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Reforming the system
Reform of 14-19 education in England lurches on uncertainly. The Department for Education and Skills ( DfES) is pursuing a path of change to address issues such as raising achievement levels at 16 and post-16 participation rates, an insufficiently engaging/challenging curriculum and dissatisfaction amongst employers with the basic skills of school leavers (DfES, 2005). Having rejected the comprehensive package suggested by the national review conducted by the Working Group on 14-19 Reform (2004), a range of more limited initiatives has attempted to adjust the curriculum and its delivery. One of the most radical experiments has been the establishment since 2003 of 39 Pathfinders for 14-19 year olds within which learners of compulsory school age may attend local further education colleges, not as previously to experience brief ‘taster’ courses, but to pursue full qualifications over extended periods of time (Higham et al, 2004). While national and local evaluations of the Pathfinders have been achieved, there is as yet relatively little detailed reporting of the differing perspectives of individuals among the key players, learners, parents, college and school staff. 
This article focuses on the experience of the 14-16 year olds in two geographic areas, in order to utilise the insights of young people who have the experience of learning in different environments. Such experience enables them to reflect on school and either further education or work-based learning as environments to support learning. The article explores the perspective of the learners and their parents in order to understand how they view their experience of learning outside school. It analyses what appears to them to be the same or different to their experience of school and how far this supports or diminishes their learning. It also considers the perspective of the staff of participating schools, colleges and support services in order to analyse their assessment of the advantages, disadvantages, achievements, challenges and strains of the entry of 14-16 year olds into further education.
Methods

14-19 Pathfinders

Pathfinders were introduced in the Green Paper 14-19: extending opportunities, raising standards (DfES, 2002). Additional funding is provided to pump prime structural and curriculum experimentation within collaborative arrangements including schools, further education and sixth form colleges, employers, private sector trainers and universities. The Green Paper indicated that pathfinders should:

· test out a range of ideas and discover new ones

· develop best practice in 14-19 education and training to guide the steps to, and pace of, a national roll-out

· see how 14-19 policy will fit with other policies, identify barriers to a coherent 14-19 phase and design ways to overcome them

· show that a coherent 14-19 phase can be achieved nationally in a variety of locations with different social circumstances and different mixes of schools and colleges.

(Higham et al, 2004, p. 7)
Resources for Pathfinders are often supported by funding from various sources. In this case, development was primarily funded through the Increased Flexibility for 14 to 16 Year Olds programme (IFP).
Data Collection

The research reported here analyses a set of data comprising the views of 130 year 10 and 11 learners and 51 staff as well as 44 parents, in relation to two 14-19 Pathfinders. Only one work based learning employer was willing to participate in the research. Consequently it is not possible to present the perspective of work based employers in the article. The learners were drawn from thirteen secondary schools, selected as a purposive sample to include different categories (mainstream, community, special needs), different locations (urban/rural), pupil in-take (mixed pupils from predominantly white and a few from minority ethnic backgrounds), rates of deprivation and truancy, pupil attainment levels, and with/without a sixth form. Participants in the Pathfinders generally spent a part of the week, usually a half or one day, undertaking vocational study. This ranged from training in a craft or trade such as construction, vehicle maintenance or hairdressing through to general occupational areas such as engineering, leisure and tourism, childcare. In a minority of cases the vocational education was undertaken in the school or a partner school or on employer's premises. In the majority of cases, the programme was offered at a local further education college. 
The young people to be interviewed were selected by the school and were generally those not expected to gain 5 or more GCSEs at A*-C. Learners were interviewed in focus groups of between 6-8, though in the case of 8 young people either not in education employment or training (NEET) or placed part-time at a work-based learning provider, individual interviews were carried out. Focus groups were also asked to provide written responses. Where such responses are quoted they are given in the original spelling.

