused and often undertaken in the workplace.
SPA is working with other stakeholders to try to widen the knowledge and understanding of the range, content, levels, breadth and depth of vocational qualifications.  These include apprenticeship frameworks and the Qualifications and Credit Framework QCF)
 in England and those elsewhere in the UK, such as the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF)
.
Many applicants with vocational qualifications (particularly work-based qualifications) will be older than the typical A level entrant and may have work and/or family commitments.   These applicants are likely to present for entry to HE with different skills sets, aspirations and expectations.  HEIs must ensure their entrance requirement statements are sufficiently diverse to engage with these applicants and that their needs are considered in all communications and recruitment activities e.g. interviews and open days.
5.3 Transparency

If there is a lack of knowledge about aspects of vocational qualifications within HE e.g. the range, content, levels, breadth and/or depth of a qualification, this may in turn be reflected in a lack of transparency in entrance requirement statements.  This lack of transparency may not allow applicants to see whether they can match their qualifications against the requirements of their chosen course.  If a learner perceives that an HEI has not considered their qualification fully enough to construct a transparent entry requirement statement, they may feel their type of progression is not valued.  They may therefore not apply to highly suitable courses, may waste a choice on an ill-targeted application or may exclude themselves from the application process.
SPA works with HEIs to ensure the appropriate articulation of entry criteria and offers, including the provision of quality Entry Profile
 information.  Entry Profiles should include detailed information about what the applicant needs for entry to a course or programme, such as:

· qualifications
· specific subjects
· an indication of grades
· any admissions test
· interviews
· specific features of the course
· any particular work experience, skills and/or competencies which are required.
5.4 The Delivery Partnership

In the context of vocational progression SPA worked with the Delivery Partnership in taking forward the changes to the HE applications process.  
SPA was a member of the Delivery Partnership Vocational Qualifications Working Group and the actions SPA has taken forward include: 
· the identification of good practice in entrance requirement statements through SPA visits to HEIs; 
· work with some of the Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs) in England in relation to effective entrance requirement statements for vocational qualifications; 
· work with HEIs and UCAS, to ensure that the Entry Profiles written by HEIs can support the inclusion of quality information for all types of qualifications, including sections on APEL, APL, APCL and RPL.
5.5 The Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF)


The process of bringing all vocational qualifications into the QCF is now well under way, with growing numbers of learners taking units and qualifications through the system, and all new vocational qualifications in England and Wales had been accredited to the QCF by the end of 2010.  
SPA discussed with the Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA) and UCAS issues around qualifications in the QCF for admissions and progression to HE.  
We have developed a number of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) about the QCF for HE admissions staff.  Questions which SPA would like to see developed further include those around framing entrance requirement statements and framing offers for qualifications within the QCF.  
5.6 Lifelong Learning Networks (LLNs)

SPA worked with some of the LLNs in England to raise knowledge of vocational and work based qualifications for progression to HE within HEIs. Through the excellent work of the LLNs some clear progression routes for learners with vocational qualifications can now be identified.
5.6.1 VETNET
  
One particular example of good practice in terms of the establishment of progression agreements and accords in identifying such progression routes is that of the VETNET LLN.  VETNET is a national network of Veterinary Schools, Universities and Colleges which are committed to providing opportunities for students on vocational courses to progress to HE.  Funded initially by HEFCE, the network is continuing to exist as a membership association funded by subscription.
SPA is keen to highlight the work of the VETNET partners in developing progression routes to HE for students with vocational qualifications.  
VETNET took a qualification-based approach to developing their national network-wide progression agreements.  By working with individual HEIs they were able to clarify their expectations in relation to applicants with vocational qualifications and open up new HE opportunities.  This included engaging academic staff in HEIs to study vocational qualification specifications, to help them understand the subject knowledge attained by vocational students.  The result in some cases was the identification of specific option modules that vocational students should study at level 3, to support their entry to, and success on, HE programmes.  
Further details of the VETNET progression agreements are available on the SPA website at   http://www.spa.ac.uk/good-practice/vocational-quals.html
5.6.2 Linking London

Another example of good practice in the establishment of progression agreements is that of the Linking London LLN.  Linking London has supported the signing and implementation of 78 progression agreements, covering a range of courses. These agreements have formalised progression relationships between partners and opened up new routes for vocational learners into HE.  

