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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1. This report is made as the UK’s contribution to the OECD study of the role of national 
qualification systems in promoting lifelong learning.  It consists of four sections: 
 

•  a description of the main features of the qualifications systems in the UK, 
together with relevant recent developments in it; 

 
•  an assessment of the impact of the qualifications system on learning later in 

life, drawing on published evidence; 
 

•  an account of pressures on and initiatives within the qualifications system 
over the past decade focussing on those that had a particular relevance for 
lifelong learning, together with an analysis of the major current issues, 
drawing on interviews with stakeholders; 

 
•  conclusions about the relevance of the qualifications system to lifelong 

learning, suggestions for changes which might realistically be made to 
enhance it and items on which it would be particularly helpful to have the 
experiences of other countries. 

 
2. Three points of clarification need to be made at the beginning in relation to terms or 
concepts which can cause considerable confusion due to different usages and practices in 
different countries. 
 
3. The term lifelong learning is used variably in the UK.  Sometimes it refers to the 
general notion of ‘cradle to the grave’ learning.  More often, though, it is used to denote 
learning later in life, ie. in contrast to initial education.  Sometimes it is used to denote post-
compulsory education – and so takes into the 16-19 upper secondary phase as well as all of 
higher education.  Sometimes, though, it is used to denote that education or training which 
takes place after a person has left full-time education, whether that occurs at 16 or at 23.  In 
the main in this piece we shall concentrate on the last meaning – that is on the effects of 
qualifications on those learning at age 25 or beyond, when all but a tiny minority have left 
initial education.  We shall however consider the effect of qualifications taken during initial 
education on people’s later learning, as that is a very significant factor. 
 
4. The concept of qualifications in the UK is a rather particular one.  In some European 
countries the term is used to denote a complete set of skills acquired during a phase of 
education or training, referring to the instruction and whole experience of that phase as well 
as to the certificate that results.  In the UK, though, the term is generally used rather more 
narrowly to refer to a certificate attesting to learning or validated performance.  It thus makes 
sense, as it might not in some other countries, to refer to a person who has successfully 
completed a course, but who – for one reason or another has not collected the associated 
certificate – as unqualified.  As we shall see there are debates within the UK as to whether it 
is worthwhile to attach formal certification (“qualifications”) to certain learning programmes. 
 
5. Finally it is worth reminding the reader that the UK, in the main, has a labour market 
which is not strongly organised on occupational lines.  While most of the higher level 
professions require relevant qualifications before a person can practise them, this does not 
apply other than exceptionally in the rest of the labour market.  Managers, technicians, 
skilled craft workers, as well as those in administrative and service occupations seldom need 
a particular certificate to enter their occupations.  Of course in some areas it is usual for 
people to have a certain qualification, but there will be plenty of examples of individuals who 
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have entered without it, and in large areas of industry and commerce – as we shall see – in 
as much as selection takes place on the basis of qualifications at all, it is geared to general 
levels of qualifications attained during initial education rather than to particular occupational 
qualifications which form an integral or necessary part of induction into that occupation.  In 
this respect the UK is different from some other countries; it means – for example – that 
there is nothing automatic in the UK about taking vocational qualifications for most of the 
population, and the idea that one might undertake significant vocational education and 
training when first starting work, or while changing occupations later in life, without gaining a 
formal certificate (which might seem a fairly absurd notion in some countries) is a perfectly 
common one in the UK. 
 
6. Section One of this report has been compiled with the help of Savita Kapoor a VET 
consultant previously of the Edexcel Foundation, and has involved contributions from 
officials of the education departments of the various UK administrations. 
 
7. Sections Two and Three were compiled by John West, visiting fellow at the Centre 
for Labour Market Studies at the University of Leicester.  The views expressed in Sections 
Two and Three and the conclusions drawn from these sections are the author’s and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the UK Education Departments. 
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SECTION ONE:  NATIONAL SYSTEMS OF QUALIFICATIONS AND 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING PROVISION 
 
 
The UK education and training system 
 
1.1 The education and training systems of England, Wales and Northern Ireland are 
broadly similar.  Scotland has always had a separate system.  Differences across the UK are 
particularly marked in the school systems.  At the higher education level and for training, this 
is less so. 
 
1.2 School education provision in England, Wales and Scotland is part of the local 
government structure.  In Northern Ireland, education is a central government responsibility 
with local authorities having a consultative role through local Education and Library Boards. 
 
1.3 The government helps set the framework for the education and training system and 
works in partnership with other central and local bodies to implement policies.  It also 
provides funds for many of the public bodies involved in education and training. 
 
1.4 The UK national qualifications system is complex.  It covers well-defined National 
Qualifications Frameworks in England, Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland which are 
regulated by the ‘regulatory authorities’ (see below).  It also covers a range of activities 
outside these frameworks from courses not leading to recognised qualifications to courses 
run by individual companies and leading to their ‘own brand’ certificates. 
 
Structure of government 
 
1.5 The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) is the government department 
responsible for policy on education and training in England.  The Secretary of State for 
Education and Skills is a Cabinet Minister, responsible to Parliament for developing and 
administering policies on education and training.  The Department for Work and Pensions is 
responsible for policies on employment in England. 
 
1.6 The Secretaries of State for Wales and Northern Ireland are also Cabinet Ministers 
who look after the interests of their respective countries in Parliament.  In Wales and 
Northern Ireland, responsibility for education and training policy has been devolved to the 
National Assembly for Wales and to the Northern Ireland Assembly respectively. 
 
1.7 The Scottish Executive Education Department is responsible for policy on school-age 
education in Scotland; Higher Education, Further Education, vocational education and 
training is the responsibility of the Scottish Executive Enterprise, and Lifelong Learning 
Department.  The Minister for Education and the Minister for Enterprise, Transport and 
Lifelong Learning are part of the ministerial team working with the First Minister in the 
Scottish Parliament, who has overall responsibility for devolved Scottish affairs. 
 
Legislative context 
 
1.8 Key legislation for England, Wales and Northern Ireland consists of the Education 
Act 1997 which established the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, and the Learning 
and Skills Act 2000 which created the Learning and Skills Council in April 2001. 
 
1.9 Responsibilities for regulating external qualifications lie with three regulatory 
authorities: 
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•  in England, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) regulates 
all external qualifications (Section 24 of the Education Act 1997).  

 
•  in Wales, the Awdurdod Cymwysterau, Cwricwlwm ac Asesu Cymru / the 

Qualifications, Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales 
(ACCAC) regulates all external qualifications except for the formal 
accreditation of individual NVQs which is the sole responsibility of QCA 
(Section 30 of the Education Act 1997, as extended by the Education 
(Qualifications, Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales) (Conferment 
of Functions) Order 1997).  

 
•  In Northern Ireland, the Council for Curriculum, Examinations and 

Assessment (CCEA) regulates external qualifications offered to students in 
full-time education up to the age of 19 (The Education (Northern Ireland) 
Order 1998).  NVQs are the responsibility of QCA.  

 
1.10 QCA, ACCAC and CCEA work with the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) to 
ensure that National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) and Scottish Vocational Qualifications 
(SVQs) remain aligned.  
 
1.11 For the purposes of statutory regulation (Section 24(6) and (7) of the Education Act 
1997), an ‘external qualification' is a qualification which is academic or vocational in nature 
(including a National Vocational Qualification), but not an academic qualification at first 
degree level or any comparable or higher level; and which is authenticated or awarded by an 
outside body (that is, a body or person other than the institution or employer that provides 
the course of education or training leading to the qualification).  
 
1.12 The regulatory authorities’ key functions in respect of external qualifications are to 
keep under review all aspects of such qualifications; to develop and publish criteria for the 
accreditation of such qualifications; and to accredit, where they meet the criteria, such 
qualifications as are submitted for accreditation. 
 
1.13 The Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) is responsible for the majority of 
qualifications available in Scotland’s education and training system, excluding degrees and 
some professional qualifications.  The SQA both accredits and awards Scottish Vocational 
Qualifications.  However, the SQA is required by statute to separate its accrediting and 
awarding functions clearly. 
 
1.14 The SQA was established under the Education (Scotland) Act 1996 in succession to 
the Scottish Examination Board and the Scottish Vocational Education Council.  The SQA is 
a non-departmental public body and is responsible to the Scottish Ministers.  The SQA’s 
functions are to: devise, develop and validate qualifications and keep them under review; 
accredit qualifications; approve education and training establishments as being suitable for 
entering people for these qualifications; arrange for, assist in, and carry out, the assessment 
of people taking SQA qualifications; quality assure education and training establishments 
which offer SQA qualifications; and issue certificates to candidates.  The SQA is also 
responsible for developing and distributing 5-14 national tests to schools as part of the 
government’s 5-14 Programme. 
 
National bodies funding education and training 
 
1.15 In England the Learning & Skills Council (LSC) is a non-departmental public body, 
established under the Learning and Skills Act 2000.  It became fully operational in April 
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2001.  Its function is to plan and fund post-16 learning in England, including school sixth 
form provision, further education, work-based training, and adult and community learning.  
 
1.16 Under the provisions of the Learning and Skills Act 2000, the Learning and Skills 
Council can only fund a qualification if it is approved by the Secretary of State for Education 
and Skills.  This involves scrutiny of qualifications against published criteria by the QCA who 
make recommendations to DfES for qualifications to be included in lists published on a 
website and updated regularly.   
 
1.17 The LSC is responsible for encouraging more young people to stay in learning, and 
to achieve at levels 2 and 3.  It does this by funding a broad range of qualifications and 
programmes which meet the needs and interests of young people, and give them a route 
into higher education (HE), and the knowledge and skills they need for work.  Provision is 
delivered through general further education (FE), sixth form colleges, work based training 
providers, and school sixth forms (though funding for school sixth forms is routed via local 
education authorities (LEAs) and then onto schools – ensuring that it is reflected in the 
LSC’s wider plans for the area, while retaining the LEAs specialist links and expertise for 
schools).  
 
1.18 The LSC also has a key role to play in implementing the government’s 14-19 
reforms.  The aim is that all young people will be able to follow learning pathways tailored to 
their individual aptitudes and aspirations.  Vocational, academic and mixed programmes of 
learning will be available from age 14 in schools, colleges and in the workplace, which build 
on the new vocational GCSEs and A-levels, and allow young people to progress through 
learning at a pace that is right for them.  The LSC will support the local planning 
arrangements, and work with schools and employers to organise structured workplace visits 
for 14-16 year olds undertaking vocational learning programmes.  It is also funding around 
40,000 part-time vocational placements for 14-16 year olds.  The first placements began in 
September 2002, and are being delivered through local partnerships, which include general 
FE colleges and schools. 
 
1.19 The LSC has a statutory responsibility to increase demand for learning amongst 
adults, including people of working age, as well as older retired people.  This includes 
improving adult basic skills, for which the LSC has adopted the Government's target for 
raising the literacy and numeracy skills of 750,000 adults by 2004.  It has also implemented 
its own adult literacy and numeracy strategy aimed at ensuring that 240,000 adults achieve a 
basic literacy and numeracy qualification by the end of 2002, and is well on track to meet this 
target.   
 
1.20 The new funding arrangements introduced by the Learning and Skills Council are 
based on the premise that all learning is valuable.  The Council is not limited, in the 
education and training it supports, to courses leading to a full certificated qualification.  In 
allocating funding it will consider on their merits the opportunities offered by a wide range of 
providers – formal and informal, fixed and distance learning – which meet individual needs.  
However, the Council will continue to place a premium on transferable qualifications, which 
guarantee consistency and (in the case of vocational qualifications) meet employer-defined 
occupational standards.  
 
1.21 In Wales the National Council - ELWa is an Assembly Sponsored Public Body 
established under the Learning and Skills Act 2000.  Its statutory name is the National 
Council for Education and Training for Wales.  
 
1.22 In April 2001, it took over the majority of the functions of the four Training and 
Enterprise Councils and the Further Education Funding Council for Wales.  It assumed 
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responsibility for funding, planning and promoting all post-16 education and training in Wales 
with the exception of higher education.  
 
1.23 The National Council – ELWa has responsibility for further education, private and 
voluntary sector training provision, adult continuing education and, with effect from April 
2002, sixth form provision.  
 
1.24 Scottish Further Education Funding Council (SFEFC) was established in 1999 
and distributes public money to further education colleges within Scotland.  It aims to provide 
leadership, stimulate strategic change and promote innovation and collaboration to enhance 
the sector’s role in lifelong learning, social inclusion and economic development.  The 
Council also works closely with the sector to promote a culture of continuous improvement 
and the achievement of best practice through sound governance and the highest standards 
of management. 
 
1.25 Scottish Ministers have delegated their statutory duty to secure adequate and 
efficient provision of further education to SFEFC although they are accountable to the 
Scottish Parliament for further education policy and set the overall level of funding for the 
sector.  SFEFC then distributes this funding to 46 further education colleges in Scotland 
within guidelines that are set by the Scottish Ministers. 
 
1.26 Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise are non-departmental 
public bodies (NDPBs), set up by statute to deliver economic development policies through a 
network of 22 Local Enterprise Companies: 12 in the Scottish Enterprise area and 10 in the 
Highlands and Islands.  
 
1.27 A Smart Successful Scotland provides the strategic direction for the Enterprise 
Networks with its focus on growing business, global connections and skills and learning.  It 
places learning and skills at the heart of efforts for a successful and inclusive Scotland.  The 
Networks are developing new approaches to understanding the Scottish labour market, 
identifying skills shortages and better matching supply to demand.  Future Skills Scotland is 
helping to develop a more efficient and competitive labour market.  The aim is to help 
understand the needs of employers and take advantage of the Web to better align the needs 
of the labour market and the skills we are geared up to provide. 
 
1.28 In addition the focus on skills and learning has been reinforced by redesigning the 
structure of existing careers advice and support.  Careers Scotland – now part of the 
Enterprise Networks – will provide the necessary links with lifelong learning opportunities 
and the jobs of tomorrow, through a client-focused, easily accessible service that can offer 
the best advice to all Scots.  Careers Scotland aims to deliver “all age” guidance and for the 
first time give a national voice for all key stakeholders such as schools, colleges, employers 
and unions. 
 
1.29 The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) distributes public 
money for teaching and research to universities and colleges.  In doing so, it aims to 
promote high quality education and research, within a financially healthy sector.  The Council 
also plays a key role in ensuring accountability and promoting good practice. 
 
1.30 Ministers are responsible to Parliament for higher education policy and deciding on 
the overall level of resources for its delivery.  HEFCE is responsible for the allocation of 
these funds to individual institutions and for developing policies within the broad guidelines 
set by the Secretary of State for Education and Skills.  
 
1.31 Since HEFCE handles the day to day relations with the HE sector in all matters 
financial and academic, it acts as an intermediary between government and universities and 
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colleges.  HEFCE articulates government policy to the HE sector through its funding 
strategies.  At the same time it reflects the sector’s views to Government gathered through 
consultation, feedback and other contact with Higher Education Institutions, and advises the 
Secretary of State on the funding and development needs of higher education. 
 
1.32 The Scottish Higher Education Funding Council (SHEFC) is a Non-Departmental 
Public Body of the Scottish Executive.  Higher Education is devolved in Scotland and 
SHEFC distributes public money for teaching and research to higher education institutions 
(HEIs) in Scotland.  SHEFC aims to provide financial support for teaching, research and 
associated activities in the 20 Scottish HEIs which it funds (other arrangements are in place 
for the Scottish Agricultural College).  The Council is a non-departmental public body 
responsible to the Scottish Executive through the Scottish Executive Enterprise and Lifelong 
Learning Department. 
 
1.33 The Council's main functions are to distribute funds to support teaching and research 
in higher education institutions in line with Ministerial priorities; and to secure that provision 
is made for assessing the quality of higher education supported by the Council; and to 
provide Scottish Ministers with information and advice relating to all aspects of higher 
education in Scotland, including the financial needs of the sector. 
 
1.34 In order to create the greatest comparability and transparency between how 
institutions and different levels of qualifications are funded in tertiary education, the recent 
Scottish Lifelong Learning Strategy Learning through Life: Life through Learning proposes to 
merge SHEFC and the Scottish Further Education Funding council (SFEFC).  This will also 
ensure even closer integration between work of the Funding Councils and the Enterprise 
Networks. 
 
Policy on lifelong learning 
 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
 
1.35 The principal objectives of the Government’s lifelong learning agenda are to ensure 
that all young people achieve the skills essential to enable them to cope with change, 
achieve security in their lives and benefit from growing prosperity, with a target of 90% of all 
22 year olds to have participated in a full-time programme fitting them for entry into higher 
education or skilled employment; to provide the higher level skills needed for a successful 
innovative knowledge-based economy, with a target of 50% of those under 30 participating 
in higher education by 2010; to ensure everyone of working age and beyond has the skills to 
meet the needs of employment and to lead rewarding and fulfilling lives; and to continue to 
drive up standards of teaching and learning across education and training. 
 