The parents were a self-selecting group who agreed to be interviewed via approaches made through the schools. In the case of two schools, focus groups of parents were organised, in one case to supplement telephone interviews and in another as an alternative. Forty four parents agreed to be interviewed and were contactable (32 female, 12 male). Of these, the son/daughter of seven had special learning needs. Two were from a minority ethnic group. One was a foster carer. Parents were interviewed by telephone for twenty minutes to half and hour. School and college staff were individually interviewed face-to-face for up to an hour, and included those with a strategic responsibility such as principal/head teacher and deputies, those with pastoral responsibilities such as head of year, learning support staff, and those with primarily teaching responsibilities. 
School staff interviewed held a range of roles. Most were either deputy head or head of year. However, teachers and those working in support such as instructor, mentor, work-based learning liaison were included also. College staff included a similar mix of senior leadership team, lecturers, mentors and teaching assistants. Those from the LEAs or service support included roles related to inclusion, widening participation, 14-19 coordination, Business Link and careers services. Staff were interviewed individually for up to an hour with two exceptions. In one case two and in another four staff were interviewed together because of staff time restrictions. All interviews were recorded. Quotations are given verbatim from the recordings.

And now for something different
The enrolment of learners of compulsory school age at a further education college is driven by a belief that their experience will in some way be different to school, and be potentially more successful in terms of supporting attainment and progression. The difference is usually indicated in shorthand by use of the term ‘vocational’ programmes. While the term was used widely by staff, commonality of meaning cannot be taken for granted. There were assumptions that courses would be ‘practical’, that is requiring learners to engage experientially using motor as well as intellectual skills, and that programmes would be closely linked to a specific or general occupational area. This was contrasted with academic programmes undertaken in school which were seen as based on intellectual activity only, often related to didactic teaching methods. Such a dichotomy quickly breaks down on even brief consideration. For example, trade and craft based education requires theory based study as well as practical skills. Subjects such as psychology and sociology offered by the colleges do not necessarily fit the profile of ‘vocational’ in the sense described above. Equally, vocational courses were considered to be instrumental in equipping young people for future employment in a way that academic subjects were not. Such a belief is clearly untenable, as core skills are arguably the most critical for future employment. National policy, introducing diplomas which harness qualifications based on both academic and applied study have recognised that dichotomies between practical/theoretical, instrumental/ liberal cannot be sustained (DfES, 2005). Nevertheless, those programmes undertaken by 14-16 in colleges were widely considered by learners, staff and parents to be different, to be further along a spectrum towards the more experiential and in a context related to employment which young people found easier to connect with a world beyond school, and sometimes a specific occupation. What then did young people make of their experience?

The perspective of young people
Not surprisingly the views of young people were not homogeneous. Nevertheless, the majority of focus groups and all individual interviewees were in agreement on certain points. The most commonly expressed positive was a different kind of relationship with staff:

It's better than school. You get treated with respect. If you treat them with respect, they treat you with respect, like a grown up. When you are at school, you don't get any respect. It's so much better at college.

(NEET young woman)


It makes you feel grown up in college.

(Year 11 Focus group with learning difficulties)
The appreciation of greater respect in relationships between FE tutors and 14-16 learners’ is widely reported (Harkin, 2005; Higham et al, 2004; Morrison, 2005). Probing further, the creation of ‘respect’ appeared to have a number of elements. Firstly, there was trust:
You are allowed to use welding tools on your own.
Tutors trust you – they trust you to use the machines properly – like an adult.

(Year 11 Focus group with learning difficulties, School I)
This trust was perceived not only in being allowed to use equipment but also in a greater degree of freedom both in making choices, for example who to sit with, being able to talk as long as it was not disruptive:

They let you talk in lessons. If you are in a lesson where you are not allowed to talk, you are going to want to talk. That's just the way it is. If you have got to be absolutely quiet, you are not going to be.


(NEET young man individual interview)
Respect was also signalled by symbolic indications that the learner was allowed entry into the adult world, not wearing uniform, using first names of staff, being given a cup of tea and a biscuit when visiting a customer. In the case of one young man with learning difficulties “I am allowed to walk home” (School I). Each of these is, from an adult perspective, perhaps a relatively trivial freedom, but to the young people signalled a status which they were often denied in school. 
The humour and tone/volume of communication of FE staff was taken to be respectful:
We don’t get shouted at all the time.

At school if you have done something wrong they shout at you. At college you just have a little chat to sort it out.
They way they speak to you at college makes you more secure and relaxed. You can have a laugh with them.