The progression agreements are the result of negotiated partnerships between two or more of Linking London’s partner colleges and universities.  The agreements enable students on vocational courses and in the workplace to progress onto specified HE courses e.g. Foundation Degrees, Bachelors and Masters Degrees, certificates, diplomas, and short courses.  They are designed to make progression routes transparent and clear and put guarantees in place to ensure that vocational learners are given equitable treatment regarding progression.  
Further details of the Linking London progression agreements are available on the SPA website at   http://www.spa.ac.uk/good-practice/vocational-quals.html
5.7 Checklist of good practice principles for articulating and assessing vocational qualifications for entry to HE 

This checklist provides suggestions of some key considerations that SPA recommends institutions make in the articulation and assessment of vocational qualifications for entry to HE.  It is not exhaustive, nor will the articulation and assessment be the same in different institutions, but it is intended as a guide to help with this aspect of good practice.  
5.7.1 Pre-application stage
· Engagement at a senior level and with academic staff teaching first year students within the institution is vital, if there is to be wider recognition and acceptance of applicants with vocational qualifications.
· HEIs must research a range of qualifications and ensure the transparent articulation of entry requirements, even if, following adequate research, the decision is that a particular qualification is not acceptable for entry to some courses or programmes.  Useful sources of qualifications information and relevant websites are listed as Appendix B.
· HEIs must ensure that transparent entry requirements are published in Entry Profiles, on UCAS Course Search, on the institution website, in all relevant printed and on-line materials and provide clear information about the professional recognition of courses and career routes, to ensure intended studies meet vocational ambitions.
· HEIs should consider a process for the assessment of applicants with vocational qualifications.  They should incorporate this into the institution’s admissions processing and operational manual and in all printed and on-line procedural documentation.
· Training and regular awareness-raising for all staff involved in admissions decision-making is vital to ensure knowledge of qualifications is regularly updated and understood.
· HEIs should seek Schools Liaison/ Outreach/ Careers involvement, to ensure the external message is consistent in advising students of appropriate preparatory studies, potentially several years ahead of intended entry. 
5.7.2 Application stage
· HEIs should ensure all staff involved in admissions decision-making have adequate training and access to procedural documentation which outlines the process for the assessment of applicants with vocational qualifications.
· Once offers have been made to applicants with vocational qualifications, admissions staff should ensure the details of these are documented to enable an evidence base to be established and developed.
· Admissions staff should continue to update the evidence base as new vocational qualifications are developed and changes are made to existing ones.  The evidence base should include details such as: the structure of different vocational qualifications; any UCAS Tariff Points and credit values associated with units within different vocational qualifications; a link to the Expert Group Report if the qualification sits within the UCAS Tariff; and subjects offered in particular vocational qualifications.  
5.7.3 Post-application stage
· Offers made to applicants with vocational qualifications must be appropriate and consistent with the structure and nature of the particular award.  They must also be achievable in terms of the guided learning hours and study time required to complete the award.
· Offers must be articulated in plain language such that applicants will understand what they are required to achieve in order to be admitted onto their chosen course or programme.
· Appropriate feedback must be recorded for provision to unsuccessful applicants; decision-makers must be clear about the reason they are unable to admit an applicant who presents with a vocational qualification. 
5.7.4 Transition stage
· As with all applicants, those applying with vocational qualifications should receive regular communications about student services and induction following their acceptance of the institution’s offer.
· Applicants with vocational qualifications may have learned in a less traditional way prior to entering HE and they may have been taught in a less traditional environment.  They may therefore need particular types of support leading up to and after enrolment.  This message should be clearly communicated to those with responsibility for enrolled students at the institution. 
· HEIs should consider additional pre-sessional and in-sessional support for both academic and pastoral needs, to reduce the risk of non-commencement or early drop-out.
· HEIs should consider whether the traditional HE delivery model is appropriate for work-based learners (and their employers).  The design and delivery of programmes for work-based learners will need to reflect their specific needs (and those of their employers) and the importance of flexible work-based/part-time delivery and the accreditation of competence as well as knowledge should be built into HEIs curriculum development and planning.        

