[image: image1.wmf]

[image: image2.jpg]edexcel

advancing learning, changing lives



[image: image3.jpg]A PEARSON COMPANY
A





A former Chief Inspector once described what he thought was wrong with the English education system: ‘we never let things grow’ he said, ‘we keep pulling them up by the roots to see how they are doing.’ Will the same thing happen to Diplomas? We’ve just had three commissioned Reports released and a further survey by the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit is expected soon yet Diplomas have only been going a term. 14-19 reform is a long haul, as Ministers often remind us, but perhaps it’s helpful to keep enriching the soil.
The headline that attracted most attention appeared in the survey of 13,000 teachers carried out by the NFER for the Sutton Trust. This seemed to suggest that Diplomas would struggle to bridge the so-called academic-vocational divide. The evidence lay in the responses from the profession about certain types of qualification: considerable support for A levels let alone the Pre-U and the IB but “just one quarter (24%) of teachers thought that the Diploma was suitable for the academically able and just one fifth (21%) believed it was suitable for those wanting to enter higher education.” Arguably this is an issue about the time it takes to get a qualification recognised. Attitudes, as John Dunford, General Secretary of the ASCL pointed out, take a long time to change, after all we have been struggling with the academic-vocational divide since, well, Victorian times but perceptions kick in quicker and that’s the worry. 
The other two Reports came from the DCSF. One was a review of the state of preparation for the start of Diplomas in Sept 2008 and the other a review of the design process used in developing Diplomas. Both were commissioned and virtually completed before the first Diplomas started and thus tend to paint an ‘as it was’ rather than an ‘as it is’ situation but laced with useful pointers all the same.
The review of the preparation for 2008 delivery was based on surveys amongst consortia and learners completed last summer. It found a predictable picture of energetic activity, anticipation: “overall there seemed to be a sense of excitement across most consortia” and ‘challenges:’ “some consortia had found challenges in engaging employers” and “the main challenges associated with partnership working included competition between centres, quality assurance and logistics.” Much of this is positive but a fundamental issue was highlighted: “a misconception amongst learners and parents that the Diploma would involve more practical learning than it would in reality, creating uncertainty about whether the expected practical focus would materialise.” 
Two issues seem important here. One is the continuing uncertainty about just what a Diploma is, general or specific, developing breadth or depth: “there seemed to be a debate about whether the broad nature of these Diploma lines was a strength for offering learners a range of skills and experiences or a weakness for not covering the topics in depth for learners to develop a particular specialism.” The other is the nature of the qualification, “dry” in come cases as the Report put it, “it will put people off if there’s not enough practicality in it” as one teacher commented. Initial teacher training now includes training on Diplomas, the Dept has a project on developing a Diploma pedagogy and many consortia are investing heavily in staff training but, as the Report concludes, “existing teachers would benefit from further support and advice in relation to practical teaching approaches.” This is clearly an area that needs significant development.
The Report makes useful observations in four other areas. 
First, why learners were or were not taking up Diplomas last September. Reasons why included: an interest in the subject area; an interest in experiencing different forms of learning; and a perception that it might help in getting a job or into university. Reasons why not included: uncertainty about a new ‘untried’ qualification; concerns that it would narrow career choices; and a lack of info about what a Diploma was. Most schools appeared not to have targeted learners formally though publicity materials were aimed at those ‘with a lower prior attainment and planning to progress to work-based learning post-16.’ Inevitably advice and guidance is important here and this was a second area where the Report had useful things to say, pointing specifically to four areas of weakness: lack of staff awareness/impartiality; lack of understanding among parents; a lack of clear publicity and late release of promo material. An IAG strategy is under way and a Common Application Process coming but this remains a crucial area.
Third, another old refrain, employer engagement, where “although employers showed an interest, securing their commitment was more difficult.” This may become even more so during these troubled economic times. Local pictures vary and the next few months will determine the picture on work experience but the NCEE proposals on school-business links remain important here. Fourth, partnership working where the Report sketches out a picture of ‘aligned timetables being in place in most consortia, teachers planning to travel in only a minority of consortia and travel strategies being varied.’ The view seems to be that starting small was a wise step particularly as “logistical issues would become more challenging as more lines became available.” Recommendations for the future included greater use of VLEs, greater clarity on roles and responsibilities in consortia, more sharing of good practice and more money to support collaboration.
The other Report is a slightly more technical analysis of the ‘mould breaking’ process used in designing Diplomas built around the use of Diploma Development Partnerships (DDPS.) As the Report notes, “this has given a variety of stakeholders, most notably employers and HE, the opportunity to influence collectively the content of a new qualification early on.” However, it seems to have been difficult, as these things often are, in getting everybody on board and not all would appear to be fully convinced yet about the final product: “overall about half of DDPs said they were satisfied or confident that the Diploma would meet employer needs. Others were confident with reservations.”
The core question, as the Report identifies, is whether this is a good way of going about qualification development or not. The Report is unsure: “the answer is complicated and at this juncture incomplete.” A bit too early perhaps to disturb the soil.
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Two major evaluations report back on 14-19 Diploma design and developments
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