(Year 10 Focus group school A)

College staff habitually relate to post-compulsory learners, many of whom are fully adult. In teaching 14-16 year olds, staff appear to be maintaining the low power-distance they habitually use with adults, and the effect on 14-16 year olds is, in many cases, greater confidence, self-worth and therefore motivation to learn. The ‘vocational’ learning experienced by this group of young people was not effective because it was instrumental in the sense of equipping them to undertake a job. Rather, the fact that learning took place in an adult world led to affective changes; not narrow skills but personal growth and confidence.
Approaches to teaching and learning

While the different relationship with tutors appears to be the bedrock, a different approach to teaching and learning also mattered. A number of differences to the school experience were highlighted. The young people spoke of a lessening of pressure. Focusing on one programme area for a day or half day removed what they perceived as the intense pressure of moving from subject to subject within a school day. The ability to pace yourself in a task was noted as positive, as was a physical freedom to move around that seemed to matter greatly to some of the young people. One group described vividly the sense of physical oppression in school resulting from the greater size and proximity of teachers, which they escaped in college.

You don’t have a massive teacher walking beside you all the time.
Teachers at school have hawk eyes and stand over you while you’re doing your work. It’s really annoying.
(Year 10 Focus group school A)

The physical pressure also came from the sense of the number of individuals in one classroom. Year 11 focus group school B were all vehemently against classrooms "jam-packed with people", 25-30 in a group. One young man was constantly responding to the strain this caused by getting into trouble. Vocational training working with far fewer people physically close to him had resulted in him being able to keep his temper more and behave better.

Other aspects of the approach to teaching and learning were seen as positive.
· Smaller groups and group work

· Tasks which could be achieved

· Tutors making sure learners understood the task

· One to one support from tutors

· A wider range of equipment which they were allowed to use

Those who had struggled in school to control their behaviour responded to efforts to relate to them as an individual adult, to talk through the difficulties. One young man who was removed from classes at school because of his behaviour, explained how things were different at college:

If you have a bad day, they are willing to work with you more. At school they didn't appreciate that. You would just get into a whole load of trouble. Here they take you apart from the rest of the class and talk to you separately and calm you down. There is never any hassle.

(NEET young man individual interview)
In summary, this young man believed:


College is more enjoyable than school. Mainly it's the freedom you get. It's a lot, lot better. You don't feel like everybody is constantly in your face and you have got no freedom and there are too many boundaries. At college you can always have time out from class. There are quite a lot of breaks. There are a lot of liberties you are given. It's a lot easier. There is less pressure.
For the majority of the young people interviewed, attending a further education college had provided an alternative which was liberating and which reinvigorated their learning at college, and in some cases, in school.
There were negatives. Some young people had believed that there would be no ‘theory’ at college and were disappointed by the necessity to do writing, though some enjoyed this aspect of the work or tolerated it as necessary. “I like the practical and not the theary” (Written response). “I like the theory and the diagrams as well” (Written response). Tutors were generally praised, but in a few cases, there was a negative experience which impacted badly on learning. One learner had been very unimpressed:


I believe the college is a waste of time. From what I have seen a lot of the tutors don't have much control over the classes – not just in construction. Where we work there are a lot of windows and there have been a lot of people hanging out of windows and chucking stuff out of them and a lot of noise. It's not a very good working environment.

(Year 10/11 Focus group school J)

The environment itself was perceived as not pleasant by some. Two mentioned the number of cigarette butts “Inside it is nice but outside there are no smoking signs but there are hundreds of ciggaretts on the floor” (Written response). Rooms were sometimes seen as cold and dirty. Relations with adult learners were generally good but there were one or two exceptions, where large groups of older students could be seen as intimidating. A minority of students had found the experience in college no better or worse than that in school, with harsh or ineffective tutors, boring and repetitive work and an unwelcoming environment.
Staff perspectives

The purpose of Pathfinders

Staff are those who make the decision to participate in the Pathfinder and also decide which learners to send or accept on college courses. The reasons for participation might be expected to emerge from perceptions of the purpose of the initiative. The major purposes of the 14-19 Pathfinders cited by staff fell into a number of categories, as shown in table 1.
Table 1 about here

While the main thrust is clear, to provide alternative curriculum opportunities which would strengthen attainment and progression, some differences in opinion are apparent. For some, the Pathfinder programmes are primarily for those of low academic attainment. For others the vocational programmes are relevant to all. It is also clear that some hope colleges will ameliorate difficult behavioural problems thereby allowing schools to retain learners with such behaviour (and their associated funding). Such differences are illustrated in the answer to the question ‘what is the purpose of the 14-19 Pathfinder?’ in the two quotations below, one from a school and one from a college member of staff:


It is appropriate for students who might not cope with mainstream and perhaps have an attention problem. Some kids who wanted to go to the college were not necessarily those who we wanted to send. …. Some young people who did not have problems with curriculum or behaviour wanted to go.