1.36 The genesis of current policy in Wales on Education and Lifelong Learning is the 
Welsh Office White Paper, Building Excellent Schools Together (BEST), which was 
published in July 97.  Linked to, and arising from BEST was a Welsh office Green Paper, 
Learning Is For Everyone (LIFE), published in April 98.  This was the first Green Paper on 
Lifelong Learning for Wales and it set out the philosophy for Lifelong Learning in Wales. 
 
1.37 Following the publication of BEST and LIFE, the Education and Training Action 
Group took forward the learning agenda, publishing an Education and Training Action Plan 
for Wales in March 1999.  The plan made recommendations for a common post-16 
education and training structure.  The National Assembly for Wales considered the plan and 
signed up to it.  Its recommendations were then fed into the Learning and Skills Act 2000 
and subsequently into the Education and Skills Act 2002. 
 



 

 - 11 -

1.38 In August 2001 the National Assembly for Wales issued a paving document, The 
Learning Country, setting out an education and lifelong learning programme to 2010 for 
Wales.  The Learning Country builds on the previous strategies, and sets the agenda for 
learning to 2010. 
 
Scotland 
 
1.39 “Life Through Learning: Learning Through Life”, the Scottish Executive’s new lifelong 
learning strategy was published on 11 February 2003.  The document sets out the 
Executive’s vision to achieve the best possible match between learning opportunities open to 
people and the skills, knowledge, attitudes and behaviours which will strengthen Scotland’s 
economy and society.  The vision is supported by 5 people-centred goals: 
 

•  A Scotland where people have the confidence, enterprise, knowledge, 
creativity and skills they need to participate in economic, social and civic life; 

 
•  A Scotland where people demand and providers deliver a high quality 

learning experience; 
 
•  A Scotland where people’s knowledge and skills are recognised, used and 

developed to best effect in their workplace; 
 
•  A Scotland where people are given the information, guidance and support 

they need to make effective learning decisions and transitions; 
 
•  A Scotland where people have the chance to learn, irrespective of their 

background or current personal circumstances. 
 
1.40 A series of initiatives and actions are planned to fulfil the vision and goals over the 
next five years. 
 
National learning targets  
 
1.41 National Learning Targets have been set as a means of measuring progress on how 
well the countries are doing.  They provide a focus for efforts to increase participation and 
attainment in learning in the areas that matter most: from schools through to lifelong learning 
and business development.  The targets for England and those for Wales and Northern 
Ireland are given in Annex 1.  Performance indicators for Scotland were set as part of the 
new lifelong learning strategy in February 2003. 
 
Recognition of formal learning 
 
National Curriculum (England) 
 
1.42 The school curriculum comprises all learning and other experiences that each school 
provides for its pupils.  This includes the National Curriculum, religious education, collective 
worship, sex education and careers education. 
 
1.43 The school curriculum has two aims: to provide opportunities for all pupils to learn 
and achieve; and to promote pupils' spiritual, moral, social and cultural development and 
prepare all pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life.  Within 
the school curriculum, the National Curriculum secures for all pupils, irrespective of social 
background, culture, race, gender, differences in ability and disabilities, an entitlement to a 
number of areas of learning and to develop knowledge, understanding, skills and attitudes 
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necessary for their self-fulfilment and development as active and responsible citizens.  It also 
makes expectations for learning and attainment explicit to pupils, parents, teachers, 
governors, employers and the public, and establishes national standards for the 
performance of all pupils in the subjects it includes. 
 
1.44 The National Curriculum was introduced in England in 1988, with the current 
curriculum introduced in August 2000.  It sets out the subjects and programmes of study 
which schools are obliged to cover from ages 5 -16 in maintained schools.  The areas taught 
as part of the wider school curriculum are religious education, sex education and, at key 
stages 3 and 4, careers education.  These are all statutory requirements although, in the 
case of religious education (RE) and sex education, there is a parental right of withdrawal 
from all but those elements of sex education which fall within the science curriculum.  
 
1.45 The National Curriculum subjects that are required to be taught vary at the different 
key stages.  At key stages 1 and 2 pupils should be taught English, mathematics, science, 
design and technology, information and communication technology, history, geography, art 
and design, music and physical education.  At key stage 3 pupils are also taught modern 
foreign language and citizenship.  Key stage 4 requirements are English, mathematics, 
science, design and technology, modern foreign language and citizenship.  There is also a 
requirement that ICT and PE are also taught.  The recent 14-19 green paper proposes 
changes to these requirements, but the subjects listed above are still the current statutory 
requirements at key stage 4.  
 
1.46 The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority have published guidance on how much 
time should be allocated to subjects at Key stages 1, 2 and 3.  This is, however, only 
guidance and is not a statutory requirement. 
 
The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) – for England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland 
 
1.47 The NQF aims to show the relationship between qualifications and to help learners, 
employers, higher education and other stakeholders to make well-informed judgements and 
choices about qualifications. 
 
Figure 1 – The National Qualifications Framework 

Level General Vocationally-related Occupational 

5 
 
4 

Higher level qualifications 
Level 5 NVQ 
 
Level 4 NVQ 

3 Advanced A level 
vocational A-level 
(advanced GNVQ) 

Level 3 NVQ 

2 Intermediate GCSE grade A*-C Intermediate GNVQ Level 2 NVQ 

1 Foundation GCSE grade D-G  Foundation GNVQ Level 1 NVQ 

Entry Level Certificate of (Educational) Achievement 

 

1.48 Qualifications admitted to the framework fall within one of three categories – general, 
vocationally-related and occupational; the occupational focus of qualifications increasing as 
one moves across the framework from general to occupational.  Qualifications are also 
assigned to one of six levels – Entry Level, plus Levels 1-5.  The levels are distinguished by 
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the degree of knowledge, skills and understanding, autonomy, analysis and creative thinking 
within the qualification. 
 
1.49 The positioning of qualifications at the same level indicates that they are broadly 
comparable in terms of general level of outcome.  It does not indicate that they have the 
same purpose, content or outcomes or are equivalent in demand. 
 
1.50 As at May 2003 there were around 3,750 qualifications in the framework.  The 
number fluctuates as qualifications meeting accreditation requirement are added and as 
qualifications whose period of accreditation expires exit the framework. 
 
1.51 Of the main types there are: 
 

387 A Level General Certificates of Education GCEs;  
302 General Certificates of Secondary Education GCSEs; 
790 Vocationally Related Qualifications VRQs Levels 1-3 
1288 National Vocational Qualifications NVQs 
124 Entry qualifications. 

 
1.52 The aims of the NQF are to: promote access, motivation and achievement in 
education and training and therefore strengthen international competitiveness; promote 
lifelong learning by helping people to understand clear routes of progression; avoid 
unnecessary duplication and overlap of qualifications whilst ensuring all learning needs are 
covered; and promote public and professional confidence in the integrity and relevance of 
national awards. 
 
1.53 The National Qualifications Framework is being currently reviewed to ensure it is fit 
for purpose and streamlined where appropriate. 
 
1.54 QCA in partnership with ACCAC and CCEA are taking forward work to look at the 
alignment between the revised National Qualifications Framework for England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland (NQF), and other frameworks in the United Kingdom and beyond.  The first 
stage of this work has been to gain clarification of the alignment with the Framework for 
Higher Education Qualifications, such that learners, providers and users of qualifications can 
gain a clear view of the relationship between university qualifications and those offered by 
external awarding bodies. 
 
1.55 Work is also progressing to clarify the relationship between NQF and the 
qualifications frameworks in Scotland and in the Republic of Ireland.  Each of these 
frameworks has a different number of levels, and in the first instance the benchmarking 
of qualifications such as school leaving certificates and honours degree level qualifications 
may serve as reference points.  In the case of Scotland, the SVQs/NVQs have been based 
on the same National Occupational Standards, and have a formal relationship and offer link 
points between the frameworks.  
 
1.56 The development of level indicators to support the NQF, based on those already 
developed to support other frameworks may serve as an additional mechanism for clarifying 
relationships.  The Republic of Ireland has developed what can be seen as the latest 
generation of descriptors, and QCA is working to adapt and modify these to support 
understanding of NQF levels.  Mapping of key features of other descriptors can also offer 
insight into levels of demand across frameworks. 
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The Framework for Higher Education Qualifications 
 
1.57 To promote understanding of higher education the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) 
has developed a qualifications framework for higher education qualifications in England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.  This was based on the premise that public confidence in 
academic standards required public understanding of the achievement represented by HE 
qualifications.  A separate framework exists for Scotland, within the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework-see below. 
 
Figure 2 - Framework for higher education qualifications 

Level Qualifications 

1. Certificate C Level Certificates of Higher Education 

2. Intermediate I Level Foundation degrees, ordinary (Bachelors) degrees, Diplomas of 
Higher Education and other higher diplomas 

3. Honours  H Level  Bachelors degrees with Honours, Graduate Certificates and 
Graduate Diplomas 

4. Masters M Level  Masters degrees, Postgraduate Certificates and Postgraduate 
Diplomas 

5. Doctoral D Level  Doctorates 

 
1.58 The Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ) in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland was published in January 2001.  It applies to degrees, diplomas, certificates 
and other academic awards granted by a university or college, in exercise of degree 
awarding powers. 
 
1.59 In creating the Framework the Quality Assurance Agency worked closely with the 
regulatory authorities (QCA/ACCAC/CCEA) to ensure consistency and that the FHEQ and 
the NQF complemented one another.  Future alignment of the FHEQ with the NQF is being 
considered as part of the review of the NQF. 
 
The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) 
 
1.60 The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) has brought together all 
Scottish mainstream qualifications into a single unified framework: the qualifications of 
higher education institutions; SQA National Qualifications and Higher National Qualifications; 
and Scottish Vocational Qualifications.  The SCQF is being established jointly by: the 
Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA), Universities Scotland, the Quality Assurance Agency 
for Higher Education Scottish Office (QAA), and the Scottish Executive (Enterprise, 
Transport and Lifelong Learning Department and Education Department). 
 
1.61 The SCQF has two general aims: to help people of all ages and circumstances to 
access appropriate education and training over their lifetime to fulfil their personal, social and 
economic potential; and to enable employers, learners and the public in general to 
understand the full range of Scottish qualifications, how the qualifications relate to each 
other, and how different types of qualifications can contribute to improving the skills of the 
workforce. 
 
1.62 The SCQF differs from the National Qualifications Framework in England.  In the 
SCQF qualifications are described in terms of their level and their credit value as defined by 
Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer (SCOTCAT) points.  SCOTCAT points are used 
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to quantify the outcomes of learning and give them a value of currency based on valid, 
reliable methods of assessment.  The number of SCOTCAT points is worked out on the 
basis of the amount of time that an ‘average’ learner at a specified level might expect to take 
to achieve the outcomes.  The SCQF works on the basis that one credit point represents the 
outcomes of learning achieved through 10 notional hours of learning time.  General 
SCOTCAT points can be used to assist learners to transfer between programmes.  The 
awarding bodies – SQA and individual universities – decide the extent to which this kind of 
transfer can take place.  They determine how much of the credit already achieved is relevant 
to the new programme and the specific number of credits that can be transferred. 
 
1.63 There are 12 levels ranging from Access 1 (National Qualifications) at SCQF Level 1 
to Doctorate at SCQF Level 12, as represented in the chart below: 
 
Figure 3 

 
 
1.64 Level 10 of the SCQF corresponds to Level 3 of the framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications (England, Wales and Northern Ireland).  There is no English, Welsh or 
Northern Irish equivalent to Scottish Level 9). 
 
1.65 The SCQF Implementation Plan was published in December 2002 and details future 
developments and projects required to further implement the framework throughout 
Scotland. 
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Types of qualifications 
 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
 
Entry Level 
 
1.66 The first level of qualifications in the NQF framework are designed to provide a wider 
range of learners with access to nationally recognised and approved qualifications.  Entry 
Level qualifications provide progression routes to GCSEs, GNVQs, NVQs (see below), and 
to other qualifications across Level 1 of the framework.  There are three sub-levels broadly 
equivalent to National Curriculum Levels 1–3.  Entry Level qualifications are designed for 
learners aged 14 and above.  At Key Stage 4 (age 14–16) they are taken by pupils who are 
not ready to do GCSEs.  Entry Level qualifications are available in a wide range of academic 
subjects and in an increasing range of vocational areas and basic skills. 
 
General qualifications 
 
1.67 The key general educational qualifications are: GCSE (General Certificate of 
Secondary Education) which spans Levels 1 and 2 in the framework; GCE (General 
Certificate of Education) Advanced and Advanced Subsidiary; and AEA (Advanced 
Extension Award) at Level 3. 
 
1.68 GCSE: normally taken at age 15–16 (at the end of Key Stage 4).  GCSEs are 
available in a wide range of academic subjects and an increasing range of vocational areas.  
Pupils are tested by assessment of work during the course and examinations at the end of 
the course.  Passes are graded from A* to G (A* being the highest grade).  
 
1.69 GCE: learners normally take Advanced GCE (A level) qualifications at age 18 or 
over.  The revised Advanced GCE, introduced in September 2000, normally consists of six 
assessment units of approximately equal size.  The assessment units can be taken during 
the course or altogether at the end of the course. 
 
1.70 The Advanced Subsidiary GCE (AS) is the first half of a full Advanced GCE and 
normally comprises three assessment units.  It is also a stand-alone qualification.  The 
Advanced Subsidiary provides a better progression from GCSE into advanced level study 
and supersedes the GCE Advanced Supplementary.  The Advanced and Advanced 
Subsidiary are graded A–E (A being the highest grade).  
 
1.71 Advanced Extension Award: (world-class tests for 18 year olds) were available for 
first examination in summer 2002.  The award provides opportunities to extend the depth of 
knowledge and critical ability of the most able students, and is available initially in 17 
subjects.  Tests have been designed to be accessible to all students.  Awards are graded at 
merit and distinction.  Five additional AEA subjects will be developed for first examination 
from summer 2005.  A pilot AEA in a vocational subject will be developed on the same 
timescale. 
 
1.72 Key Skills: these are generic skills that can help improve learning and performance.  
They enable students to develop a variety of transferable skills in preparation for 
employment, further or higher education.  There are six Key Skills available at Levels 1–5: 
communication, application of number, information technology, working with others, problem 
solving, improving own learning and performance.  Qualifications are available in 
communication, application of number and information technology and require both internal 
and external assessment.  In addition students may obtain unit certification in problem 
solving, improving own learning and performance and working with others. 
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1.73 Students studying for Advanced GCEs, GNVQs, NVQs and other programmes of 
learning have opportunities through their main programme of study to provide evidence for 
the achievement of a Key Skill. 
 
Vocationally-related qualifications 
 
1.74 General National Vocational Qualifications (GNVQs) and Advanced Vocational 
Certificate of Education (AVCE): these are vocationally-related qualifications that provide 
paths into further and higher education and into employment.  They are generally taken at 
age 16–19, but are available at Key Stage 4 (age 14–16).  They are normally studied in 
school or college.  GNVQs are available at two levels: foundation (Level 1 equivalent to 
GCSE grades D–G) and intermediate (Level 2 equivalent to GCSE grades A*–C).  
Foundation and intermediate GNVQs are graded at pass, merit and distinction.  
 
1.75 The AVCE at Level 3 (equivalent to Advanced GCE and Advanced Subsidiary GCE) 
replaced the advanced GNVQ from September 2000.  The AVCE is available in three sizes 
– three, six and twelve units.  The three-unit awards (vocational AS) are only available in a 
limited range of subjects, but the six- and twelve-unit awards are available in all subjects.  
AVCEs are graded A to E.  They are assessed by evaluation of work done during the course 
(portfolio work) as well as by external assessments. 
 
1.76 New GCSEs in vocational subjects were launched nationally from September 2002.  
These will enable pupils at schools and colleges to study work-related subjects; be backed 
up by a programme of support; and appeal to students of all ability maximising students’ 
access to a range of different progression routes post-16. 
 
1.77 Both vocational and work-related learning are key elements of the government's 
vision for a high-quality and well-focused education system.  They can help all individuals to 
become and remain active citizens in a fast changing society with the opportunity for 
continued employment in the world of work in the 21st century.  The government intends to 
build an education system which will deliver the technical and vocational skills of an 
advanced economy so that everyone will have a pathway to success.  The purpose is to 
improve the education and training available to pupils.  
 