5.7.5 Monitoring and Tracking
· The performance of enrolled students who were admitted to HE having taken a vocational qualification must be monitored to ensure they are progressing satisfactorily.  
· Correlation between summative assessment, final degree outcomes and qualification on entry should be analysed, to assess the extent to which the particular vocational qualification prepared the student for entry to HE.  This analysis should then be used by the HEI to inform their policy around the suitability of different vocational qualifications to prepare students for HE study on particular courses or programmes.  
5.7.6 APEL, APL, APCL and RPL - key points 

· HEIs should ensure the relevant information is available and clearly signposted in the admissions section of their websites.  These are alternative application routes so should appear in a section such as ‘How to Apply’ and also on relevant course pages.
· The application process should be clearly articulated and HEIs should avoid using language such as ‘contact the relevant admissions tutor’ and ‘refer to institution’ as this is unhelpful to prospective applicants.

· This clear articulation of process should include:

· the timescale in relation to how long applicants can expect to wait for a decision
· what will happen next, once a decision has been made
· the cost of the application, if applicable.

· HEIs should make clear which courses accept APEL/APL/APCL/RPL applications and the overarching institutional policy should link to relevant course pages.
· There should be clear differentiation between the types of accreditation (e.g. APEL, APL, APCL and RPL) and an institutional definition of those which apply. 
6. Wolf Review of Vocational Education 

One of the most recent research reports commissioned in this area was Professor Alison Wolf’s Review of Vocational Education
.  The Government asked Professor Wolf to consider how vocational education for 14- to 19-year-olds could be improved in order to promote successful progression into the labour market and into higher level education and training routes.  Professor Wolf was also asked to provide practical recommendations to help inform future policy direction, taking into account current financial constraints.

The Wolf Review did not regard qualification reform as a priority, more that the education sectors should look closely at the vocational qualification offering and identify those that have genuine utility in relation to preparing students for HE.
The first priority in the Wolf Review’s recommendations is to promote greater achievement of grades A* - C in Maths and English for all learners.  This recommendation includes ensuring that learners continue to have access to appropriate study post-16 to achieve this level of education.

SPA’s research into the use of admissions tests by HEIs has demonstrated that in some cases numeracy and literacy tests are used where there is a lack of confidence in HE applicants’ GCSE achievements.  If more learners were able to achieve grades A* - C in Maths and English this could result in fewer HEIs requiring an admissions test as an additional differentiating factor in selection. 

SPA welcomes Wolf’s view that forced equivalences and seeking to identify “parity of esteem” are not sustainable.  Many researchers have sought evidence of real equivalence but the reality is that different kinds of qualifications exist in the UK, and we should value that diversity.  Not all qualifications will prepare students for HE study, and it is therefore incumbent upon HEIs to research vocational qualifications and articulate appropriate entry requirement statements and offers, for those which are deemed suitable for entry to their courses.  Wolf reinforces this view with her recommendation that there needs to be greater clarity about pathways to HE and what qualifications will actually be accepted by HE.  
7.  Literature Review
This review examines literature, research and scholarly activity relating to the area of vocational education and admission to HE.  The historical perspective on secondary education provides some valuable context and a number of the most significant reports and reviews are examined to identify the extent to which the UK offering and perceived value of vocational education enables a smooth progression to HE for students.  
7.1 Methodology
Desk-based research was conducted to review the relevant literature and reports which have been published on the historical perspective of secondary education in the UK and material around vocational qualifications and admission to HE.  
7.2 Historical Perspective

Since the Taunton Report of 1868 there have been many reports and much commentary about both academic and vocational education.  This early report suggested three grades of secondary education, and the English education system remains predicated upon there being different types of qualifications, some of which prepare students for HE study.  The challenge for those working in HE is to identify the skills required for admission to their courses and the pre-HE qualifications which will equip students with these skills.