(Head of year, school G)
 


To expand opportunities and to expand learning - not for it to be seen only as an option for disaffected learners.  Over the last two years, perceptions in schools had changed but some schools retain their interest in the vocational only for low level learners and/or the disengaged.


(Programme area manager, FE college)

The school head of year views college programmes as a convenient retreat for those who are viewed as problematic in school: as solving a school problem rather than meeting an individual’s needs. The college manager perceives college programmes as related to individual learning not a response to school deficit. Such a tension in views was widespread. Schools tended to see the college offering as remedial in two senses, that is, filling curriculum gaps that the schools could not and meeting the needs of learners perceived as behaviourally problematic. Certain schools would not allow higher academic attainers to participate. In this, some were motivated by organisational needs. “We need students to meet the target of achievement of A-C GCSEs. We have to meet the school targets as well as student needs” (Deputy head, school G). Staff in both schools and colleges believed that some schools saw the colleges as “a babysitting service” (Coordinator, FE College), particularly for the disaffected and disengaged while others saw the offering more positively and as more broadly relevant. This dataset therefore suggests that, whatever the rhetoric, staff cannot be relied on to consistently put learners’ needs first.
The effect on learners

Staff in both schools and colleges attested to a number of changes in the self-view and affective skills of learners in the range of ways shown in table 2. 
Table 2 around here

The list in table 2 does not fully communicate the ‘magic’ effect some staff perceived, and their delight:


Their behaviour is spot on. It’ll be a wonderful experience if all pupils were to go to college as they learn so much. A pupil with SEN shakes hands with her college tutor and thanks him after each lesson.

(Teacher, school C)

Their motivation is improved. They will try and are prepared to learn. For some kids it is the only thing they come to school for. 

(Focus group of staff. School B)

(Of SEN children)

They have to get to the session on time, manage their own learning and manage the environment independently. They have to get on with it and I am staggered that they do. 

(Deputy head, school J)
The majority of staff commented on the success in terms of changed attitudes and learning. A possible rise in attainment was more difficult to assess because of the short time span of the projects. Attendance had improved in some schools and achievement of learning aims was generally high. 

Not all staff were equally enthusiastic:


You would struggle to find evidence that putting kids in college has an impact on their learning or behaviour.


(Head of year, school G)
Despite such reservations amongst some staff in both schools and colleges, the majority pointed to the gains made by learners, dramatically so in some individual cases.

Lessons for 14-16 
Attitudes to vocational education

Perceptions of vocational education underlie staff attitudes. Vocational has long-term been understood in quite different ways. Firstly, it is applied to programmes designed to offer entry to the professions such as medicine and the law. As such vocational implies preparation for a vocation which entails lengthy and academically testing education. Vocational has recently come to be used differently, as training for primarily craft, trade or service occupations requiring training which offers relatively little academic challenge though it may require advanced practical skills. As discussed earlier, dichotomies between theoretical/practical, occupation specific/general break down very quickly (Lumby & Foskett, 2005). The two versions of ‘vocational’ offered above attest to the fact that vocational programmes can be undertaken at a number of academic and practical levels and that preparation for employment can be served by core as well as occupationally specific courses. Perhaps in order to resist polarisation, the UNESCO Convention uses a definition of vocational education and training which is very wide:

All forms and levels of the educational process involving, in addition to general knowledge, the study of technologies and related sciences, the acquisition of practical skills, know-how, attitudes and understanding relating to occupations in the various sectors of economic and social life.