1.78 This particular initiative is part of the wider vision of creating an excellent system of 
technical and vocational education as outlined in the ‘Building on Success’ white paper and 
subsequent green paper ’14-19: Extending Opportunities, Raising Standards’.  The 
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) has developed the new GCSE qualifications 
in 8 subjects.  
 
1.79 There is also a wide range of other vocationally-related qualifications offered in 
schools and colleges and by training providers at Levels 1–5, designed for specific purposes 
and to meet a wide variety of learner needs.  At levels 4 and 5 Higher National Certificates 
(HNCs) and Higher National Diplomas (HNDs) are taken mainly at colleges of further 
education and allow progression to degree courses. 
 
Occupational qualifications 
 
1.80 National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) – Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQ) 
in Scotland – are available at Levels 1–5 in the qualifications framework.  N/SVQs are made 
up of a number of units based on industry-defined standards of occupational competence.  
These describe the skills and knowledge people need to be able to perform effectively at 
work. 
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1.81 National standards of performance are set for occupations in each industry, service 
or commercial sector.  The emphasis on outcomes, rather than processes of learning, 
means that the qualifications obtained are based on the needs of employers.  The standards 
are broad enough to give flexibility to employers and to offer opportunities for individuals to 
transfer competences and respond to change.  To ensure their relevance to employment, 
the standards setting bodies are made up of employer interests in a given industry. 
 
1.82 Vendor and professional qualifications: outside the National Qualifications 
Framework there are also a wide range of company specific and professional qualifications, 
which have been developed by organisations such as Microsoft, Cisco, Novell, and 3 Com. 
 
Funding by Qualification Types 
 
1.83 The funding methodology currently used by the LSC does not distinguish between 
qualification types.  Funding is determined by the length of the programme measured by 
guided learning hours.  The base level of funding can be uplifted depending on the subject 
being taught, for example it is more expensive to deliver a programme of the same length in 
engineering than it is in business studies.  The funding methodology uses a series of 
programme weightings to make these adjustments. 
 
1.84 Other uplifts can be applied based on the individual learner's level of disadvantage, 
or the geographical location of the institution providing the learning. 
 
1.85 Over time, analysis of the guided learning hours in which programmes are delivered 
shows that in most institutions a similar number of guided learning hours are used.  For 
these learning aims we can give a listed value; other learning aims are funded through a 
series of loadbands.  GCSEs, A levels, and AVCEs are examples of learning aims with a 
listed funding value.  The following examples illustrated 2002/03 funding rates in further 
education. 
 
1.86 Entry level - difficult to give an example as they are funded through the loadbands ie 
the funding is determined by the number of guided learning hours delivered. 
 
1.87 General - GCE AS or A2 studied during the day £663, GCSE studied during the day 
£479, Key Skills £186 
 
1.88 Vocationally related - AVCE £4005 (for a 2 year course). 
 
1.89 Occupational - NVQs where college provides skills training, underpinning knowledge 
and understanding, and support and assessment and where NVQ is delivered in at least 450 
guided learning hours £2395.  Where the college only provides the support and assessment 
the funding is £635. 
 
1.90 The above illustrations are from Further Education.  NVQs are also part of Modern 
Apprenticeships (see page 36) which are funded through work based learning.  The funding 
varies between occupational sectors and by age group.  The standard length of stay of 
trainees is the main determinant of funding.  For 16-18 year olds national rates for advanced 
modern apprenticeship vary from around £5,000 to £10,000; 19-24 year olds national rates 
are typically around £3,500 but can vary up to £7,500.  In Foundation modern 
apprenticeships 16-18 year olds national rates range from £3000 to £6000 and for 19-24 
average £2000. 
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Attainment and outcomes: Vocational Qualifications 
 
Chart A: Vocational qualifications awarded, by qualification type, level and gender, United 
Kingdom, 2001/02 
 

 

Data last updated: June 2003  
 
 
1.91 There is a large difference in the gender breakdown by level when comparing 
GNVQs/ VCEs, NVQs, Other VQs and VRQs awarded in 2001/02 in England. 
 
1.92 Females attained more NVQ awards than males at all levels in contrast to 
GNVQs/VCEs where females attained more awards at level 3 with males achieving more 
awards at levels 1 and 2. 
 
1.93 Females gained the majority of Other VQ awards made at levels 1 and 2, while 
males gained the majority of awards made at level 3 and above. 
 
1.94 In contrast, females gained more VRQ awards at levels 4 and 5, while males gained 
the majority of VRQs at levels 2 and 3, with awards at level 1 being evenly split between 
males and females. 
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Chart B: NVQ/SVQs awarded, by level of qualification, United Kingdom, 1995/96 to 2001/02 
 

 
  

(1) 2000/01 data shows awards of NVQs only. 

 
1.95 Since their introduction in 1987, over 4 million NVQs/SVQs had been awarded in the 
UK by the end of September 2002. 
 
1.96 Looking at NVQs alone, the total number of NVQs awarded dropped from 398,000 in 
2000/01 to 381,000 in 2001/02. 
 
1.97 32 per cent of all NVQs awarded in 2001/02 were at level 3 or above, compared with 
21 per cent of NVQs/SVQs awarded in 1995/96. 
 
1.98 The proportion of awards at level 2 has fallen steadily over time from 62 per cent in 
1995/96 to 57 per cent in 2001/02.  The proportion of awards made at level 1 has continued 
to decrease steadily, from 18 per cent of NVQs/SVQs in 1995/96 to 12 per cent in 2001/02. 
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Chart C: Other Vocational Qualifications (Other VQs) awarded, by level of qualification, United 
Kingdom, 1995/96 to 2001/02 
 

 
Data last updated: June 2003   

 

 
1.99 National Information System Vocational Qualification NISVQ collected information on 
474,000 Other VQs awarded in the UK in 2001/02.  In addition, NISVQ collected information 
on 25,000 VRQs - these were combined with Other VQs in 2000/01.  Combining Other VQ 
awards for 2001/02 gives 499,000 awards, a 10 per cent fall when compared with the 
553,000 awards in 2000/01. 
 
1.100 The proportion of Other VQs awarded at level 3 and above fell from 35 per cent in 
1995/96 to 25 per cent in 2001/02. 
 
1.101 51 per cent of all Other VQs awarded in 2001/02 were made at notional level 1, 24 
per cent at notional level 2, and 25 per cent at notional level 3 and above. 
 
1.102 60 per cent of Other VQs awarded in 2001/02 were to people aged 25 and over 
 
The Scottish qualifications system 
 
1.103 In 1999, under the Higher Still programme of reforms to post-16 school education in 
Scotland, a framework of new National Qualifications was introduced.  The qualifications are 
designed to maximise participation, improve attainment and enable all students to reach 
their full educational potential.  New National Qualifications are also intended to enable 
students to build up qualifications flexibly over time and can be gained in both schools and 
colleges. 
 
1.104 The new system has been implemented for all pupils in the fifth and sixth year of 
secondary education.  Pupils in their fourth year of secondary education normally take the 
traditional Standard Grade examinations.  However, the new National Qualifications system 
has been introduced in a small number of schools for this lower age group. 
 
1.105 Five levels of study may be offered to learners within new National Qualifications:  
Access, Intermediate 1 and 2, Higher and Advanced Higher.  The new Higher and Advanced 
Higher are direct replacements of the old SCE Higher Grade and Certificate of Sixth Year 
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Studies respectively.  National courses consist of blocks of study called National Units.  A 
unit usually consists of around 40 hours of study, and there are 3 units in a Course.  Unit 
awards demonstrate that a learner has achieved competence in a particular area of study. 
 
1.106 National Course awards are graded by external assessment, which consists of an 
examination, coursework, or performance, or a combination of two or more of these.  
National Course awards also require candidates to pass all Unit assessments of the course.  
A typical National Course external assessment requires candidates to demonstrate long-
term retention of knowledge, high levels of problem solving, integration of knowledge across 
a whole course and an ability to apply knowledge and skills to novel situations. 
 
1.107 The range of qualifications has been expanded to include vocational qualifications 
and newer areas of study: eg Biotechnology, Managing Environmental Resources, 
Psychology and Travel and Tourism. 
 
1.108 Standard Grade examinations are sat at the end of a two year course.  Standard 
Grades are split into elements, each Standard Grade normally having 2 or 3 elements.  Each 
of these elements has an assessment attached to it which can take the form of an 
examination or coursework or performance.  The candidates performance in each element is 
aggregated together to give the overall grade for each Standard Grade.  Standard Grades 
are set at three levels: Credit (leading to awards at grade 1 or 2); General (leading to awards 
at grade 3 or 4), and Foundation (leading to awards 5 or 6).  Grade 7 is available to those 
who, although they have completed the course, have not attained any of these levels.  
Normally pupils will take examinations covering two pairs of grades, either grades 1-4 or 
grades 3-6. 
 
1.109 All National Qualifications, including Standard Grades, assess Core Skills.  Core 
Skills are the broad, transferable skills which people need to be full and active members of 
society.  They provide a basis for learning throughout life, for working effectively, and for 
dealing with problems.  There are five core skills: communication, numeracy, information 
technology, problem solving and working with others. 
 
1.110 A recent Enterprise in Education review recommended that all pupils over the age of 
14 should have the opportunity for work-based vocational learning linked to the 
accompanying relevant qualifications.  The Scottish Executive, in its’ response document 
launched on 18 March 2003, accepted this recommendation. 
 
Figure 4 - Scottish Core Skills 

Competency: 
‘Core Skill’ 

Components Further Information 

Communication Oral Communication 
Written Communication 

Reading, writing and speaking effectively. 
(Also includes signing for the deaf.) 

Numeracy Using Graphical Information  
Using Number 

Calculating accurately and using tables, 
graphs, diagrams and maps effectively. 

IT Using Information Technology Operating IT systems and using software 
applications. 

Problem Solving Critical Thinking  
Planning and Organising  
Reviewing and Evaluating 

Analysing problems, planning solutions to 
the problems, and organising, completing 
and evaluating activities to solve problems 

Working with 
Others 

Working with Others Using interpersonal and self organisation 
skills to work effectively with other people. 
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1.111 Core Skills are embedded in National Qualifications and SVQs.  In Modern 
Apprenticeship frameworks, apprentices need to achieve all 5 Core Skills. 
 
1.112 There are 3 main qualifications families in Scottish further education: National 
Qualifications; Higher National Qualifications (HNC and HND); and SVQs.  In addition to 
standard Grade qualifications, National Qualifications are available at five levels: Access, 
Intermediate 1, Intermediate 2, Higher and Advanced Higher. 
 
1.113 Another feature of the qualifications system in Scotland is the Scottish Group Award 
(SGA).  A Scottish Group Award demonstrates that a learner has achieved success at 
particular levels of study in a range of courses/units and has a core skills profile that is 
complete and at a level appropriate to the SGA.  These qualifications are designed to 
prepare people for entry to further and higher education, training or employment. 
 
1.114 General Scottish Vocational Qualifications have been replaced by SGAs starting from 
session 1999/2000 with GSVQs starting to be phased out from the summer of 2002.  There 
will be no further certification after September 2004. 
 
1.115 All SGAs have a credit profile into which points accrued from new National 
Qualifications may be transferred.  Previous achievement at Standard Grade and/or SVQ 
levels may also contribute credits to the SGAs credit profile.  At Higher and Intermediate 2 
levels SGAs may be either ‘Named’ or ‘General’.  Named SGAs indicate competence in a 
particular area of study, for example business or science.  General SGAs, which are also 
available at Access 2 and 3, Intermediate 1 and Advanced Higher levels, indicate an overall 
level of achievement across a range of subjects.  The Scottish Executive’s National 
Qualifications Steering Group is currently reviewing Scottish Group awards.  In addition, the 
SQA is reviewing its provision of vocational qualifications. 
 
The Welsh Baccalaureate (WBQ) 
 
1.116 The WBQ will initially be a post-16 qualification at levels 2 and 3 of the National 
Qualification Framework.  In the future a Level 1 qualification may also be developed.  It will 
be awarded to students who complete a programme consisting of the Welsh Baccalaureate 
Core Certificate, the key skills certification and optional studies drawn from existing 
qualifications. 
 
1.117 It includes an innovative programme based upon the following: Wales, Europe and 
the world (including modern foreign languages); personal and social education; work-related 
Education; ICT (to run through all aspects of the Core) and key skills. 
 
1.118 There are three components to the WBQ – the Core (comprising those teaching-
learning programmes that give the Welsh Baccalaureate its character), the Options (which 
are the students’ main courses and programmes and provide them with a stable base) and 
the tutorial/mentoring system that link programme and student. 
 
1.119 The optional studies element will be assessed in line with the existing requirements 
of examining and awarding bodies.  The Core will involve students in the preparation of a 
portfolio of evidence that will enable assessment.  The pilots will begin in September 2003. 
 
Access to higher education courses 
 
1.120 Access to higher education courses (Access courses) provide a preparation for 
higher education for mature students who have few, if any, other qualifications.  They 
address the particular needs of adults who may have left school early and been out of 
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education for a number of years.  Courses are specifically designed to equip them to 
succeed in studying at university level.  
 
1.121 Access courses are recognised by the QAA through their inclusion in a national 
scheme.  A student who successfully completes an Access course is awarded a certificate 
bearing the QAA Access logo.  
 
1.122 QAA regulates the national recognition of Access courses.  It is responsible for 
assuring the quality of recognised Access courses, and the adequacy of standards of 
student achievement on these courses.  QAA has established a scheme through which it 
can meet these responsibilities, The QAA Recognition Scheme for Access to Higher 
Education in England Wales and Northern Ireland  (the Recognition Scheme). 
 
1.123 The QAA scheme is not applicable in Scotland.  The Scottish Wider Access 
Programme (SWAP) initiative works in partnership with further education colleges and higher 
education institutions within Scotland, to co-ordinate their access initiatives and develop 
progression pathways.  Students who successfully complete SWAP programmes – and gain 
a positive tutor reference – are guaranteed a place on an appropriate higher education 
course (HNC/D or degree), either in a Further Education College or Higher Education 
Institution. 
 
Foundation Degrees 
 
1.124 Foundation degrees address the skills gap at the associate professional and higher 
technician level.  They are intermediate, vocational HE qualifications designed to provide the 
specialist technical knowledge, employability skills and broader understanding that 
employers are demanding. 
 
1.125 Employers and employer bodies, including the SSC and professional bodies, are 
actively involved in the design and subsequent review of foundation degree programmes.  
Foundation degrees also include the development of skills and knowledge, application of 
skills in the workplace, credit accumulation and transfer, and guaranteed articulation with at 
least one honours degree. 
 
1.126 Foundation degrees are designed to attract many people who do not currently enter 
higher education.  They contribute to widening participation by reducing the barriers to 
learning, offering features such as flexible delivery of programmes by local FE colleges and 
systems that recognise relevant prior learning and experience.  
 
1.127 Foundation degrees are part of the government’s strategy for expanding HE to meet 
the needs of employers.  By adopting an approach which embeds work-related skills within 
HE courses students are attaining the right skills that employers demand for the workplace. 
Both Wales and Northern Ireland are also developing foundation degrees. 
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Participation in the Qualifications System 
 
Post-16 learning: Enrolments in Further Education 
 
Number of students enrolled in further education (FE) sector colleges in England, 
1994/95 to 2001/02 
 

 
 

Data last updated: December 2002   

 

 
1.128 The number of students enrolled in English FE sector colleges increased by 10 per 
cent between 2000/01 and 2001/02, from 3.8 million to 4.2 million - the largest percentage 
increase since 1996/97. 
 
1.129 This year's increase has more than cancelled out the reduction in FE student 
numbers seen between 1996/97 and 1999/00.  The number of students is now larger than at 
any time in the last decade. 
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Post-16 learning: Participation in Higher Education 
 
Participation rates (API) in Higher Education by social class, Great Britain, 1991 to 
2001 
 

  
Data last updated: June 2003   

 

 
1.130 Young people in social classes III (manual), IV and V remain significantly under-
represented in Higher Education. 
 
1.131 Despite increasing from 11 per cent in 1991 to 19 per cent in 2001, participation in 
HE by social classes III (manual), IV and V remains well below that of social classes I, II and 
III (non-manual), which saw participation rates increase from 35 per cent to 50 per cent over 
the same period. 
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Post-16 learning: Adult participation in learning 
 
Chart A: Participation in all types of learning (taught and non-taught) in the past three years by 
age group, England and Wales, 1997 and 2002 
 

 
Excludes adults in continuous full-time education. 

 
Data last updated: April 2003   

 

 
1.132 In the period 1997 to 2002, the proportion of adults who had taken part in some form 
of learning in the previous 3 years increased from 74 per cent to 76 per cent.  This amounts 
to some 31 million adults aged 16-69 in 2002.  
 