In the 1960s the perceived unfairness of the selective education system was becoming ever more apparent and change and expansion in education was evident.  The Beloe Report in 1960 recommended the introduction of the Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE) for pupils unable to cope with the demands of the GCE.  In 1961 the problem of a divided schools system was summed up by Williams (1961:146): 

Differences in learning ability obviously exist, but there is great danger in making these into separate and absolute categories. It is right that a child should be taught in a way appropriate to his learning ability, but because this itself depends on his whole development, including not only questions of personal character growth but also questions of his real social environment and the stimulation received from it, too early a division into intellectual grades in part creates the situation which it is offering to meet. 
The Robbins Report of 1963 recommended an expansion in university provision to allow all suitably qualified candidates an opportunity for HE should they wish it, and the decade saw a significant increase in the number of university places, with more women undertaking HE courses.  
Concerns about selection continued, and in 1963 the Newsom Report looked at the education of 13-16 year olds of average and less than average ability and urged that they should receive a greater share of the nation's educational resources.  Labour approached the 1964 general election with a promise to abolish the eleven plus and develop the secondary school system on comprehensive lines - 'without any clear idea of what this really meant' (Benn and Chitty 1996:8).
When Labour won a majority in the 1966 general election the hope was that the new government would require all LEAs to become fully comprehensive.  However, the bill was not immediately drafted and when Labour lost the 1970 general election, the bill was also lost.  'From the beginning, therefore, comprehensive reform in England was implemented in an uneven way. It lived in the shadow of selective education and in many cases perpetuated selective arrangements' (Jones 2003:78).
This uneven implementation of the secondary education system, alongside a system predicated on funding by qualification, may be in part the basis for the large number of vocational qualifications which have increasingly been part of the English education landscape since the 1970s. 
Despite successive governments' policy statements from the 1980s to the present day stressing the need for parity of esteem between vocational and academic education – the divide is still apparent.

Definitions of the two, as well as the contexts in which they are used, tend to reinforce the view that vocational education is concerned with a lower order of skills and knowledge. 
7.3 The Dearing Report

The National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (the Dearing Report 1997) was asked to make recommendations on how the purposes, shape, structure, size and funding of higher education, including support for students, should develop to meet the needs of the UK over the next 20 years.  The Committee was asked to advise on how the existing system of post‐16 qualifications might be revised in order to encourage greater parity of esteem between GCE A levels and parallel vocational and pre‐vocational routes.  The Committee was also tasked with suggesting ways to build on development in NVQs and GNVQs; to increase participation and achievement; to prepare young people better for work and for HE; and to ensure value for money.  Dearing described the purpose of the Review as being one of breaking down barriers between academic and vocational courses and thereby promoting parity of esteem between the two, noting that:

‘In spite of action taken by the government to bring clarity into the structure of vocational qualifications, the world of education and training between the ages of 16 and 19 remains intelligible only to specialists.’ 

Although the most immediate outcome of the Report was the decision to introduce tuition fees, it has had considerable influence across a broad spectrum of issues, with a very large number of its 93 recommendations having been implemented.  Many of its proposals were aimed at encouraging a broadening of the curriculum and parity between the different routes through the post‐16 education system.  However, many of the recommendations, including the new Diploma and Certificate, and the renaming of GNVQs, were not implemented.  The reorganisation of the awarding bodies and the merger of the National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ) and School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA) did go ahead, as did the introduction of key skills across the curriculum. Critics of the report from the academic community argued that Dearing's proposals did not go far enough, while the press criticised the same proposals for their possibly detrimental effect on the status of A levels, claiming that they were too radical.
7.4 Recent Perspective