(British Council, 2006)

This definition is so broad as to be applicable to most of education. It offers a view which highlights that vocational education as a concept escapes limited definitions. Such being the case, users of the term create their own parameters. School and college staff were clearly using different concepts. School staff limited vocational primarily to craft and trade occupations. College staff used the concept as relating more widely not only to preparation for a job, but also general preparation for employment at a range of levels. There was not a consistent division between staff from the two kinds of organisation, but something of a schism was evident. In developing provision for 14-16 year olds in further education colleges, one need may be to debate and agree what staff of all participating organisations mean by the shorthand term ‘vocational education’. 
Prioritising learners’ needs

The second issue emerging is the fragility of the intention to put leaners' needs first. Both college and school staff are participating in order to solve tricky problems, create markets, increase funding. There is no problem with such aims, unless they override learner need. The mismatch of intentions of schools and colleges points up the degree to which learners’ needs may at times be placed secondary to organisational advantage: 

 
The school expects to hand pupils over and for the college to deal with whatever comes up… the college expects keen young people.

(Head of year 9/10, school G)

Both school and college staff are perceived to want to shape the market to their advantage, not necessarily to the advantage of all learners (Lumby & Morrison, 2006). For school staff, the Pathfinder provides a route for those young people perceived as outside the mainstream, academically, behaviourally. For colleges, the Pathfinder potentially creates the means for expansion and to establish a pool of preferably well behaved and able trainees to recruit at 16. Many staff were strongly committed to helping young people learn and achieve. However, the data also suggests that such commitment could be sorely strained if meeting needs disadvantaged the organisation in any way, for example by colleges enrolling learners who would consume disproportionate resource, or schools sending learners causing a current loss of funding or feared loss of funding, for example retaining fewer in their school post-16. Such dilemmas emphasise that leadership of collaborative programmes such as the Pathfinder are essentially moral acts, calling for decisions which place educational values before managerial or individual calculation of advantage.

The negative impact of the quasi market on collaboration has been recognised for a decade (DfES, 2005; Kennedy, 1997; Lumby, 1998). The DfES has recognised the barriers to partnership, particularly the organisational imperative to accrue and retain funding, but has found no answer other than the weak force of short-term ring-fenced funding for specific collaborative initiatives.

The impact on learning

The majority of the young people interviewed were positive or very positive about their experience of learning in a further education college. How do we understand this experience? The comments of the young people give clues about the approach to teaching and learning which was proving successful in engaging them, building their self-esteem and supporting their learning. The explicit link to future training or occupation is assumed by many to be the key to greater engagement and success. In fact, such a link was mentioned by some, but registered as relatively minor compared with the majority comments on the importance of being treated like an adult. Rather, their choice of programme area was one which their families and friends recognised and approved. A number of the young people had parents, siblings or aunts/uncles who were pursuing the trade or craft they chose to follow in college. Some had been engaged in the area, ‘helping out’ in salons, garages, with babysitting etc for some years. There are concerns of course in limiting aspirations through the transmission of occupation from one generation to the next, but the effect here was positive, an engagement with learning replacing demotivation. While school staff often did not know about or esteem craft and trade trajectories, college staff did. In this, they were closer to the culture of many of the young people and their families who inhabited a world different to that of school staff. College removed the sense of alienation which results for many young people from an essentially academic National Curriculum and staff who have successfully undertaken an academic career. The foundation of success was therefore a kind of threefold freedom. The alternative learning environment offered escape from three forms of oppression as perceived by learners:
· Physical – in offering more space, more freedom to move about, more security from bullying

· Cultural – in offering an environment which habitually accords success to a wider range of achievements, including those skills and abilities perceived as the domain of those who are seen as 'low achievers' in school and in society.

· Personal - establishing relations of respect with less power distance between tutor and learner.

Constructivist approaches to teaching and learning stress that firstly, the approach must cause the student to be in a state of readiness to learn; learning must take place in a context in which they are able and willing to function (Bruner 1960 & 1966). The removal of three forms of oppression experienced in school appear to have led to learner readiness in most cases, even amongst some young people previously disengaged long term from education.
Secondly, instruction must be delivered so the learner can grasp what is required and achieve. Parents particularly noted a number of changes in teaching and learning. The appropriateness of level was noted by several parents. For many of the parents interviewed, the possibility that their son or daughter could achieve was a huge step forward. Mother W contrasted vocational qualifications which offered a chance to succeed "instead of spending time on qualifications she wouldn't pass in a million years". For one mother her daughter "now won't be left behind. It is fantastic, excellent" (Mother B). Pace was also important. Mother L was delighted that her statemented son was able to take longer than a single academic year to achieve a qualification, as had been demanded at school. Mother D had noticed that "tasks were worded properly", that is her daughter could understand what she was expected to do and could achieve the learning aim. The parents echoed their children’s views that learning was supported so that students could understand and achieve the task set.
Bruner’s third tenet is that instruction should be designed so that it can be connected with previous learning and allow learners to go beyond the information given. The majority of learners interviewed stressed the practical nature of courses and connected this with a greater facility to learn:


I learn more by doing things. When you write you can always forget. There’s a mental image when you do it” 

(Year 10/11 focus Group 1, school G). 