1.133 Participation in learning increased in all age bands except the 16-19 and 20-29 age 
bands where participation remained static.  The greatest increase was among 50-59 year 
olds, from 67 per cent in 1997 to 74 per cent in 2002. 
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Post-16 learning: Adult participation in learning 
 
Chart B: Percentage (excluding those in continuous full-time education) taking part in 
vocational or academic learning in the last three years, 2002 

 
Data last updated: April 2003   

. 

 
1.134 In 2002, men (73 per cent) were more likely to be vocational learners than women 
(65 per cent).  Conversely, in 2002, more women (29 per cent) than men (23 per cent) were 
classed as non-vocational learners.  
 
1.135 Young people aged 20 to 29 years were the most likely to engage in vocational 
learning as opposed to non-vocational academic education. 
 
1.136 Retired adults were the only group more likely to engage in non-vocational education 
as opposed to vocational learning 
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Table - Student Enrolments on Higher Education Courses by Domicile, Level of 
Course, Gender and Mode of Study, 1997/98 to 2001/02 (1) 
 
United Kingdom HEIs  Thousands 

 

 
UK and Other EU  

 
 

Other Overseas  
 

  1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Percentage 
change 

2000 
to 2001  1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 

Percentage 
change 

2000 
to 2001 

 
Postgraduate               

Female              

 Full-time 52.6 56.0 58.6 62.2 64.1 3%  13.4 14.3 16.0 18.2 21.8 20% 

 Part-time 88.7 95.3 99.3 101.6 103.6 2%  4.6 4.6 5.4 6.0 6.3 5% 

 Total 141.3 151.3 157.9 163.8 167.7 2%  18.0 18.9 21.4 24.2 28.1 16% 

Male              

 Full-time 55.2 55.3 56.4 57.7 57.6 0%  20.4 20.8 21.7 24.1 27.9 16% 

 Part-time 84.7 91.8 90.6 89.7 86.3 -4%  7.2 7.4 8.4 8.6 8.5 -2% 

 Total 139.9 147.0 147.0 147.4 143.9 -2%  27.6 28.2 30.1 32.7 36.4 11% 

 
First degree 

             

Female              

 Full-time 443.6 452.8 457.7 461.1 472.8 3%  20.8 20.6 20.5 21.3 23.7 11% 

 Part-time 48.0 50.4 52.2 53.7 55.1 3%  1.1 1.1 1.3 1.2 1.4 16% 

 Total 491.6 503.2 509.9 514.8 527.9 3%  21.8 21.8 21.8 22.6 25.1 11% 

Male               

 Full-time 410.1 409.2 406.9 403.2 410.2 2%  25.2 23.7 23.1 23.3 25.5 9% 

 Part-time 34.9 35.5 34.9 34.7 35.4 2%  0.7 1.2 1.5 1.5 1.6 8% 

 Total 445.1 444.6 441.8 437.9 445.5 2%  25.9 24.9 24.6 24.8 27.1 9% 

 
Other 
undergraduate 

             

Female              

 Full-time 67.1 68.3 68.7 72.2 76.2 6%  5.3 5.9 6.2 7.0 8.0 13% 

 Part-time 160.0 166.4 171.7 186.6 196.0 5%  1.9 1.6 1.7 2.4 2.5 5% 

 Total 227.1 234.6 240.5 258.8 272.3 5%  7.2 7.5 7.9 9.5 10.5 11% 
Male               

 Full-time 44.1 42.0 40.3 40.7 42.7 5%  3.9 4.4 4.5 5.0 5.9 17% 

 Part-time 107.6 110.6 108.4 118.7 124.8 5%  1.2 1.0 1.1 1.7 1.8 10% 

 Total 151.7 152.6 148.7 159.4 167.4 5%  5.1 5.5 5.6 6.7 7.7 15% 

 
Total 
Enrolments 

 
1596.6 

 
1633.4 

 
1645.8 

 
1682.1 

 
1724.8 

 
3%  

 
105.6 

 
106.8 

 
111.4 

 
120.4 

 
134.9 

 
12% 

 

•  The 2001 figures in this Statistical First Release are provisional.  

•  It should be noted that there are occasional changes in the designation of institutions in the FE 
and HE sectors.  In 2001/02, five institutions joined the HE sector.  
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•  Because of changes in the reporting practices of a large part-time provider, the numbers of part-
time students cannot be directly compared between 1997/98 and 1998/99.  

•  Registration on newly introduced courses from a large part-time provider in 2000/01 contributes 
significantly to the increase in part-time other undergraduates seen between 1999/2000 and 
2000/01.  

 
Accreditation criteria and process 
 
1.137 A qualification will be accredited into the National Qualifications Framework in 
England Wales and Northern Ireland only when that qualification is judged to have met the 
necessary accreditation criteria.  The criteria are developed by the regulatory authorities in 
consultation with key interest groups and designed to ensure that accredited provision meets 
the full range of needs, while maintaining quality and coherence.  
 
1.138 All qualifications have to meet a set of common criteria specifying qualification design 
and the arrangements for assessing, awarding and reporting attainment.  There are 
additional criteria which each qualification type (Entry Level, GNVQs, NVQs, GCSEs and 
A/AS) have to meet, and for some qualifications a close or direct link to national occupational 
standards is expected.  Awarding bodies also have to conform to a common code of practice 
specifying the processes and procedures required to ensure high quality, consistency and 
rigorous standards in assessment and awarding.   
 
1.139 The criteria and common code of practice against which qualifications will be judged 
are set out in 'A guide to arrangements for the statutory regulation of external qualifications 
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland'.  Essential to each (qualification) proposal, is the 
awarding body's rationale for the qualification in which they have to identify the distinctive 
nature of the qualification, its’ contribution to the framework and possible progression routes. 
 
Accreditation in Scotland 
 
1.140 In Scotland, the SQA Accreditation Unit works with Standard Setting Bodies, 
including the new structure of Sector Skills Councils and also shares responsibilities with the 
QCA in monitoring standards development projects and ensuring that the final outcome 
meets the relevant criteria.  The Accreditation Advisers within the SQA have responsibility 
for taking accreditation submissions to the Project and Standards Approval Group (PSAG) 
on behalf of awarding bodies. 
 
Post-accreditation and monitoring arrangements 
 
1.141 Following the accreditation of a qualification, the regulatory authorities systematically 
monitor awarding bodies’ practice against the requirements set out in the accreditation 
criteria.  The regulatory authorities jointly plan coherent and comprehensive monitoring 
programmes which provide the means for keeping accredited qualifications under review 
and supply the evidence for taking any necessary action to maintain quality and standards 
across provision and over time. 
 
1.142 The post-accreditation monitoring arrangements focus on quality and probity in the 
work of particular awarding bodies.  The arrangements also include cyclic reviews and 
investigations focusing on consistency and standards in particular subjects or sectors across 
awarding bodies and over time.  Awarding Bodies are informed of the outcomes of work 
which impacts on their activities.  The regulatory authorities publish separately their 
arrangements for monitoring and reporting. 
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1.143 The regulatory authorities report publicly, on a regular basis, on the outcomes of their 
post-accreditation monitoring work, and on their regulatory functions more generally.  The 
arrangements for accreditation and monitoring are being reviewed alongside the review of 
the NQF in England. 
 
Other key organisations 
 
1.144 In addition to the respective government departments, the Learning & Skills Council 
and regulatory authorities there are a number of other key players.  
 
1.145 The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) was set up in 1992.  Ofsted is a 
non-ministerial government department whose main aim is to help improve the quality and 
standards of education and childcare through independent inspection and regulation, and 
provide advice to the Secretary of State. 
 
1.146 Ofsted’s principal role is the management of the system of school inspection defined 
originally by the Education (Schools) Act 1992.  This provides for the regular inspection of all 
24,000 schools in England, which are wholly or mainly state-funded.  Ofsted’s role has 
expanded in recent years.  In addition to school inspections it undertakes reviews of local 
education authorities (LEAs), inspects initial teacher training courses, the private, voluntary 
and independent nursery sector, independent schools (including independent special 
schools) and service children's education and report on LEA-funded youth services.  It also 
reports on the impact of government initiatives such as education action zones and the 
national numeracy and literacy strategies.  In 2001, Ofsted assumed responsibility for 
inspecting all education and training for ages 16-19 in sixth form and further education 
colleges.  Through area-wide inspection reports, it reviews the overall planning of education 
and training provision for post-16 learners throughout England. 
 
1.147 A major development was assuming responsibility from local authorities under the 
Care Standards Act 2000 for the regulation and registration of all early years’ childcare and 
education.  Since September 2001 this has added the task of inspecting some 100,000 
childminders and 40,000 day-care establishments to our inspection programmes.  
 
1.148 The Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI) came into being in 2001.  It was set up 
under the Learning and Skills Act 2000 to help create a new system of post-16 learning, 
which is coherent and accessible and is responsive to the needs of individuals, businesses 
and communities. 
 
1.149 The ALI works with partners including the Learning and Skills Council LSC, the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP)/Jobcentre Plus, the Home Office, and others to 
assist in promotion of excellence in learning; raising public confidence in the standards of 
learning; raising the profile of lifelong learning and improving the coherence and consistency 
of adult and work-based learning. 
 
1.150 The ALI has responsibility for the inspection of: further education for people aged 19 
or over, which is funded by the Learning & Skills Council or a local education authority; 
training provided wholly or partly on employers premises for people aged over 16, which is 
wholly or partly funded by the LSC; training funded (through DWP/jobcentre Plus) under the 
Employment and Training Act, including New Deals, training offered and funded by 
employers, at the invitation and expense of the employer and adult and community learning 
and Ufi/learndirect provision.  
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Northern Ireland Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) 
 
1.151 The present Inspectorate is in direct unbroken descent from the Inspectorate 
established in 1832 by The Commissioners of National Education in Ireland.  In January 
1989 its work was extended to include the training service in Northern Ireland and it became 
known as the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI).  Notwithstanding the many 
changes that have occurred in the education service and the establishment of devolved 
government, the duty of the Inspectorate remains fundamentally unchanged, namely to 
promote the highest possible standards of learning and teaching by monitoring, inspecting 
and reporting on the standard of education and training provided by schools, colleges and 
other grant-aided organisations.  The Inspectorate is principal source of advice for all three 
departments on all professional educational and training issues as well as on standards of 
educational and training provision. 
 
1.152 A wide range of organisations is inspected including schools, further education 
colleges; training organisations; the youth and community sector; Initial Teacher Education 
institutions; the Curriculum Advisory and Support Service of the Education and Library 
Boards; the NI Council for the Curriculum, Qualifications and Assessment and various 
Educational support services.  A range of inspection types is employed to inspect the 
institutions listed above; these inspections fall into two main strands, institutional inspections 
and thematic surveys. 
 
1.153 The Inspectorate is committed to inspecting every seven years in one of the two main 
strands; in practice visits are more frequent.  On all institutions inspected, a report is issued 
or published which outlines the outcomes of the inspection in terms of the main strengths 
and areas for improvement in the organisation as a whole or in an aspect of provision. 
 
1.154 The Learning and Skills Development Agency (LSDA) is a strategic national 
resource for the development of policy and practice in post-16 education and training.  The 
Chair and Board are appointed by the Secretary of State for Education and Skills. 
 
1.155 The LSDA provides a comprehensive training and conference programme for 
education practitioners as well as managing a wide range of research and development 
projects and activities, working closely with the Further Education and Learning and Skills 
sectors.  The LSDA offers services and products through national and regional staff, 
operating within key business areas. 
 
1.156 The LSDA is the largest UK provider of training for governors, managers and 
practitioners in the Further Education and Training sector.  Events cover a wide range of 
strategic and operational issues, as well as a comprehensive curriculum programme.  The 
LSDA is also a leading provider of high quality research and development, supporting 
colleges' own internal research programmes, as well as carrying out strategic research on 
behalf of the Learning and Skills sector. 
 
1.157 From August 2003 the LSDA’s strategic research programme will be derived 
explicitly from the strategic priorities set by the Learning and Skills Council. 
 
1.158 The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) was established in 
1997 to provide an integrated quality assurance service for UK higher education.  QAA is an 
independent body funded by subscriptions from universities and colleges of higher 
education, and through contracts with the main higher education funding bodies.  
 
1.159 The QAA’s core business is to review the quality and standards of UK higher 
education.  It does this through audits of universities and colleges on a six yearly cycle, with 
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a brief visit at the mid three year point to check progress.  Institutional audits examine three 
main areas: 
 

•  The effectiveness of the institution’s internal quality assurance structures and 
mechanisms; 

 
•  The accuracy, completeness and reliability of the information that an 

institution publishes about its quality and standards (including quantitative 
data on student performance, qualitative data on courses including External 
Examiner summary reports; feedback from graduates collected via national 
surveys and student feedback from HEIs own surveys.); 

 
•  Several examples of the institution’s processes at work at the level of the 

programme (‘discipline audit trails’) or across the institution as a whole 
(‘thematic enquiries’). 

 
1.160 If concerns arise during an institutional audit about a particular discipline area, it may 
be reviewed separately by full subject review.  This approach replaces the previous one of 
comprehensive subject review – reserving subject review for areas of concern and in line 
with the principle of intervention in inverse proportion to success.   
 
1.161 QAA publishes a code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and 
standards in higher education, the national frameworks for higher education qualifications, 
and statements of subject benchmark standards.  All of these provide public information 
about UK higher education, and points of reference for reviews.  
 
1.162 QAA carries out other work that includes advising the Government on applications for 
degree awarding powers and university title; and licensing the agencies that validate Access 
to Higher Education courses.  
 
1.163 Sector Skills Councils (UK-wide).  The former network of National Training 
Organisations (NTOs) being replaced by a smaller and more strategic network of employer-
led Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) to identify and tackle skills-related productivity and 
competitiveness issues in industry and business sectors.  They will be responsible for 
liaising with employers, policy makers, economic development agencies and education and 
training providers to ensure that identified needs are met through effective policies and 
provision.  In addition, SSCs will have responsibility for ensuring the development of high 
quality national occupational standards of competence upon which vocational qualifications 
are based and Modern Apprenticeship frameworks that meet the needs of their sectors.  The 
new network has the support of all the Lifelong Learning Ministers in the UK. 
 
1.164 Where appropriate, SSCs will build on the best of the former NTO network.  They will 
be employer-led and represent sectors which are recognised as being of economic or 
strategic importance to the UK.  The main focus will be industry, business, voluntary and 
public sectors which are recognised by and relevant to employers, including Small and 
Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs).  Although no target figure has been set by government, it 
is possible that there could eventually be a network of around 30 SSCs, subject to employer 
demand. 
 
1.165 The Sector Skills Development Agency (SSDA) has responsibility for supporting, 
core-funding and monitoring the new SSC network.  SSDA has been established as an Non-
Departmental Public Body (NDPB) of the Department for Education and Skills (DfES).  The 
SSDA is responsible for guiding aspirant SSCs through the licensing process and for making 
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licensing recommendations to the DfES Secretary of State, following agreement of the 
Lifelong Learning Ministers in the devolved nations. 
 
1.166 The SSDA is responsible for ensuring coverage of essential functions, such as 
national occupational standards and MA frameworks, for those sectors which are not 
covered by an SSC.  The Agency is also be responsible for ensuring arrangements are put 
in place to adequately cover cross-sector skills, such as administration, customer services 
and management.  To avoid any claims of a conflict of interests the SSDA does not have a 
representative or lobbying role on behalf of SSCs or other sector-based bodies. 
 
1.167 Unitary Awarding Bodies.  In 1997 the government consulted on the restructuring 
of the examination boards in England.  This aimed to achieve the best balance between 
safeguarding standards and the quality of the qualifications and offering schools a choice 
and the benefits of competition.  As a result, the examination boards were encouraged to 
reduce in number to form three unitary awarding bodies, each offering GCSE, GCE A level 
(and now AS and AEAs), and GNVQs (now including AVCE) and each with a single 
management structure, point of accountability, and trading name.  The three resulting 
bodies, the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (AQA), Edexcel Foundation (now known 
as London Qualifications Ltd) and Oxford, Cambridge and RSA Examinations (OCR) 
together with the Council for Curriculum and Assessment (CCEA) in Northern Ireland and 
the Welsh Joint Education Committee in Wales (WJEC) (offering academic and applied 
GCSE and GCE A/AS/AEAs only) are the only ones currently authorised by Government to 
offer these key qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
 
1.168 As well as the unitary awarding bodies, there are around 100 other awarding bodies 
offering vocational qualifications. 
 
1.169 The National Open College Network provides accreditation services for adult 
learning, is a recognised national qualification awarding body and is the central organisation 
for 28 Open College Networks (OCNs) based across the UK. 
 