In 2002 the Labour Government’s Green Paper - 14–19 Extending Opportunities, Raising Standards included a proposal that high quality vocational education, should be seen as equal with more academic programmes.  The Rt Hon Estelle Morris, Secretary of State for Education and Skills, stated in her foreword:
‘For too long, vocational studies and qualifications have been undervalued.  This must change – we must introduce qualifications and pathways...which can lead the bright and able through into higher education and beyond.’
Efforts have been made to change this perception and the review identified a significant amount of literature in relation to the merits of vocational education and the ways in which clearer vocational pathways and routes could be established.  
In 2004 a working group chaired by Mike Tomlinson was charged by the Secretary of State for Education and Skills to consider reforms to learning for 14-19 years olds, including improving the structure and context of full-time vocational education programmes.  The Report recommended high status vocational programmes as part of a unified qualifications framework, yet as recently as March 2011 the Wolf Review of vocational education found that:

‘The staple offer for between a quarter and a third of the post-16 cohort is a diet of low-level vocational qualifications, most of which have little to no labour market value.’
Also in 2004, The Schwartz Report stated that:

‘there is an uneven awareness of, and response to, the increasing diversity of applicants.’  
Admission on merit includes the identification and measurement of potential, which has historically been one of the most challenging aspects of educational selection.  

In 2005 Little and Connor looked at progression pathways and inhibitors and enablers of work-based progression to HE.  The main inhibitors were identified as: 
· further learning not being supported or valued by employers; 
· the low calibre of students opting for vocational routes; 
· a lack of awareness of work-based routes into HE; 
· uneven quality at level 3 achievement; 
· inadequate preparation for HE; 
· entry mechanisms; 
· financial constraints.  
Some common themes emerged during the study: 
· that there is no clear or simple vocational ladder of progression to higher levels –the journey made is often complex, especially when taken by adults; 
· that although various progression routes to HE are available, in practice, the dominant route for young people is still the academic route (i.e. gaining two or more A-levels).  
As stated by the authors, there is also a body of evidence showing how earlier educational attainment strongly influences choices at age 16 about taking academic or vocational pathways. The A-level route to HE is the most well known among young people, with much less being known by school pupils about the vocational routes open to them.  By contrast, adults take a wide variety of routes into HE.  However, the absence of much national progression data on adults makes it difficult to make valid comparisons between the different possible routes into HE or to measure achievements.

In their 2006 study, Connor, Sinclair and Banerji explored HE admissions-related issues affecting the entry of vocationally qualified learners to degree study.  Themes common to those identified in other research were highlighted i.e. a perception amongst some admissions staff that vocational learners were less able and less well prepared to succeed in HE and would need more support; use of GCE A level attainment as a baseline for expressing the level 3 requirements in terms of the UCAS tariff; prospectus and other recruitment literature often providing ambiguity for applicants with vocational qualifications; and HE curriculum, particularly in the first year, based on the skills and knowledge needs of A level students.  

Two years later Sinclair and Connor investigated changes in admissions practice that had taken place relating to the admission of applicants with vocational qualifications and issues that continued to act as obstacles to the admission of those with vocational qualifications.  The authors recommended that: 
· improvements could still be made to data on different entry routes and qualification types at a national level; 
· HEIs should investigate the offers made to BTEC National applicants to support evidence of fairness; 
· SPA should continue to share across the sector emerging good practice in the description of attainment requirements for a range of level 3 qualifications; 
· HEIs should seek feedback from applicants with a range of qualifications about the impact of the information they provide.

7.5 Parity of esteem
Commentators and researchers have continued to investigate the issue of parity of esteem between academic and vocational qualifications.