There’s a different way of learning. We do not want to learn only theory; we want practical work
In school we have to write things, memorise and reproduce them, in college we do it and do not have to write it.
(Year 10/11 focus Group 2, school G).

Thirteen of the forty four parents also used the word 'practical' as a form of praise and many more implied that experiential learning was more likely to engage their child and achieve learning. As one father expressed it: "He is not too keen on sitting in a classroom. He gets bored and doesn't try" (Father P). The application of understanding in new environments, either actual or replicated work places, allowed young people to feel connected to another world, an adult world, and to relate their learning both to the experience of adults they knew and to a possible future for themselves. The application of skills also demands that learners adapt and use what they have learned in ways which are novel. 
The effectiveness of experiential learning is not a new idea. However, it did not seem to be frequently experienced by the learners before arriving at college. The success of their learning experience was in part because as well as the removal of three perceived oppressions experienced in schooling, a removal of the negative, positives were present in three factors (Bruner 1960); the creation of a context for learning, learning shaped to be accessible and to offer success, and learning which allowed connections to be made with existing mental models creating skills, knowledge and attitudes which could be carried forward to similar situations. 
A further important aspect was highlighted by some young people:

You can pick who you want to work with in college without teachers intervening. In school teachers think you’ll get distracted if you work with friends which is not always the case. I can work with my friends and still concentrate on my work.

In college we are allowed to talk to our partners while working. This enables us to solve problems better.

(Year 10/11 focus Group 1, school G)

Some degree of social interaction is clearly linked to learning by these young people, echoing the principles of situated learning. They are perhaps in the initial stages of engaging in a "community of practice" related to the vocational area of study, sharing and creating knowledge together (Lave & Wenger, 1990). School learning is contrasted by the respondents as lacking both experiential and socially interactive elements.
Implications for future development

If young people were well served by their experience in further education, how could such experience be secured for the future? There are a number of options:

1. The FE experience more widely available to 14-16 year olds

2. Schools replicate the experience in-house

3. A mix of 1 and 2

There are indications in the data and in research carried out more widely that there is both support for and anxieties about all of the options (Bennet, 2005; Hayward et al 2005). The first option has great strengths. The culture of colleges is in part created by an adult student body which schools cannot replicate. The industry standard facilities and the many staff who have substantial experience of business and industry are also elements of its success with young people. These are unique features which FE has to offer. 
However,  the Nuffield review of 14-19 education identified a key double bind (Hayward et al, 2005, p. 59):


Improved behaviour and learning, arising from part-time college experience, might depend on the 14-16 year-olds constituting only a minority of the college population. Increased college participation would change the context in which young people presently feel more adult and respected.

Young people may only continue to gain from the FE experience if their presence in colleges remains a minority relative to those over 16. This is a real challenge but might be addressed in part by government willingness to invest more heavily in further education. More accommodation and staff would go a long way towards creating the possibility of a greater volume of young people experiencing FE at 14. Such investment would allow a larger number of young people to be taught by FE staff and possibly to be accommodated in custom built facilities which are within a college but do not swamp the adult student population nor draw disproportionately on colleges’ resources.
There are other difficulties that exist from the perspective of FE. A NATFHE survey showed 40 per cent of staff were not in favour of expanding 14-16 provision in FE colleges.  (NATFHE, 2004). Bennet (2005), writing to stimulate discussion in fforum, the Welsh FE Colleges’ group, identifies the challenges presented by accommodating 14-16 year olds:

· Considerable staff development needs, particularly related to behaviour management and differentiation

· Insufficient finance

· Legal and logistical issues

· Mistrust between schools and colleges (related to competition for post-16 students)

· Difficulties of integrating 14-16 into an  adult student body

· Difficulties of integrating a 14-16 curriculum into the FE offering

· Schools using the selection of students and their experience to damage the reputation of colleges

Staff respondents were well aware of these difficulties:

My staff are more used to mature students. They need more development to be able to handle younger students” 

(Head of Programme area). 