1.170 NOCN provides national qualifications and programmes in a wide range of subject 
areas and offers a local accreditation service through the OCNs.  NOCN also works in 
partnership with organisations to develop learning strategies that will enable people to 
participate and succeed.  The fully integrated service of accreditation and qualifications aims 
to secure provision relevant to learners and employers, with robust standards, achievable 
goals and progression opportunities for all. 
 
1.171 Open College Networks (OCNs) are licensed by NOCN.  They are locally managed, 
not-for-profit.  Over 3,500 organisations are members of OCNs nationally, using and 
supporting NOCN’s accreditation framework. 
 
1.172 OCNs provide: 
 

Quality assurance for learning programmes; 
External moderation and verification of learning and achievement; 
Award of certificates to learners detailing their achievements; 
Advice and support on curriculum; 
Support from experienced staff through the accreditation process; 
Access to good practice and a database of approved units; 
Access to staff development and networking activities; 
Support for a network of organisations that collaborate on making education more 
accessible. 
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1.173 OCN partnership organisations include Adult and Community Education Centres, 
Further Education and VIth Form Colleges, voluntary and community organisations, 
universities and higher education institutions, trade unions and employers, LEAs and training 
organisations. 
 
1.174 All NOCN qualifications are delivered within a credit-based unitised framework.  This 
allows learners and providers to select units and accumulate and transfer credits.  In this 
way, NOCN provides flexible routes to gaining full qualifications and enables qualifications to 
be achieved in small steps over a manageable period of time.   
 
1.175 In addition to these national qualifications, OCNs offer a comprehensive system for 
quality assuring learning programmes.  A unitised framework allows units, including locally 
designed units, to be combined to meet specific need.  In this way, employers and providers 
are able to customise and design provision while remaining part of a national framework that 
offers advice, staff development, curriculum support and quality assurance. 
 
Initiatives promoting lifelong learning 
 
Connexions 
 
1.176 Connexions is the government's new co-ordinated support service for all young 
people in England aged 13-19, helping them to make a smooth transition to adult and 
working life by providing integrated advice guidance and access to personal development 
opportunities.  
 
1.177 All young people have access to a personal adviser and there is intensive support for 
those young people who feel excluded and find it difficult to use the usual sources of advice.  
Access is via traditional and modern channels, including schools and colleges, High Street 
centres and Connexions Direct, a telephone – and web-based service currently being trialled 
in eight partnerships.  Young people are involved in the design and delivery of the service. 
 
1.178 Connexions is managed at a local level by Connexions partnerships that bring 
together all the key youth support services (eg youth services, careers services, education, 
health services, social services).  Partnership boundaries are co-terminus with those of the 
Learning and Skills Council. 
 
1.179 The Youth Service is a key partner in the delivery of Connexions and provides the 
Connexions personal adviser role for many young people, particularly through detached and 
youth work.  The Youth Service has brought key skills to Connexions which has allowed 
Connexions to offer a wide range of opportunities to young people and draw on the particular 
strengths of youth work.  
 
Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) 
 
1.180 The EMA pilot scheme is part of the government’s commitment to help young people 
have the opportunity to fulfil their educational potential.  It is a weekly allowance for 16-19 
year olds who continue beyond compulsory education.  The pilot scheme operates in 56 
Local Education Authority (LEA) areas across England. 
 
1.181 Amongst eligible young people, participation the first post-compulsory year has 
increased by 5.9 percentage points and participation in the second has increased by 7.3 
percentage points in the first year of the pilot.  Following this positive evidence of impact 
from the evaluation the EMA scheme will be extended nationally in September 2004.  No 
final decisions have been taken yet on the exact details of the national scheme. 
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EMAs Scotland 
 
1.182 Scottish Ministers announced the national roll out of EMAs from 2004-05 as in the 
rest of the UK.  The overarching objective of this programme, through weekly payments and 
a bonus system, is to reduce the financial barriers preventing young people from low-income 
families continuing in post-compulsory education.  A wide range of pilot programmes has 
been operating across England and four local authorities in Scotland since 1999.  Evidence 
illustrates the positive influence EMAs are having on student’s participation and retention in 
schools and colleges.  This complements UK and Scottish policies focusing on widening 
access and increasing participation by students from low-income families. 
 
Modern Apprenticeships 
 
1.183 Modern apprenticeships (MAs) prepare young people for an economy based on high 
level skills.  MAs aim to radically increase the supply of skills at craft, supervisory and 
technician (intermediate) level within industry.  They provide quality work-based learning for 
young people to achieve qualifications at Foundation MA (national vocational qualification 
Level 2) and Advanced MA (national vocational qualification Level 3) levels.  MAs form part 
of the ‘vocational ladder’ providing alternative and complementary pathways for young 
people from age 14, through GCSEs in vocational subjects and MAs, and access to higher 
education (HE) through foundation degrees.  The Learning and Skills Council - working 
closely with the new Sector Skills Councils and the Connexions Service - will spearhead the 
delivery of the new generation of MAs. 
 
1.184 New technical certificates for MAs, which ensure in-depth technical knowledge, are a 
key component of an overarching apprenticeship diploma encompassing the national 
vocational qualification, the key skills and the technical certificate. 
 
Modern Apprenticeships (Scotland) 
 
1.185 The MA programme in Scotland is available at one level – Level 3, broadly equivalent 
to AMA’s in England.  As in England, training follows an MA Framework: it must include a 
Scottish Vocational Qualification (SVQ) at Level 3 or above and Core Skills (Key Skills) 
equivalent.  Other industry specific qualifications may also be included if required.  Scottish 
MAs can include Technical Certificates where the business sector deems this appropriate.  
MAs must have employed status throughout their apprenticeship.  Work-based training at 
Level 2 is provided under the Skillseekers programme which is broadly equivalent to English 
FMA’s. 
 
1.186 Scottish Enterprise and Highlands & Islands Enterprise deliver MAs through their 
network of local enterprise companies (LECs).  LECs work closely with Sector Skills 
Councils and Careers Scotland to raise awareness of MA opportunities and to help match 
individuals to job opportunities available. 
 
Adult basic skills 
 
1.187 A Fresh Start (Moser: 1999) reported that up to 7 million adults in England have 
literacy skills below Level 1, or the level expected of an average 11 year old.  Even more 
have problems with numeracy.  Skills for Life, the national strategy for improving adult 
literacy, language and numeracy skills, were launched in March 2001.  It aims to create a 
society where adults have the basic skills they need to find and keep work and participate 
fully in society, thereby increasing the economic performance of the country. 
 
1.188 The Skills for Life strategy (referred to as Essential Skills in Northern Ireland)  has 
four main themes: to increase the demand for basic skills learning and help change the 
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country’s culture of learning; to ensure activity takes place across Government and its 
agencies to gain access to potential basic skills learners and refer them to appropriate 
provision; to improve the basic skills supply chain so that planning and funding of literacy 
and numeracy provision is effective and well coordinated; and to raise standards and quality 
in teaching and learning, thereby increasing achievement in literacy, language and 
numeracy skills among adults. 
 
National basic skills strategy for Wales 
 
1.189 The all-age National Basic Skills Strategy for Wales was launched in April 2001 to 
improve basic skills across the board by providing a coherent approach to raising standards 
of literacy and numeracy.  The overall aim of the National Strategy, cited by the Minister for 
Education and Lifelong Learning, is ‘to make Wales a country where no one lacks the 
literacy and numeracy skills most of us take for granted.’  
 
1.190 The Strategy consists of several strands addressing the issue of poor basic skills 
across all age groups and on all fronts, crossing traditional boundaries and involving not just 
schools and colleges but also voluntary and community based organisations, the 
employment service, trades unions and employers.  
 
Adult literacy and numeracy in Scotland 
 
1.191 Research suggests that in Scotland 800,000 adults may have low levels of literacy 
and numeracy.  The Adult Literacy and Numeracy in Scotland report published in July 2001 
contains 21 recommendations for transforming Scotland’s literacy service into one that is 
amongst the best in the world.  The strategy will support the Scottish Executive’s vision of a 
Smart, Successful, Scotland and an inclusive and socially just society. 
 
1.192 Scotland has adopted a lifelong learning approach which focuses on learners’ goals 
and distance travelled, whilst using core skills framework and progress file for recording 
individual attainment. 
 
1.193 A new Development Centre within Communities Scotland is being created to help 
drive forward the literacy and numeracy initiative.  This will provide a new specialist focus on 
research and development in adult literacy and numeracy while ensuring effective co-
ordination with national developments on community learning in general.  The centre will 
focus on the development of a national training programme; the commissioning, and 
monitoring of pathfinder projects; the development of a new curriculum, e-learning options 
and other materials; and the sharing of best practice and innovative approaches to engaging 
learners. 
 
Ufi/learndirect  
 
1.194 Ufi/learndirect in England, Wales and Northern Ireland has a key role to play in 
widening participation in learning.  Ufi is the national on-line distributed learning network 
aimed at both individuals and businesses.  Ufi aims “to work with partners to boost people’s 
employability, and organisations’ productivity and effectiveness", by: inspiring existing 
learners to develop their skills further; winning over new and excluded learners; and 
transforming the accessibility of learning in everyday life and work.  
 
1.195 Ufi was launched nationally on 25 October 2000 and has since stimulated demand 
for lifelong learning among adults and businesses (particularly small and medium 
enterprises) via ICT.  Ufi operates under the brand name learndirect and offers a coherent 
package of learning and support to learners.  This package includes a range of on-line 
learning, a wide choice of courses, a personal learning log, learning support online and over 
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the telephone; information and advice on courses and careers and information about job 
vacancies. 
 
1.196 The learndirect network currently numbers nearly 2000 learndirect centres grouped 
into around110 “Hubs”.  Courses cover a variety of areas IT skills, business skills, the basics 
of reading, writing and numbers; retail and distribution; environmental services; automotive 
components and multimedia.  “Hubs” can be geographic or sectoral.  Many Hubs have a 
further education college acting as its recipient of LSC funding.  Centres are located in a 
range of organisations such as employers, trade unions, voluntary groups, universities, 
training providers and on employers’ premises. 
 
1.197 The learndirect national learning advice line offers information and advice on 
learning opportunities, and also provides information on career opportunities, funding and 
related issues such as childcare.  It is available free to all adults across the UK on 0800 100 
900. 
 
Scottish University for Industry/learndirect scotland 
 
1.198 The Scottish University for Industry was set up by the Scottish Executive to stimulate 
demand for learning.  It acts as a broker between learners and learning providers in Scotland 
and its services, under the brand name of learndirect scotland, became live in October 2000.  
Learndirect scotland provides learners with advice on learning opportunities available 
throughout Scotland, including information on childcare facilities.  Its network of over 390 
learndirect scotland branded learning centres take learning into the community, making 
access to learning easier and more flexible.  These learning centres are located in libraries, 
shopping centres, leisure centres and other locally-based facilities. 
 
14-19 education in England 
 
1.199 In February 2002, the government published the Green Paper 14-19: Extending 
Opportunities, Raising Standards.  The paper proposed the best ways to develop a coherent 
phase of 14-19 education which responds to young people’s needs, strengths, interests and 
career aspirations and provides real choice.  
 
1.200 In January 2003, the Government published 14-19 - opportunity and excellence, in 
response to the Green Paper.  This document sets out the Government’s proposals for 
reform of the 14-19 phase of young people’s education, both in the short and longer term. 
 

•  In short term, there will be, amongst other things, changes to the curriculum 
to give students greater freedom to choose programmes of study that better 
meet their needs and aspirations.  All 14-16 years will learn about work and 
enterprise. Choices open to young people will be further improved by 
developing ‘hybrid’ GCSEs that combine traditional general subjects with their 
vocational applications. 

 
•  In the longer term, further changes must address: the need for a much 

stronger vocational offer; the requirement for more manageable assessment, 
which recognises all of a young person’s achievement; and the aim of 
broadening choice and stretching students, within unified framework of 
qualifications designed to provide opportunities for young people of all 
abilities. 

 
•  A Working Group on 14-19 Reform has been appointed with its membership 

drawn from those with direct experience of 14-19 education, higher education 
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and industry, to consider and make recommendations on these longer term 
issues.  The Group will report its interim conclusions within one year, with a 
view to finalising its work within 18 months. 

 
The Skills Strategy 
 
1.201 The Skills Strategy White Paper ‘21st Century Skills - Realising Our Potential: 
Individuals, Employers, Nation’ was published on 9 July 2003 by statement to the Houses of 
Parliament. Copies of the White Paper are available online at www.dfes.gov.uk/skillsstrategy  
 
1.202 The Skills Strategy sets out the Government’s plans to improve the nation’s skills 
base to help individuals raise their employability, assist business to improve their output and 
enhance national productivity. Key points from the Skills Strategy include:  
 
Delivering Skills for Individuals:  
 

•  introducing free learning for any adult who does not already have a 
good foundation of skills for employability, to help them achieve a full 
Level 2 qualification (5 GCSEs or equivalent);  

•  new opportunities for adults to gain qualifications in technician and 
higher craft and trade skills, through a Level 3 qualification (2 A-levels 
or equivalent) in regional or sectoral skills shortage areas; 

•  funding a new £30 weekly grant for adult learners in the priority groups 
to support them in studying full time courses in further education; 

•  expanding the successful Adult Basic Skills campaign to make 
Information and Communications Technology the third essential ‘skill 
for life’ alongside literacy and numeracy; 

•  lifting the age cap for Modern Apprenticeships so that people over the 
age of 25 can learn skilled trades; 

•  safeguarding leisure, culture and community learning, particularly 
focussing on pensioners, those on low incomes and benefit recipients; 

•  reforming adult information, advice and guidance services to help 
adults into learning, and ensure that individuals can find out what to 
learn, where to learn and what they are entitled to.  

Delivering Skills for Employers:  
 

•  rapidly expanding the Sector Skills Council network to identify, map 
and meet key skills needs in employment sectors. As a major new 
voice for employers and employees in each sector, the Councils will 
develop agreements on the action that needs to be taken to tackle 
skills gaps; 

•  learning the lessons from the Employer Training Pilots, as a basis for 
developing a national programme for employers, to deliver training in 
the way that they want it, particularly for low skilled employees; 
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•  reforming qualifications to make them more employer-friendly and 
responsive to business needs, by helping employers package units of 
training in different areas to form the training programme that best 
meets their needs; 

•  ensuring greater employer involvement in the design and delivery of 
Modern Apprenticeships; 

•  developing business support services on a ‘no wrong door’ approach, 
so that employers know who to turn to for help on skills, bringing in a 
wider range of intermediaries and sources of help, and joining up the 
work of Business Link, local Learning and Skills Councils and 
JobCentrePlus; 

•  publishing an ‘Employers Guide to Good Training,’ bringing together 
clear information on everything employers need to know to improve the 
skills of their workforce; 

•  introducing a new management and leadership drive, working with 
Investors In People. 

Subsidies for Individuals 
 
Adult Learning Grant 
 
1.203 Developed as part of the Government’s Skills Strategy to improve the nation’s skills 
base, the new Adult Learning Grant will offer an allowance of up to £30 per week to young 
adults on low incomes studying full time for a first full level 2 qualification (5 GCSEs or 
equivalent), or for young adults studying full time for a first level 3 qualification (2 A-levels or 
equivalent). 
 
1.204 The grant will be piloted in ten areas across England from this September, with up to 
12,000 young adult learners estimated to benefit from it.  The pilots will then be evaluated, 
with the aim of implementing a fully national scheme to benefit up to 60,000 adult learners. 
 
Further education – learner support funds for students aged 19 plus 
 
1.205 The learner support fund (LSF) is the main source of financial support to help 
students in further education (FE) with the additional costs associated with studying.  The 
main elements of the LSF are the access funds and childcare support funds, which are 
administered by individual colleges as discretionary funds and are targeted on students 
experiencing the greatest financial difficulty.  Colleges are asked to give priority to certain 
groups of students.  The great majority of further education students aged 19 plus are on 
part-time courses. 
 
1.206 Access funds are designed to provide students in further education with a source of 
college administered discretionary financial assistance to help them enter and successfully 
complete FE courses.  Support is targeted on those who find study related costs to be the 
greatest barrier to participation.  In particular, certain groups such as those on low incomes 
or means tested benefits are made a priority.  These funds are intended to help students 
with costs associated with study such as transport, fees, books and equipment also short-
term childcare or living costs. 
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1.207 Childcare support funds.  Lone parents and others who are on low incomes are a 
priority group for the childcare support fund.  This fund can be used to support the costs of 
any kind of registered childcare including nursery, crèche or out of school hours places and 
child minders.  In exceptional circumstances, unregistered childcare can be supported 
although this must adhere to the Children's Act two-hour rule.  The support can be used for 
any part of these costs and can be provided in various forms including through a subsidised 
place or waived charges.  Colleges are given discretionary power to set their own policy on 
how they apply the fund and the procedure for assessing eligibility so that local needs can 
be met. 
 