In their 2007 study Vickers and Bekhradnia investigated the general perception that vocational qualifications are viewed by the various stakeholders as being inferior to their academic equivalents.  The authors found that when academic achievement at GCSE is controlled for, it appears that for a student of given ability their choice of level 3 course has little bearing on the success they can expect on that course.  They recommended that this finding, that the performance of both groups (academic and vocational) is more or less what would be expected given their GCSE performance, should be noted by those responsible for admissions to university and by employers.  
The research also looked at the distribution of grades awarded for the Advanced GNVQ (the vocational equivalent to GCE A levels immediately pre-dating the VCE A level) in the year 2001, and the distribution of grades awarded for GCE A levels in the same year, in terms of the number of UCAS points awarded.  The study found the distribution of grades awarded for GNVQs and GCE A levels was very similar but when GCSE performance was taken into account, students taking Advanced GNVQs had, on average, a much lower number of GCSE passes than those taking GCE A levels.
This suggests that unlike in the current system of GCE and VCE A levels (where students are awarded similar grades on average, once GCSE attainment is controlled for), under the old system, those taking Advanced GNVQs were awarded significantly higher grades in their level 3 qualifications than those taking GCE A levels, once GCSE attainment is controlled for.
7.6 Conclusions
It is clear from this review of historical and recent literature along with the commentary about vocational education and qualifications; that many of the issues associated with vocational progression to HE are not new.  In fact, studies over many years show a lack of effective progress in this area.  Never has it been more important for the sector to identify those vocational qualifications which have real utility for progression to HE and ensure students are supported in achieving them.  
The overall picture is one of a complicated qualifications landscape within which exist some vocational pathways which are of much greater value to students and HEIs than others.  Some vocational qualifications prepare students very well for HE, while others do not appear to be as effective in this context.

Attempts to find parity and direct equivalence between different types of qualification do not seem to help vocational students in their attempts to progress to HE.  A more effective approach might be to value these differences and articulate clear pathways for each type of progression.  Separate initiatives in different subject areas and a more coordinated, joined-up response is required, to ensure that whichever vocational qualification is undertaken, clear progression routes exist and are made transparent to learners.  
The literature might appear to suggest that the HE sector has not moved very far from the apparent inequities of the origins of vocational education in the UK, but the reality is that examples of good practice by some HEIs do exist.  To move forward the HE sector needs to continue to share this good practice, and HEIs must ensure their entrance requirements are clear and do not preclude students with vocational qualifications from applying to enter HE.
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8. Conclusion
This good practice statement is intended to help HEIs understand more about the different contexts within which learners will have studied and/or worked before applying to enter HE, and the value of these different contexts.  Some of the work identified, such as the establishment of progression agreements, should provide clarity for HEIs in reviewing and updating their policy around the acceptance of vocational qualifications, including processes for APEL/APL/APCL and/or RPL.
The elusive search for “parity of esteem” between vocational and academic qualifications continues to elude the HE sector, suggesting an argument for viewing this in a different way.  The literature demonstrates some individual success stories, and it is the case that for some students the vocational route is the right choice for them. The sector’s responsibilities lie in ensuring those vocational qualifications which are supported and delivered are those which enable students to shine, to find their intrinsic value and worth and in some cases, to progress to higher education.
Appendix A – examples of HEIs’ policies in relation to APEL, APL, APCL and RPL 
Aberystwyth University
http://www.aber.ac.uk/en/regulations/credit/credit-transfer/
Bath Spa University
http://www.bathspa.ac.uk/services/student-services/prospective-students/your-application/admissions-policy-documents/accreditation-of-prior-learning-policy-ac-office-2009.pdf
Birkbeck, University of London
http://www.bbk.ac.uk/mybirkbeck/services/administration/apl
Bucks New University
http://bucks.ac.uk/en?t=/documentManager/sfdoc.file.detail&ParentID=201&fileID=1307531855930&active=SFDOC
Imperial College, London
https://workspace.imperial.ac.uk/registry/public/Procedures%20and%20Regulations/Policies%20and%20Procedures/Guidlelines%20for%20the%20Use%20of%20Accreditation%20of%20Prior%20Learning.pdf
Liverpool John Moores University
http://www.ljmu.ac.uk/StudentServices/Exam/100662.htm
Open University
http://www8.open.ac.uk/study/explained/study-explained/our-range-courses/apel-making-your-work-experience-count
Queen’s University, Belfast
http://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofEducation/ProspectiveStudents/PostgraduateTaught/FurtherInformation/#d.en.93284
Southampton Solent University
http://www.solent.ac.uk/courses/undergraduate/course_related_info/entry-requirements/alternative-entry-routes.aspx
University of Birmingham 
http://www.admissions.bham.ac.uk/apl/
University of Cardiff School of Nursing & Midwifery Studies
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/sonms/degreeprogrammes/apel/index.html
University of Cardiff Postgraduate Certificate in University Teaching and Learning
http://slbtest1.cf.ac.uk/humrs/training/pcutl/admissions%20policyrevisedsept2010.doc
University of Edinburgh 
http://www.euclid.ed.ac.uk/staff/Support/User_Guides/UG_Admissions/Record_RPL.html
University of Exeter
http://education.exeter.ac.uk/dll/pages.php?id=204
University of Huddersfield
http://www2.hud.ac.uk/hhs/apl/portfolio.php
University of Manchester 