There are capacity issues. We have to be careful that we do not become a 14-16 college.

(College support worker)

However, the same college support worker also believed that the staff attitudes were changing:

When we first started, staff were reluctant to teach 14 to 16 year-olds, saying they were here to teach adults, that they came into FE to teach adults. If they want to teach children they could teach in a school. After a couple of weeks they change their mind and say how brilliant the students are. Key Stage 4 are a delight they say.
It would seem that staff are concerned to maintain the current FE environment and culture, as it is vital to students and the context in which they chose to teach,. Despite the enthusiasm of many learners, their parents, school and college staff for providing access to FE at 14, some caution is indicated as necessary to ensure the valued experience is not jeopardised. However, with careful planning, support and investment at local and national levels, FE could become available to the much larger number of 14-16 year olds who might benefit from the opportunity. 
Option 2 is problematic. Many schools highlighted financial deterrents to partnership with colleges; the cost of transport, of double staffing when a member of staff accompanied learners to college, as well as the cost of provision itself:


It’s an expensive business. Colleagues who accompany students to college are highly paid but I don’t see the point. The money could be put to more effective use back in school… Personally, I wouldn’t make as much use of college.


(Teacher, school M)

Such financial considerations led some to believe keeping developments in house was the better strategic choice. For some school leaders, protecting staff posts and the academic subjects they wished to teach was also an important consideration. Schools could in theory offer vocational courses, but a huge resource investment is implied 

to do so credibly, that is with facilities at or close to industry standard taught by suitably experienced and qualified staff.  The approach to teaching and learning would also need to shift considerably towards the more experiential. It is likely schools would need to make use of external expertise for their development, particularly that of colleges. Not all schools will be willing to go down this path:


Our staff are too arrogant and confident in their own potential and see themselves as experts, hence, do not profit from Pathfinder to learn from staff in partnership colleges and schools.


(Deputy head, school E)

College views of school can also be negative: 


There are things in a school that you can never get past whether you are teaching sociology or motor vehicle maintenance. Even with motor vehicle they would still want you to come in a uniform with your shirt tucked in.

(College support worker)

A basis of trust was considered to be essential by some respondents, but was clearly not achieved in many relationships.

Even assuming that the funding, logistical and organisational relationship problems could be resolved, and there is little indication that this is the case, the data suggest that many school staff would be unwilling and/or unable to achieve the culture shift required to replicate an FE adult environment in schools. The academic curriculum and the power distance in staff student relations are embedded to a degree which renders a shift in culture unlikely. Option 2 may be a preferred policy choice by national government, but this data suggests that in practice it is utopian.
In relation to option 3, a range of barriers and inhibitors to partnership were perceived, as listed in table 3.

Table 3 about here
There are attitudinal difficulties to establishing collaboration and a market for provision as outlined by the DfES (2005). Some schools wish strongly to retain control. They have seen the success of colleges and want to capture it. "Schools have seen the brave new world and have thought we will have some of that!" (Deputy head, school A), but they do not want to relinquish funding or control to colleges "I don't like putting myself in the hands of the college"(Deputy head, school A). Some believe schools “ought to be able to cater for what young people need in the school. The ideal is for schools to be able to deliver to everyone rather than having to send them to college” (LEA support service).The college role is diminished to supporting and developing school courses and staff on school terms. “The college experience is valuable, but some schools can deliver the whole range of courses, but perhaps use college expertise on their own site” (LEA support service). Colleges view such a perspective as exploiting their expertise, which may then lead to the establishment of post-16 vocational programmes in schools, eroding their market and unnecessarily duplicating facilities. 
The analysis of this dataset indicates that option 1, making the FE experience more widely available, is feasible but there are issues of scale. Option 2, that schools replicate the college experience, could not be achieved without radical and immense change in school curricula and culture. The option 3 choice of a mixed economy is also problematic as there are substantial inhibitors of collaboration between schools and colleges. The DfES has signalled expectations that schools and colleges will collaborate to establish a range of local opportunities to meet learners’ needs. The barriers, particularly those of funding and competition, are acknowledged, but a negligible policy response is given. The continuation of additional ring fenced funding for innovation is unlikely to substantially dent the quasi market and competitive environment embedded by successive governments since the late 1990’s (McCreath & Maclachlan, 1995: Helmsley-Brown et al, 2002). Further education colleges have much to offer 14-16 year olds and to other organisations developing provision to meet 14-16 needs. The barriers to using that potential will need considerably more policy attention. Upbeat policy exhortations will not dismantle the protection of autonomy and the competitive stance of school and college leaders.