1.208 A Career Development Loan is a deferred repayment commercial bank loan 
designed to help pay for vocational education or learning.  The Department for Education 
and Skills operates the programme in partnership with four high street banks: Barclays, The 
Co-Op, Clydesdale and The Royal Bank of Scotland.  CDLs can cover up to 80% of course 
fees or 100% if applicants have been out of work for more than three months.  However, 
living expenses can only be claimed if the course is full-time.  The Department for Education 
and Skills pays the interest on the loan for the period of supported learning and for up to one 
month after.  Students then repay the loan to the bank as detailed in their credit agreement. 
 
1.209 Dance and Drama Awards.  The Dance and Drama Awards are national 
scholarships for dance, drama and stage management students who wish to train at some 
of England’s leading performing arts providers.  They provide for greatly reduced fees and 
living and learning costs.  Students only have to pay a fee contribution of up to £1,125 for 
academic year 2003/2004, rather than an average of over £7,500 in fees.  In addition 
students receive help with their living and learning costs.  Courses lead to Level 4 National 
Diplomas and Certificates awarded by Trinity College London. 
 
1.210 Work-based learning for adults is a programme that includes work placements and 
employability training for over 25s.  It’s a work-focused and work-based programme which 
includes placements with employers and basic employability training for the most 
disadvantaged.  As part of the programme participants get help with costs such as travel to 
your place of learning.  Those unemployed for six months or more can take part in a short 
period of training which is closely geared to the job they want to do.  After 12 months out of 
work there is the opportunity of a place on a longer vocational training course.  
 
1.211 New Deal is a range of programmes designed to help people who have been out of 
work for long or short periods of time.  There are special programmes for lone parents, 
disabled people and older people.  If participants take part in one of the full-time education or 
training options, all their course fees will be paid - and they get help with the cost of books, 
travel or equipment.  
 
New Deal for Young People (NDYP) 
 
1.212 This is for people aged 18-24 who have been unemployed and claiming Jobseeker’s 
Allowance for six months or more.  It’s an intensive programme to help people find work and 
boost their employability.  If people don’t find work in the Gateway period (which lasts up to 
four months) they may be able to enrol on a 12-month full-time education or training course 
and get a qualification such as an NVQ level 2 or equivalent.  
 
New Deal 25 plus 
 
1.213 This is an enhanced programme to help people who have been unemployed for at 
least 18 months back into the world of work.  They can learn new skills, refresh existing ones 
and find a job under the Education and Training Opportunity scheme.  They also get 
intensive help with job search, specialist career guidance and an employer subsidy.  
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Other Recognition Matters 
 
Unitisation and credit 
 
1.214 Responses to the government's 1997 consultation on post-16 qualifications in 
England and Wales indicated growing support for some form of unitised, credit-based 
system of qualifications.  The 1998 Green Paper, The Learning Age, a renaissance for a 
new Britain, set out the intention to explore the development of a system of credits as a 
means of promoting vocational and lifelong learning amongst adults.  The consultation 
indicated firm support for encouraging access to individual units by adult learners. 
 
1.215 A ‘unit’ as defined by the regulatory authorities is the smallest part of a qualification 
which can be sensibly and separately certificated, and ‘unitisation of qualifications’ is the 
process of structuring the framework in terms of units as the basic building blocks, rather 
than qualifications.  The concept of a unit-based credit system has prompted substantial 
comment and the implications and feasibility of moving towards a unit-based credit system 
as a means of promoting vocational and lifelong learning among adults is still under 
development in England. 
 
1.216 In Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland the initiative is further advanced.  In Wales, 
the Green Paper on lifelong learning, Learning is for Everyone (LIFE), together with the 
policy document, Building Excellent Schools Together (BEST), proposes a single seamless 
path of learning throughout life. 
 
1.217 In July 2003 Ministers made a commitment to a national credit framework for adults 
in the strategic skills strategy document - 21st Century Skills, Realising our Potential.  The 
consultation on the skills strategy showed widespread support for developing such a 
framework and it was seen as a way of offering the greatest flexibility and responsiveness, 
with units of qualifications being assigned credit using a standard system.  Supporters 
argued that adult learners can more easily build up credit over time towards qualifications, 
transferring that achievement between different providers and having more choice in the 
units of qualifications they combine.  Employers would also be able to put together units of 
qualifications from different sources to form the learning programme that best suited their 
needs. 
 
Recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
 
1.218 The UK has provided a national response to the European Forum on Transparency 
of Vocational Qualifications’ Questionnaire On validation of non-formal and informal learning.  
This appears as Annex 2. 
 
1.219 The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) Implementation Plan was 
published in December 2002 and details future developments required to progress the 
SCQF throughout all education and training sectors in Scotland in order to create ‘a national 
framework and vocabulary for describing and recognising all learning, including that which is 
not part of any formal qualifications system’. 
 
1.220 The Scottish Executive announced additional funding of £0.5 million per year for 
three years (from 2003) for development partners to undertake necessary work in extending 
the framework to include non-formal and informal learning, prior learning and prior-
experiential learning and also professional and statutory qualifications into the framework. 
 
1.221 Further work will continue following the recent consultancy report on ‘Widening the 
scope of the Framework’.  The report recommended that other training providers who wish to 
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credit-rate their qualifications should be given either ‘full credit-rating authority’ or ‘associate 
credit-rating authority’ status during the process of credit-rating their qualifications.  Credit 
rating bodies must be satisfied that their qualifications are adequately quality assured before 
their inclusion in the framework. 
 
International Aspects 
 
1.222 QCA provides a European and international dimension to England’s curriculum and 
qualifications systems by: 
 

•  undertaking international research and benchmarking activities to support 
policy development and the improvement of education and training; 
 

•  undertaking transnational projects to enhance the transparency and 
international standing of qualifications and standards; 
 

•  exchanging information and knowledge by participating in education and 
training networks and events in Europe and worldwide; 
 

•  providing information, guidance and expertise to individuals, organisations 
and governments; 
 

•  contributing to international initiatives and developments in education and 
training through partnerships with others. 
 

Recognition of Foreign Qualifications 
 
1.223 A number of arrangements are in place to assist with the recognition of qualifications 
obtained in other countries. 
 
UK National Academic Recognition Information Centre (NARIC) 
 
1.224 The UK NARIC gives information and advice on the comparability of overseas 
qualifications with those from the UK.  The NARIC informs and advises UK higher and 
further education institutions, individuals seeking comparability information on international 
and UK qualifications, organisations receiving or advising international.  In this way the 
NARIC helps to promote individual progress towards further study in the UK, registration with 
professional bodies and employment in the UK.  The UK NARIC is a member of the 
European network of NARICs.  It is also the UK representative in a wider operation of 
European Network of Information Centres (ENIC) across Europe, Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and USA. 
 
UK National Reference Point for Vocational Qualifications (UK NRP) 
 
1.225 UK NRP has recently been established as an independent unit under the 
management of UK NARIC.  UK NRP serves as a first point of contact for advice on national 
vocational qualifications and accordingly is a central information resource for UK 
qualifications.  UK NRP also acts as a national agency representing the UK in a European 
network of reference points for vocational qualifications in Member States.  UK NRP 
provides an assessment service for skilled worker, trade and technician qualifications with 
detailed information to enhance employment prospects and can assist foreign workers with 
advice on the equivalence of qualifications held. 
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European Union Directives on Mutual Recognition 
 
1.226 The UK has fully implemented European Union Directives on Mutual Recognition.  
Migrants may transfer their qualifications and skills between Member States under 
Transitional Measures.  In some Member States, crafts or trades people wishing to work in 
an independent or self-employed capacity must hold a particular vocational qualification.  
Transitional Measures Directives allow experience to substitute for the national qualification.  
Sectoral directives have harmonised basic training for certain health-related professions and 
architects in all Member States.  General System refers to the directives concerning mutual 
recognition of professional qualifications. It works on the principle that a qualified 
professional in one Member State is qualified to exercise the same regulated profession in 
another Member State. 
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SECTION TWO:  THE IMPACT OF QUALIFICATIONS SYSTEMS 
 
 
2.1 Do qualifications aid or hinder the cause of lifelong learning?  If they do have an 
effect, what would seem to be the causal mechanisms, and what if anything can we say 
about the features of qualifications which are likely to attract or deter lifelong learners?  This 
section looks at the evidence of the impact of qualifications on lifelong learning, while the 
following one examines the opinions held by influential stakeholders. 
 
2.2 For ease of analysis, lifelong learning here is taken to be learning which takes place 
over the age of 25, though some references will be made to learning in the age-range 16-24.  
The main focus will be on the training, further and adult education systems (roughly 
qualification levels Entry to Three) rather than the higher education system, though – again – 
some reference will be made to this too. 
 
2.3 It would seem that there are two ways in which qualifications could influence 
decisions on lifelong learning: 
 

a) qualifications attempted early in life might, by their content or style, exert an 
effect on an individual’s propensity to undertake learning later; 

 
b) qualifications available to those learning later in life might – through their 

attractions or drawbacks – have an effect of either encouraging or inhibiting 
adults to undertake learning. 

 
2.4 We shall look at each of these issues separately. 
 
Effect of initial qualifications 
 
2.5 There seems little doubt that a person’s likelihood of undertaking learning later in life 
is closely associated with whether they have earlier achieved qualifications, and at what 
level.  The 1997 National Adult Learning Survey (NALS) shows that the higher the level of 
qualification obtained on leaving full-time education, the more likely an adult is to have 
undertaken learning in the past three years: 

Table 1 

Qualification Level on 
leaving full-time education* 

Per cent undertaking 
recent learning 

All surveyed 74% 

NVQ 5 95% 

NVQ 4 90% 

NVQ 3 90% 

NVQ 2 85% 

NVQ 1 71% 

No qualifications 53% 

 

Beinart, and Smith (1998) Table 2.46 
* NVQ Levels range from 5 (Masters degree and professional qualifications) to 1 (Foundation) 
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2.6 The same pattern held true whether a person’s recent learning was vocational or 
non-vocational, though recent non-vocational learners were more likely to have no initial 
qualifications than recent vocational learners (43 per cent compared with 24 per cent). 
 
2.7 The NALS had a wide definition of what constituted learning, but other surveys reflect 
the same pattern.  Labour Force Survey reports of training also show a correlation with 
levels of initial qualification, with 23 per cent of those with degrees receiving training in the 
past four weeks, 20 per cent of those with A levels, 10 per cent of those with Level 1 
qualifications, and only 4 per cent of those with no qualifications at all (Green: 1999). 
 
Mechanisms 
 
2.8 What causes this correlation?  It might well be thought that good initial qualifications 
would help secure their bearers good jobs, and it is well known that those in good jobs tend 
to have many opportunities for learning.  There is undoubtedly a good deal in this, but it is 
also evidently not the whole story.  NALS showed that 93 per cent of full-time manager/ 
professionals with initial qualifications undertook learning, while only 82 per cent of the same 
group without qualifications did so.  Work into the National Child Development Study 
(NCDS)1 by Jenkins et al (2002) also shows that initial qualifications seem to lead to lifelong 
learning over and above any effects concerned with firm and industry type (Table 5). 
 
2.9 A more obvious causal link is the result of the fact that some courses which an 
individual might consider doing later in life require a prior level of qualifications for admission, 
or individuals consider this to be the case.  Thus 21 per cent of those in the NALS who were 
not learning cited lack of previous qualifications as an obstacle they faced, and 41 per cent 
of those who did undertake a further qualification reported that their course required certain 
prior qualifications or experience. 
 
2.10 But there may also be a more personal effect.  The experience of success in initial 
qualifications may well alter attitudes to later learning, and particularly to later learning which 
involves assessment and certification.  Market research for Ufi/learndirect showed that 
embarrassment was a fear of those considering learning later in life, with 22% of adults 
surveyed about their attitudes to learning being “worried about failing”.  Marrying this with the 
very similar 23% who were put off because they “did not enjoy learning at school”, it seems 
reasonable to believe that the very experience of success or failure which is intrinsic to 
qualifications may have an enduring effect on the propensity to learn later in life.  This 
intrinsic effect may also be seen – on a large scale – in the accepted effect of the 
introduction of GCSEs in boosting post-16 staying-on rates in the late 1980s and early 1990s 
(for example see Clark: 2002).  These new exams catered for virtually the whole ability 
range, rather than only the most able, and permitted a wide range of ‘passes’ across a wide 
grading scale; many more children passed GCSEs than the previous ‘O’ levels, which had 
been the usual entry threshold for staying on at school. 
 
2.11 Finally we should note, but probably cannot disentangle, the effects of cultural norms 
and social class in all of this.  We have noted that those who undertake lifelong learning are 
more likely to be in the higher occupational categories.  We also know that those from the 
higher socio-economic groups are more likely to get better initial qualifications (eg. Conlon: 
2002).  The correlation between good initial qualifications and lifelong learning, then, could 

                                            
The NCDS is a longitudinal study of a group of people born in 1958.  The work here looks at their 
experiences between 1991 and 2000 (ie. when they were aged between 33 and 42).  Though the 
NCDS only picks up whether people have gained qualifications (not whether they have done any 
learning) its advantage that data about an individual later in life can be correlated with characteristics 
and experiences recorded for the same individual at earlier sweeps of the study – for example tests 
given at age seven, or parental attitudes. 
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be a mark of a deep-rooted cultural bias towards undertaking learning.  McGivney (1990) 
found that it was not just material circumstances which got in the way but that the “major 
barriers to participation are attitudes, perceptions and expectations”.  The converse of this 
point is made by Hayton and Paczuska (2002) in relation to participation in higher education; 
while some students need to overcome obstacles – cultural and psychological as well as 
material – in order to participate, others have higher education as part of their ‘cultural script’ 
or ‘deep grammar of aspiration’ and for them participation and learning is an ‘embedded’ 
choice.  And in turn one could raise questions as to whether the very nature of ‘recognised’ 
knowledge and forms of learning militate against certain groups who might more naturally 
participate if these forms were different.  That question, however, is outside the bounds of 
this paper. 
 
Features 
 
2.12 So, initial qualifications are undoubtedly correlated with learning later in life, whether 
directly through a ‘success’ effect, or indirectly through leading to the types of jobs which 
themselves offer continuing opportunities to learn.  What can we say about the types of initial 
qualification which most give rise to these effects? 
 
2.13 As we shall see in Part 3, there is much opinion on this matter, but in terms of hard 
evidence there seems comparatively little.  There is, though, some evidence of the 
comparative merits of academic versus vocational qualifications, though it is does not all 
point in the same direction. 
 
2.14 Conlon (2001) shows that there are essentially two separate ‘ladders’ of qualification 
in the UK, with few young people taking vocational qualifications passing over later to take 
academic ones.  His results confirm the general trend we have noted that those already with 
qualifications are the most likely to pursue later ones, but using Labour Force Survey (LFS) 
data, he calculates that men with academic qualifications at Level 4 (ie. degree or sub-
degree) are 40 per cent more likely than unqualified men to be enrolled and undertaking an 
additional qualification, whereas those with vocational qualifications at this level are only 23 
per cent more likely to.  Indeed possession of lower level vocational qualifications is hardly 
likely to be associated with later learning at all.  Jenkins et al, though, using the NCDS 
indicate that vocational qualifications taken after school are (though not massively) positively 
associated with gaining qualifications later in life, while a degree (classed by Conlon as 
academic, whatever its subject matter) is slightly negatively associated. 
 
2.15 This is inconclusive.  What may be happening is that those in the lower socio-
economic groups are going into early vocational education (as demonstrated by Conlon), 
and – if they are successful – are gaining further vocational qualifications on which they tend 
to improve as they rise in their occupational ladders.  While those with degrees may well be 
very prone to learning later in life (as shown in NALS and elsewhere), they may be far less 
inclined to study for a qualification during those learning episodes.  The NCDS used by 
Jenkins et al only records the attainment of later qualifications. 
 
