There must be a better way: designing and refining post-14 provision – Geoff Stanton 

Introduction
This note: 

· Identifies a number of features of the current approach to the development and implementation of post-14 provision in England, most of which either continue without serious examination, or continue because it is assumed that there is no alternative

· Suggests that some ongoing problems with the provision may derive from these features

· Offers alternatives to the identified features.

At the seminar on November 24 it in intended to further debate these alternatives, and to consider the risks and advantages of using them. 
The current position

The current approach to the development of post-14 provision has the following features or is based on the following assumptions. 

· It is assumed that new or revised provision should result from a national-level initiative

· It is assumed that change should be qualifications-led, or at the very least should lead to nationally recognised certification.

· The process to be used for qualifications development often goes unstated and when stated is often flawed.

· Considerable resource is devoted to the design and implementation of mechanisms for summative assessment - the assessment of learning - but very little is invested in diagnostic assessment – assessment for learning. 
· Curriculum development is conceived as being the development of learning programmes that prepare for qualifications, rather than being the development of learning programmes that challenge and meet the needs of individual learners.  

· It is asserted that  provision can and should be allocated to one of a fixed number of levels, and that

· Learning in all areas of an individual’s programme should be at the same level

· Targets for individuals and institutions can and should be defined in terms of these levels

· Even where learning is recognised as being of different types, it should be possible to link it to the same system of levels, and thus compare its value

· The reform of vocational provision requires breaking with past models and approaches – that is, a revolution

· The reform of academic provision should be done with care, involve gradual change and refinement - that is, evolution 

Further characteristics of the development of post-14 provision are that: 

· New assessment regimes do not usually work first time

· Proper pilots are not conducted

· Development proceeds without a cost-envelope being specified.

· Considerable resource is required to design and then modify the summative assessment regime – assessment of learning. The consequences of all this include

· General education that is both narrow and unexciting

· Vocational provision that is subject to ongoing and unproductive turbulence

· A failure to provide effectively for at least half of our citizens.

There are alternatives

· Where new provision is required, a cyclical or iterative model of development, striking an appropriate balance between standards or content, assessment mechanisms, learning programmes and resource requirements, would avoid the first generation of users suffering from a faulty product.

· However, in most cases it will be better and cheaper to adapt and improve existing systems and products.

· There should be a recognition of the fact that provision has to be the best that can be done within a defined resource envelope.  This envelope may not be the same for all learners and all subject areas, but any differences should be transparent and justified. 

· An optional system of national validation of local initiatives would utilise the creativity and energy of teachers whilst protecting the interests if the learners.  It would also provide a “nursery” for the testing and nurturing of provision before making it nationally available. 

· Curriculum-led or learner-led development would enable us to meet the needs of those alienated or disenfranchised by existing provision. 

· Rather than provision being designed (and judged in terms of its ability) to facilitate progression to the next stage it should be fit for purpose in its own right. Transition or bridging courses could enable efficient transfer to other provision as and when required. 

· It should be possible for a programme to have components that are at different levels.

· It should be recognised that the current system of levels for post-14 qualifications has been asserted rather proved to be valid.  The consequence is that some areas of learning have been distorted to fit the prescribed levels, for example, by adding requirements in order to ensure that the required level  is matched, or deleting a level that was previously recognised,

·  If it is nevertheless decided that a common system is required then a new system of levels should include intermediate stages between

· GCSE and A level

· A level and undergraduate degree level. 

· Entry requirements for higher-level programmes should be expressed in terms of pre-requisite knowledge and skills, rather than grades.

· New programmes should not be designed until it has been demonstrated that there is a need that cannot be met by the refinement or development of existing provision.

· Where it is decided that a new programme is required, there should be an “ethics committee” to check on the design and implementation plans, the level of risk involved, and on measures to protect the interests of those on whom the programme is to be tested.  

· An important method of developing new provision would be a facility for innovative teachers and institutions to put forward s scheme for national validation.  The National validation would check that learning programmes, objectives and assessment regimes matched and were in balance.  It would also confirm the existence of any necessary expertise and facilities.

· After evaluation, the resulting programmes would be included in a national bank upon which others could draw for a second round of testing.  Providers would have the choice of

· Designing a new programme, and submitting it and themselves for validation

· Using a programme from the bank that had provisional approval

· Using a nationally approved programme

· A programme would not receive national approval until its positive and negative effects on other provision – the educational ecology – had been examined. 

The outcomes required
· Provision for the “other half” that is fit for purpose, and not just a progression stage to “real” provision.

· An educational system that features ongoing innovation and development, within a controlled environment.

· Some programmes that major on process and learning experience, and others that major on opportunities for progression.

· Diagnostic testing at the start of each programme, so that programmes can be tailored to individual needs, and in order to construct bridging courses between programmes.

· Provision that utilises and develops the creativity, resources and imagination of both teachers and learners. 
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