http://documents.manchester.ac.uk/display.aspx?DocID=2856
University of St Andrews
https://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/staff/policy/tlac/transfer/priorlearning/#d.en.68512
University of West London
http://www.uwl.ac.uk/files/Students/ug2012/admissions.pdf
University of the West of Scotland
http://www.uws.ac.uk/schoolsdepts/foi/documents/Regulation6.pdf
Appendix B – useful sources of qualifications information and relevant websites

Advanced Apprenticeships
http://www.apprenticeships.org.uk/Parents/Levels-of-Apprenticeships.aspx
BTEC
http://www.edexcel.com/quals/nat/Pages/default.aspx 

City & Guilds
http://www.cityandguilds.com/uk-qualifications.html 

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) 

http://www.bis.gov.uk/policies/vocational-qualifications
Directgov http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/EducationAndLearning/QualificationsExplained/DG_10039020 

Diverse routes into higher education in Scotland
http://www.diverseroutes.co.uk/credit-transfer.htm
Lifelong Learning Network for Staffordshire, Stoke-on-Trent, Shropshire, Telford and Wrekin
http://www.llnstaffordshireshropshire.org/content/progression
Move – the Lifelong Learning Network for the East of England
http://www.lifelonglearningnetworks.org.uk/uploads/document/596/apel-credit-for-learning.pdf
National Association of Social Workers in Education (NASWE)
http://www.naswe.org.uk/downloads/training/EWS-QP-framework-draft-for-consultation.pdf
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs)
http://www.edexcel.com/quals/nvq/Pages/default.aspx 

The National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE)

http://www.niace.org.uk/news/vocational-qualifications-matter 

Northern Ireland Vocational Qualifications Reform Programme (VQRP)
http://www.nidirect.gov.uk/index/education-and-learning/14-19/its-your-choice-options-after-16/apprenticeshipsni/apprenticeshipsni-find-out-more/vocational-qualifications-reform-programme.htm
OCR
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/type/nationals/structure_l3/index.html
Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF)
http://www.spa.ac.uk/national-developments/QCF_FAQs.html
and
http://www.ucas.ac.uk/he_staff/quals/qcf
The Register of Regulated Qualifications
http://register.ofqual.gov.uk/
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF)
http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/4596.html
Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs)
http://www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/4409.html 
Skill Set
http://www.skillset.org/qualifications/vocational/article_7535_1.asp
UCAS Tariff
http://www.ucas.ac.uk/he_staff/curriculumandquals/ucas_tariff/quals 
Welsh Assembly Government http://wales.gov.uk/topics/educationandskills/qualificationsinwales/qualificationtypesinwales/vocationalqualifications/?lang=en
Western Vocational Lifelong Learning Network
http://www.wvlln.ac.uk/staff-room/wvlln-contributing-to-the-progression-of-vocational-learners
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