2.16 We should note also evidence that initial vocational qualifications appear not to 
purchase jobs at such a high level as their academic ‘equivalents’.  Robinson (1997) used 
LFS data to show that returns to vocational qualifications in terms of earnings later in life 
seemed to be around one ‘level’ less than those for academic ones; for example males with 
‘academic’ A levels (at Level 3) attracted a 57 per cent earnings premium, while those with 
the vocational Level 3 Ordinary National Diploma had a premium over the unqualified of 43 
per cent, closer to the 38 per cent earned by those with O levels (academic Level 2).  
Robinson goes on to show that these premiums seem to come about through differential 
access to high level occupations (rather than through earning larger sums within a particular 
occupation).  If – as we have seen – the higher occupations are linked with high levels of 
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continuing training, then Robinson’s findings would indicate that initial vocational 
qualifications – because they tend not to lead into these occupations – may be less likely to 
be associated with high levels of learning later in life than their academic equivalents. 
 
2.17 Again the evidence is not all one way.  In a more detailed study, using three different 
data sets, Dearden et al (2000) showed that, taking into account the shorter time needed to 
obtain vocational qualifications, the difference in private rates of return between academic 
and vocational qualifications was not great, and that – for lower ability young people – the 
returns to vocational qualifications were significantly higher than for the more able.  
Additionally, returns to academic O levels (Level 2) seemed greater if followed by a 
vocational qualification.  Professional qualifications attracted very high rates of return. 
 
2.18 Nevertheless it would seem that, in the UK, initial academic qualifications grant 
access to the more prestigious occupations, and that these in turn are more likely to involve 
continuous training.  Vocational and professional training – and often associated 
qualifications – usually feature as, or just before, a person enters an occupation, so a typical 
initial qualification pattern for a ‘lifelong learner’ may well be a set of academic qualifications 
followed by something vocational at either the craft or professional level.  While the path 
from academic to vocational is a natural one, the reverse path – from vocational to academic 
– is far less common, though interestingly Robinson reports that the comparatively few 
individuals who went on to degrees after taking vocational qualifications earned high wage 
premiums subsequently.  
 
Qualifications taken later in life 
 
2.19 Virtually all young people at least try for a qualification during their initial and 
immediate post-school education.  But this is far from the case for adults who undertake 
learning.  Before we attempt to estimate the effects of qualifications for older people, we first 
need a picture of the proportion of learners who attempt qualifications, and what kinds of 
qualifications these are.  Though the UK does not have a sharp division between 
qualifications for young people and those for adults, there are differences in the patterns of 
uptake, and certain qualifications which are available for adults are not commonly taken by 
young people and vice versa.  Unfortunately there is no unified set of data available which 
shows all qualifications taken by adults, so some piecing together is necessary. 
 
The incidence of qualifications taken by adults 
 
2.20 The LFS asks people (of working age) whether they are working towards a 
qualification.  The following table shows the proportions, in the age groups we are interested 
in, who were studying for a qualifications in Spring 2002 compared with 1998: 

Table 2 

Age 1998 2002 

25-29 14.3 17.3 

30-39 11.1 13.3 

40-49 8.0 10.4 

50+ 3.1 5.0 

[16-64 15.3 17.7] 

Education & Training Statistics:  DfES 2002 and DfEE 1998 
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2.21 As can be seen there have been increases of some 2 percentage points for each age 
group, with rather more for the 25-29s.  It would be wrong, though, to see this as firm 
evidence of increasing credentialism2; learning overall would seem to be have been 
increasing at least at the same rate; the LFS records overall job-related training as having 
increased by much the same amount for the same groups over the same timescale.  It is not 
apparent that the proportion of overall learning that is towards qualifications has changed 
greatly in the past five years. 
 
2.22 Some other points can be made from the LFS data.  The proportion of people aiming 
for qualifications declines with age.  Women are rather more likely than men to be involved 
at all ages.  Degrees and other higher education qualifications currently account for about a 
third of the awards being studied for, with recognised qualifications at Level 2 and 3 
amounting to around 15 per cent.  The remainder (whose incidence increases with age) are 
other certificates.  This ‘other’ group has been expanding amongst this older age group, 
whereas the recognised qualifications and degrees have not. 
 
2.23 NALS asked respondents who had undertaken a taught learning episode whether 
this was designed to lead to a qualification.3  The results were as follows: 

Table 3 

Purpose of learning Percentage whose taught 
episode was designed to lead 

to full or part qualifications  

Connected with current job 41% 

Future job in mind 75% 

Voluntary work in mind 53% 

Potential impact on work 51% 

No work connection 25% 

All 44% 

Table 9.13 

2.24 It seems, therefore, that only a minority of formal learning undertaken by adults is 
connected with qualifications, and that this is most likely when the learning is connected to 
work, particularly if it is with the aim of preparing for a new job. 
 
2.25 NALS also gives the qualifications that learners were studying for.  About 6 per cent 
were academic at Level 3 or below (GCSE or A level), and 12 per cent were higher 
education degrees or diplomas; a further 6 per cent were teaching or nursing qualifications, 
probably also mainly at higher education level.  Around 30 per cent were recognised 

                                            
2 This term is used to denote the idea that people are attracted to certificates for their signalling power 
to employers and other gatekeepers of opportunity, rather than for the sake of the learning that is 
necessary to undertake in order to obtain them.  The idea of ‘credential inflation’ goes a step further – 
that levels of credential necessary to obtain opportunities rises as more people attain them, 
regardless of the level of learning actually necessary for the opportunity in question (eg. it might be 
that it would be perfectly possible to complete a higher education course in veterinary science on a 
platform of grade Bs in science at A level, but the competition for places is such that only those with 
As are at all likely to succeed) 
3 Unfortunately NALS did not ask those undertaking informal learning whether they were aiming for a 
qualification.  In the case of NVQs and some other qualifications it is possible that informal learning 
alone can lead to a qualification.  Nevertheless one would expect this to be fairly exceptional. 
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vocational qualifications, half of which were NVQs.  But 44 per cent were classified as ‘other 
qualifications’ including, prominently, regulatory requirements, such as health and safety, 
first aid and food hygiene certificates and driving licences, as well as sports instructor 
qualifications and other discrete occupational certificates. 
 
2.26 Another perspective can be gleaned from statistics for further and adult and 
community education which account for the bulk of publicly provided and subsidised adult 
learning below higher education level.  Before doing so a word of explanation is necessary.  
Between 1993 and 2000 funding for these two streams, which had both earlier been 
provided by local authorities were split such that the central Further Education Funding 
Council became responsible for accredited (qualification bearing) courses, while local 
education authorities retained responsibility for those that did not lead to recognised 
academic or vocational qualifications, principally courses in the leisure, arts and personal 
interest spheres.  This split revolved around ‘Schedule 2’ (of the Act establishing these 
arrangements) which delineated the types of course which fell on either side.  The split 
therefore fairly well delineates those publicly funded qualifications below higher education 
level which led to qualifications as opposed to those which did not.  The chart shows the 
trends since 1995: 

Figure 5 – enrolments in publicly funded further and adult education 

Notes:  FEFC funded are 19+ students funded by the Council whether in FE colleges 
or elsewhere.  Totals are the combination of all Adult & Community Education (from 
Statistical First Release 12/2002), plus all 19+ students funded by FEFC in FE 
colleges.  Non FEFC numbers are the residue between these two figures. 

2.27 Within this publicly funded sector, therefore one can see a tendency for courses 
involving qualifications to become more prevalent.  In the graph FEFC funded courses will 
be very largely for qualifications, and the non-FEFC portion will be very largely non-
accredited.  The proportion geared towards qualifications rises from 72 per cent in 1995/6 to 
83 per cent most recently. 
 
2.28 Within the accredited section (ie. FEFC funded) those over 19 took the following 
types of qualification: 
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Table 4 
Qualification Percent of 19+ 

students taking 

GNVQ 2% 

NVQ 8% 

GCSE 2% 

A level 1% 

Access to higher education  1% 

Other L1 or not classified 54% 

Other L2 22% 

Other L3+ 11% 

 
2.29 The preponderance of low level qualifications outside the national framework is 
noticeable. 
 
2.30 In higher education, where the vast bulk of courses are towards qualifications, recent 
years have seen a considerable increase in students aged over 24, with 315,000 first year 
students in 1999/2000.  There was a 24 per cent increase between 1995 and 2000, 
accounted for mainly by part-time courses below full degree level.  However, though they 
have not been growing so fast, post-graduate awards are important for this age group, 
amounting to over a third of the higher education courses. 
 
2.31 Finally we need to take account of the employer perspective.  The DfES regular 
survey of employers, Learning & Training at Work (Spilsbury:2002), shows that in 2001 
some 30 per cent of firms provided off-the-job training which led to a qualification (just over 
half of off-the-job training was directed towards formal qualifications).  A common 
qualification used (though not necessarily confined to off-the-job training) were NVQs, which 
were offered by 34 per cent of firms.  Of course many of these employers will be making use 
of public funding towards the qualifications they offer (indeed offering a qualification may be 
a condition of public assistance towards their training); this is particularly likely to be the case 
if they are making use of modern apprenticeships, or sending employees to further 
education colleges for off-the-job training.  The most common off-the-job training provided by 
employers was in health and safety, followed by job-specific training. 
 
2.32 These aggregate figures would seem to show that qualifications are an important, but 
not dominant part of the lifelong learning scene for adults.  It would seem that, for adults, 
around 40 per cent of formal learning is geared in some way to qualifications, though this is 
very much greater if public facilities are used, or if employers are using public funds.  Within 
the publicly funded sector there has been a trend towards making qualifications a feature of 
courses, though the major effect of this seems to have been in the early, rather than later 
1990s.  We need to remember in particular that many of the certificates taken by adults 
relate to their jobs and are very particular – meeting health and safety, other regulatory or 
specific job requirements.  Such certificates may not feature in the national qualifications 
framework. 
 
Incentives for qualifications 
 
2.33 Given this general scene, to what degree do qualifications serve to motivate adults to 
undertake and complete learning?  There seem to be three possible reasons why individuals 
would undertake a qualification, rather than merely leave the learning uncertificated: 
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a) because a qualification will act improve one’s position economically through 
its signalling function in the labour market; 

 
b) rather more specifically that a qualification will open access to certain jobs 

which may otherwise be denied; 
 
c) that regardless of economic or labour market effects, individuals will value a 

qualification, as a mark of recognition; 
 
d) that undertaking a qualification is a necessary corollary of undertaking 

courses that an individual would like to do. 
 
What evidence is there that such mechanisms may be at work? 
 
Earnings 
 
2.34 While there is very considerable evidence that initial qualifications influence earnings 
later in life, with a fairly straightforward correlation between level and the extent of the 
earnings premium, little work until recently has been done on qualifications gained later in 
life.  Jenkins et al (2002) have begun to fill this gap using data from the National Child 
Development Study (see footnote on page 46), which allowed them to identify people who 
had gained qualifications between the ages of 33 and 42.  About a third had done so, with 
the bulk (over two thirds) of the qualifications gained being occupational and over a half at 
levels 1 or 2.  The only academic qualifications which were at all frequently taken were 
degrees (some of which may of course have been vocational in nature). 
 
2.35 The results on wage premiums were very limited, once initial qualifications (which are 
known to yield a difference) were taken into account.  Low level occupational qualifications 
yielded no premiums, nor did Level 1 or Level 3 (A level) academic qualifications, though 
there seemed to be a premium of some 7 per cent to good GCSEs.  Returns to a degree and 
higher level occupational qualifications were modest or non existent for men, though 
appreciable for women (for whom a degree yielded 9 per cent and a Level 4 occupational 13 
per cent); it may be that the effects for women reflect up ‘returners’ for whom the later 
qualification is – in a sense – rather similar in function to an initial qualification.  But overall 
the premiums are small.  The authors, though, do point to one group which attract a 
significant premium if they take qualifications later in life – these are those with no initial 
qualifications at all, who gained a 12 per cent premium from obtaining one in their thirties. 
 
2.36 So, with the exception of some women and those with no initial qualifications at all, it 
does not seem that qualifications taken later in life are likely to boost earnings, still less to 
justify themselves in financial terms given the time and expense involved in gaining them.  In 
this they stand in considerable contrast to qualifications gained before, or at, entry to the 
labour market.  These results, though, should not surprise us.  At the technical level it stands 
to reason – other things being equal – that economic returns to qualifications gained later in 
life will be smaller than those gained earlier on; in the first place the period during which a 
return can accrue (ie. after the qualification has been gained) is by definition less for the later 
learners, and secondly the sacrifice in terms of earnings related to the time spent taking the 
course will – for most adults – be substantially greater than that involved for young people.  
At the societal level it would also stand to reason that initial qualifications have the function 
of ‘sorting’ people into different types of occupation and ‘stations in life’, whereas 
qualifications taken later in life are essentially adjuncts to that established position and are 
unlikely – with some notable and celebrated exceptions – to generate an entirely new career 
trajectory for most of their takers. 
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Access to employment 
 
2.37 Do qualifications taken later in life yield access to jobs?  Certainly a number of 
learners would seem to think so.  We saw in Table 2 that those who were learning ‘with a 
future job in mind’ were by far the most likely to have embarked on a qualification as part of 
their course.  However, the UK does not have a strongly organized labour market, and – with 
some exceptions, particularly in the professions, it is rarely the case that a particular 
qualification is either required or sufficient in order to gain a particular kind of job. 
 
2.38 Jenkins et al show that – for those who were unemployed – the undertaking of a 
qualification in their thirties seemed to be associated with gaining work.  This association 
was particularly strong for females (for all kinds of qualification) but less so for men except in 
the case of occupational qualifications.  However, qualifications do not seem to be any kind 
of guarantee that employment will be retained: those who had gained later qualifications 
were as likely to be without work in 2000 as those who had not. 
 
2.39 A different perspective comes from Work Skills in Britain (Felstead, Gallie & Green: 
2002), a study which asks job holders what qualifications (and other attributes) are needed 
for their jobs.4  While 29 per cent thought that qualifications were important, this was 
considerably outweighed by experience (49 per cent) and motivation (35 per cent).  This 
seems to match employers’ views (admittedly for the recruitment of 16-24 year olds rather 
than older workers) as reported by Spilsbury; only 20 per cent said they took into account 
qualifications, while 45 per cent mentioned personal qualities.  Large firms, however, were 
more likely to pay attention to qualifications – 46 per cent of firms with over 500 workers took 
account of qualifications when recruiting.   
 
2.40 However, while qualifications might not be the most significant factor in getting jobs, it 
would seem from Work Skills in Britain that they may in practice be necessary to gain access 
to quite a number of them.  Respondents said that some form of qualification was required 
for 73 per cent of jobs, and – compared with similar earlier surveys – it was apparent that 
there had been a significant rise in employers’ requirements for qualifications, particularly at 
degree level.  There appears to be quite an over-supply of qualifications at the lower levels 
(in the sense that a number of jobs do not need them, and that job holders have a higher 
qualification than that actually necessary to do their job), and there was also limited evidence 
of credential inflation – respondents who considered that employers would demand a 
qualification for someone to undertake their job, but that it would not actually be necessary to 
carry out the job in question.  This applied to around 30 per cent of jobs which required 
qualifications though – apart from at the lowest level – it did not seem that there had been 
any notable ‘credential inflation’ over the past fifteen years. 
 
2.41 It would seem therefore that – whether strictly necessary or not – qualifications do 
give access to employment.  But this may only be in a general sense.  It may not matter 
greatly what particular discipline the qualification is in,5 but certainly those without any form 
of qualifications are likely to be lose in the labour market to those who have them.  As 
Felstead, Gallie and Green say: 
 

                                            
4 It is important to note that the survey does not ask what qualities the individuals have, but rather 
what would be needed by anyone doing their job. 
5 Dearing (1997) reported that over 40 per cent of jobs advertised for graduates are open to 
applicants from most, if not all, disciplines. 
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"From the individual's point of view, gaining lower and intermediate levels of 
qualifications remains advantageous in that this increases their chances of 
gaining employment, and is the route through to acquiring higher level 
qualifications" (p 79) 

 
2.42 We can see, therefore why those without work, or those looking for new jobs, who 
have little by way of initial qualifications may be wise to ensure that they have something by 
pursuing them later in life.  In this context it is significant that the 2001 update of the National 
Adult Learning Survey showed that – rather in contrast to the general finding that the higher 
qualified are more likely to undertake lifelong learning – in terms of qualifications gained, it 
was those who left initial education with the lowest level of qualification who were the most 
likely to have gained one subsequently.  Many people seem to take the “get qualified” 
message seriously, and – in terms of access to jobs, if not high earnings, they may be 
sensible to do so, even later in life. 
 
Valuing qualifications in their own right 
 
2.43 To what extent does it appear that people want or expect qualifications as part of 
lifelong learning?  It is often claimed that individuals value recognition for its own sake, 
regardless of any extrinsic benefits it might bring them. 
 