Looking forward

The views of learners, parents and staff reported here are not homogeneous and reflect both positive and negative assessments of what schools and colleges offer young people aged 14-16. Nevertheless, challenges and suggestions for development emerge. The sample of learners is primarily those who are not expected to achieve 5 or more GCSEs at A*-C and includes those who have experienced great difficulties at school to the extent of disengaging. This frames the analysis which emerges of schooling experienced as oppressive by many of those interviewed. Such a finding is not comfortable for school staff, yet it reflects the results of numerous other studies where school is experienced by some learners as neither a happy nor supportive environment (Bates, 1998; Carter & Osler, 2000; Furlong, 1991; Harris et al, 1995; Slee, 1994; Thompson & Bell, 2005). The search for the means to ensure education for 14-16 can offer achievement and personal growth in confidence to all is a foundation of an inclusive society. Further education clearly has a great deal to offer both directly in opening its provision to 14-16 year olds and indirectly in sharing its expertise and culture, but it is not a panacea. Rather, this article raises challenges to learn more about why the teaching and learning approach in the colleges was successful for many young people, how such success could or should be built on in the future, and what the wider lessons might be for national policy and for schools and colleges functioning in a still competitive environment..
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Table 1: Staff perceptions of purpose of 14-19 Pathfinders

	Curriculum 

	· To expand the range of curriculum subjects schools can offer
· To provide an alternative to theory-oriented traditional GCSEs that some find difficult or unsuitable
· To provide learners with work-related opportunities
· To enable learners that are less able academically to follow vocational pathways
· or alternatively
· To introduce all learners to vocational courses to complement academic programmes they are offered


	Teaching and learning
	· To motivate students to learn 

· To give learners with behavioural problems the opportunity to learn more acceptable forms of behaviour in college

· To attract pupils’ and parents’ attention to the value of vocational courses 

· To encourage learners to improve their grades and skills in academic subjects 

· To increase the power of accreditation 

· To enable learners to go out of school and to a different learning environment 

· To enable pupils with SEN to mix with others in mainstream schools



	Progression
	· To create opportunities for post-16 provision 

· To give learners qualifications and generic skills that can help during job interviews and employment 

· To give learners experience in pathways that can become future career options for them 

· To facilitate access into FE, HE and employment



	Organisational benefits
	· To keep students in schools

· To provide schools with funding
· To provide colleges with trainees post 16
· To provide colleges with funding



Table 2: Staff perceptions of the effect on learners

	Self-view
	· Increase in self-confidence

· Increase in self-esteem

· Learners are happier


	Interpersonal skills
	· Better communication with peers and adults

· Better teamwork capacity

· ‘Challenging’ behaviour moderated


	Learning skills
	· Better motivation 

· Rise in aspiration

· More independence and self-reliance in learning

· Improvement in attendance


	Achievement
	· Improved attendance and achievement rates



	Progression
	· Greater awareness of pathways post 16

· Greater planning of future pathways



Table 3: perceived barriers/inhibitors of collaboration

	Funding
	Lacking for:

· transport

· to develop programmes in collaboration with colleges

· for further staff development to run courses in-house

· for equipment 

· Uncertainty about sources of funding

· Information on the amount of money available to schools is complicated and vague



	Teaching and learning
	· Teachers’ workload 

· Limited time for staff to meet

· Limited staff capacity

· Different approaches to pedagogy

· ‘Blended learning approaches’ not workable in all communities

· Achieving a common timetable


	Collaboration
	· Different levels of enthusiasm amongst schools

· Communication between schools

· Preserving all members of the partnership

· A possible loss of college staff to schools when they get trained in 11-16 provision, pay conditions in schools being better

· Competition between schools

· Difficulty in prioritising partnership over individualist tendencies

· League tables
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