2.44 Whatever the benefits of a qualification in terms of motivation or gratification once 
someone has embarked on one, it does not appear that adult learners generally expect or 
demand that qualifications should be a feature of their course.  Ufi/learndirect market 
research showed that only 23 per cent of respondents thought that a qualification was 
necessary to make learning worthwhile, and the Learning & Skills Council’s learner 
satisfaction survey (LSC: 2002) reported that only 25 per cent of people over 25 cited 
qualifications as a reason for choosing their course of study in further education. 
 
2.45 However, some of the features of a qualification may be helpful to some learners.  
Schuller et al (2002) while stressing the important place of non-accredited learning, also 
emphasize that – for the more confident learners – assessment can have positive effects in 
terms of building up and sustaining self-esteem and self-confidence, spurring participants on 
to further learning.  This pattern of reinforcement also seems evident from the NCDS study 
of Jenkins et al; those in their sample who had gained qualifications in their thirties, were 11 
per cent more likely than those who had not to be in further learning in 2000.  
 
2.46 There is, however, an obvious downside.  The NCDS study also showed that those 
who had failed a qualification taken in their thirties were 3 per cent less likely to be doing 
another one than those who had not taken any earlier ones at all.  This may link to the 
finding of Schuller et al that some feel that their assessments are unfair.  If you pass a 
qualification it seems likely to make you more inclined to do another one, but if you don’t 
pass, disillusion may set in about any future learning. 
 
2.47 Though there certainly can be intrinsic benefits to a qualification, these do not apply 
to all learners, and do not seem to come high up the list of adults’ reasons for undertaking 
learning.  There seem likely to be disadvantages too.  The following table is derived from the 
LSC satisfaction survey, comparing various satisfaction levels between accredited and non-
accredited adult and community education.6 

                                            
6 Results for the non-accredited portion are from a small sample (of less than 300) and should be 
regarded as tentative. 



 

 - 55 -

Table 5 

Adult and Community Education Accredited Non-
Accredited 

More confident socially 59% 55% 

More confident in ability to learn 83% 77% 

More positive about learning than when started 77% 68% 

Motivating feedback from tutors 83% 89% 

Left or seriously thought about it 22% 16% 

Difficulties keeping up 18% 12% 

 
2.48 Though the above figures should be treated with caution, there is some tentative 
evidence that qualifications may help overall confidence and zest for future learning, but that 
they could carry some penalties in terms of raising the stakes in ‘keeping up’ and act to deter 
people at the margins of continuing with their course. 
 
Qualification as a necessary part of the package 
 
2.49 Though there is less direct evidence about requirements for qualifications, we may 
safely surmise that this is a significant reason why people undertake them.  We have already 
noted the very large, and rising, proportion of publicly funded courses below higher 
education level which lead to qualifications.  This means that people who want a subsidy 
towards their learning are likely to need to accept a qualification aim as part of the deal.  
Participation in higher education more or less automatically entails working towards a formal 
qualification. 
 
2.50 But it is likely that ‘compulsory’ qualifications go wider than the public sector.  We 
have noted that an important reason for employers providing off-the-job training is to meet 
regulatory requirements, such as health and safety legislation.  There are now many areas 
of work where training is mandatory in order to meet regulatory requirements, whether of 
government agencies or of large firms franchising their products; examples are food 
hygiene, childcare, social care homes, independent financial advice, approved car 
maintenance, gas installation and maintenance.  Many of these demand certification as well 
as simply attendance at a course.  We should probably link this group with the very high 
incidence of ‘other’ qualifications reported in NALS (page 50). 
 
Features of qualifications for adults 
 
2.51 As we have seen the data on qualifications taken by adults is fairly unrefined, and it 
is difficult to use it to establish, beyond doubt, whether certain types of qualification bring 
more or less benefit by way of encouraging participation and achievement – though, as we 
shall see in the next section – there is no shortage of opinion on this matter. 
 
2.52 Nevertheless the evidence already presented would indicate that work-related 
qualifications are important, given the fact that two-thirds of all adult learning is vocational in 
intent (NALS).  We have noted also that the bulk of adult learning – at least in the public 
sector – is at a comparatively low level (Table 4). 
 
2.53 At the lower level it is seems likely also that a non-threatening assessment system, 
and small units of learning may be helpful; Davies and Bynner (2000) describe a study of the 
London Open College Network which validates a qualifications system which has these 
characteristics, and show that it was successful in attracting high levels of unemployed and 
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minority ethnic learners – adults who are often hard to bring into learning and who may be 
deterred by qualifications. 
 
2.54 However the study did not lend credence to the view that unit certification and a 
system of accumulation of credit (further features of the LOCN system) were key to 
prompting adult achievement and progression.  A third of learners got no credits whatsoever, 
and only 15 per cent continued from one year to the next, indicating that students placed 
little value in gaining formal credit for small steps or in building up credit over a period of 
time.  A rather similar conclusion might be drawn from the use (or, rather, limited use) of unit 
credit in the NVQ system.  In Autumn 2001 the LFS showed that 1,059,000 people had NVQ 
units and 910,000 were at that time studying for an NVQ.  If only a third of the latter 
(300,000) had got to the stage of achieving a unit, that would imply that some 750,000 
people had units having finished their studies in relation to an NVQ.  With over 3,500,000 
people possessing full awards, it would seem that no more than 20% of NVQ takers are 
content to settle for units – and probably considerably fewer given that many who did not 
gain a full award are likely to have cut short their studies for involuntary reasons such as 
sickness, pressure of work, redundancy or family factors.  In short it does not seem that 
there is considerable demand for partial, as opposed to full, awards. 
 
2.55 One area where the LOCN’s system of credit did seem to work was in the field of 
Access to Higher Education arrangements (‘non-traditional’ applicants to higher education 
can accumulate recognised units to earn entry to certain universities).  Here of course there 
was a particular benefit accruing to the bearers of credit.  This points the way to another 
feature which is likely to make qualifications attractive to adults, namely tangible benefits and 
firm routes of progression. 
 
Conclusion 
 
2.56 This survey would seem to show that: 
 

•  achievement of initial qualifications is closely related to later learning.  This 
effect arises through the fact that good initial qualifications lead to the kinds of 
jobs which themselves give opportunities for later learning and from past 
success increasing the appetite for future learning.  These effects are 
probably bound up, too, with social and cultural differences which lead some 
groups to conceive themselves as learners and others to consider that 
learning is not for them; 

 
•  these effects are more likely to occur in the case of initial academic, as 

opposed to vocational qualifications, but this is probably because, in the UK, 
good initial academic qualifications are associated with obtaining the more 
prestigious occupations.  There is evidence that people climb a vocational 
ladder going on from one vocational qualification to another.  Those with high 
initial academic qualifications may be less likely to seek subsequent 
qualifications (as opposed to non-accredited learning); 

 
•  while a good deal (and increasing) amount of publicly funded learning beyond 

initial education leads to qualifications, most of that undertaken by individuals 
on their own account, or employers at their own expense does not involve 
qualifications at all; 

 
•  qualifications gained later in life are unlikely to result in significant gains in 

earnings, though they can be important as a means of entry, or re-entry, to 
the labour market.  Having qualifications attached to learning is therefore 
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relatively important for those seeking to gain or change jobs, but does not 
appear to carry great extrinsic benefits for other adults; 

 
•  there may be some intrinsic benefits to qualifications in terms of increasing 

motivation, self-esteem and confidence to some, serving to encourage them 
to complete and repeat learning.  These benefits may, however, be balanced 
by risks of feelings of failure and disillusionment by others, encouraging early 
leaving and deterring future learning; 

 
•  the association of qualifications with public funding for learning and with 

regulatory requirements are important reasons why adults take them; 
 
•  qualifications for adults need to be available at low levels and in small 

components, with sensitive handling of assessment.  However there appears 
to be limited demand for accreditation of units or for general systems of credit 
accumulation.  Qualifications need to be related to the particular purposes 
held by adults. 
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SECTION THREE:  PRESSURES AND INITIATIVES 
 
 
3.1 This section looks at the development of policy in the UK as it has affected 
qualifications and lifelong learning over the past decade.  Two points should be made by 
way of introduction: 
 

•  as in the previous section the focus is on those aged 25 and over.  However – 
as will become apparent – the qualifications structure in the UK is not rigidly 
divided between initial and subsequent qualifications which means that 
policies for young people and for adults interact with each other; 

 
•  by no means all the events and initiatives that are described were taken with 

the explicit purpose of affecting lifelong learning.  But they are included 
because, in retrospect, they can be said to have had effects on it. 

 
3.2 In this section we first of all describe some of the reforms and innovations to the 
qualifications structure that appear relevant.  Then, reflecting on those, we describe the 
major drivers that have motivated those changes, and the constraints that have impeded 
them.  Finally we set out the issues and debates that appear to underlie these 
developments. 
 
3.3 In doing this, particularly the last, we draw on the views and perspectives of people in 
a number of organisations whose views we sought in interviews in order to inform this report.  
They are: 
 

- an official of the Trades Union Congress (TUC); 
 
- an official of the Confederation of British Industry (CBI); 
 
- the Head of Lifelong Learning at the City & Guilds of London Institute, a major 

awarding body; 
 
- an official of the Learning & Skills Council (LSC); 
 
- a former senior official of the Department of Education & Skills, who had been 

in relevant posts during much of the period in question; 
 
- staff of Ufi/learndirect, which has the mission of bringing lifelong learning to 

adults using new technology (see page 37); 
 
- a director of the Association of Colleges (AoC), which represents further 

education colleges; 
 
- staff of the National Institute for Adult and Community Education (NIACE). 

 
3.4 In appropriate places extracts are given from notes taken during these interviews.  
We are very grateful to these organisations for agreeing to contribute to this report. 
 
Reforms and innovations 
 
3.5 There were four major government-led reforms to qualifications systems which took 
place just before, or at the very beginning of the period under review.  In scale they are more 
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significant than anything which followed, and they had a profound influence throughout the 
period.  These were: 
 

•  the introduction of GCSEs in the late 1980s.  These new examinations 
merged the previous O levels and CSEs – qualifications differentiated by 
ability – which were taken at compulsory school leaving age.  Similar 
developments took place with the introduction of ‘Standard Grades’ in 
Scotland.  Though not designed in any sense for adults (they are taken 
overwhelmingly by 15 year olds), as we saw in the previous section, they 
seem to have had a major effect in encouraging more young people to stay 
on after compulsory education.  They also included coursework to be 
assessed by teachers – indeed in the early days some consisted entirely of 
this.  Though this had been a feature of lower level qualifications for some 
time, in general most prestigious academic qualifications had confined their 
assessment techniques to external examinations.  A continuing debate 
followed, which was by no means confined to GCSEs themselves, about the 
degree of coursework, continuous and teacher/instructor assessment that 
was appropriate in public qualifications.  The GCSE also for the first time 
represented a qualification taken by virtually the whole age cohort and 
marked on a common scale.  Apart from other things this raised the prospect 
of using qualifications to measure national progress in educational attainment. 

 
•  the introduction of National Certificate modules in Scotland in the mid 1980s.  

These represented a complete re-vamp of all non advanced further education 
courses, in Scottish colleges, under a single awarding body – SCOTVEC.  All 
courses were broken into similarly sized ‘modules’, written to a common style, 
and relying largely on assessments carried out by teachers and lecturers.  
These were very much directed towards adult learners and immediate post-
16 students taking non-academic courses.  The aims of the reform were to 
introduce comprehensive certification for all college learning, to do so in short 
‘chunks’ thought to be suitable for adults, to allow many permutations of 
choice through the unit structure, but to do so in a coherent and 
comprehensible manner.  The open structure of this reform influenced 
qualification developments elsewhere in the UK. 

 
•  the introduction of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) throughout the 

UK from the late 1980s.  Though influenced by the Scottish National 
Certificate design principles, this reform was directed not towards college-
based further education, but rather principally to on-the-job training where it 
was considered that many workers attained skills, but without certification and 
to uncertain standards.  NVQs were designed to certify ‘competence’ – 
proficiency at work, and a distinct methodology was evolved to derive 
statements of the competences required in most occupational areas.  Again, 
NVQs were largely locally assessed, ideally by workplace supervisors, but 
also by other licensed assessors.  Like the Scottish National Certificate they 
were devised in modules (units), though in the case of NVQs these were 
aggregated into discrete ‘whole’ qualifications.  Apart from their impact in their 
own terms (see box) NVQs influenced development and debate in 
qualifications over much of the ensuing decade.  They manifested the idea of 
‘outcome-based’ education and training, where quality assurance and learner 
efforts were directed towards what was achieved through a programme of 
study rather than through stipulating instructional schedules (inputs).  Their 
five level structure extended over much of the discourse about qualifications, 
whether vocational or academic as ideas for a national framework evolved. 
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NVQs – where are they now? 
 
There are over 1300 NVQ titles, covering some 90 per cent of occupations.  Each 
occupational area can have up to five NVQ titles, one at each level within the framework.  
There are some 450 titles at Level 3, the level with the most titles.  A title can be awarded by 
different awarding bodies, but to a prescribed form of certificate.   
 
After a steep rise in the early 1990s, awards of NVQs and the equivalent Scottish Vocational 
Qualifications peaked at 460,000 per year in 1996/7 and have since fallen slightly to 428,000 
in 2000/1.   
 
Awards of vocational qualifications other than NVQs made by the principal awarding bodies 
slightly outnumber NVQs (550,000 in 2000/01) but, unlike NVQs, are predominantly at the 
lowest level - just 12 per cent of NVQs are at Level 1, whereas 54 per cent of other 
vocational qualifications are at this level. 
 
In Autumn 2001 910,000 people were working towards an NVQ; 54 per cent of them were 
aged 25 or over.  76 per cent were employed.  94 per cent of employers are aware of NVQs 
or their Scottish equivalents, and 34 per cent offer them to their employees (over half of firms 
employing more than 25 people do this). 
 
NVQs accounted of 30 per cent of all (including academic) Level 2 awards made in England 
in 2000/01 and for 20 per cent of Level 3 awards.  Amongst those aged 21 or over, NVQs 
accounted for 60 per cent of the awards at Level 2 and for 65 per cent of those at Level 3. 

•  the incorporation of former polytechnics as universities in 1991.  This abolition 
of the ‘binary line’ had the effect of abolishing formal delineations of types of 
institution and types of award in much of the higher education sector.  It also 
resulted in the classifying of many vocational courses (often offered by 
polytechnics as opposed to the former universities) as full degrees.  And it 
involved the granting of autonomous degree awarding powers to the former 
polytechnics.  While not abolishing the ‘pecking order’ within higher 
education, this move did signal mobility within the sector, and undoubtedly 
opened up opportunities for more adults to obtain full university degrees.    

 
3.6 The results of these major developments played through the 1990s.  During that time 
the more significant developments in qualifications have been: 
 

•  the setting of national targets in terms of qualifications, originally proposed by 
the CBI, but adopted by the government with the setting up of a formal 
advisory panel in 1993.  Though they have changed in nature through the 
years (eg. through adding targets for the attainment of 11 year olds and for 
adult basic skills), they are arguably a more important feature of the political 
and operational landscape than ever before, being not only unequivocally 
‘owned’ by government, but also incorporated into the DfES’s formal system 
of reporting to the Treasury7.  Targets in terms of qualifications have also 
been adopted by the new Learning & Skills Council, and influence its planning 
system through the funding activities of the local councils, and ultimately flow 

                                            
7 Through Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets.  These constitute formal agreements on critical 
achievements tied to monies allocated by the Treasury in regular government spending reviews.  The 
system applies to all departments.  The current national targets are given in Annex One. 
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through to funding agreements and targets for individual colleges and training 
providers. 

 
•  General National Vocational Qualifications (GNVQs), introduced from 1992, 

represented an attempt to couch some of the NVQ precepts in the context of 
full-time learning by 16-19 year olds.  Though in many ways similar in size 
and intent to existing BTEC awards, the GNVQs carried a greater degree of 
official recognition and were used by school VIth forms wanting to diversify 
from a strict A level curriculum.  In terms of lifelong learning the introduction of 
this award was notable in two respects.  First, it attempted to inject, through 
its assessment methodology a distinct ethos of ‘learning to learn’, apparently 
with some success (see Ecclestone: 2002).  Second, at its advanced level it 
attempted to provide a pathway for vocational students to higher education – 
something that had not been a meaningful feature of vocational qualifications 
other than the BTEC awards.  Again there has been some success: 6 per 
cent of entrants to degree courses and 23 per cent of HND (sub-degree) 
entrants were GNVQ students (UCAS: 2000). 

 
•  the evolution of ‘Access’ courses leading to higher education, described on 

page 23.  These had been originally developed in the late 1970s, by further 
education colleges working in co-operation with certain universities to provide 
a channel for adults without the normal A level entry qualifications to enter 
higher education.  This movement widened with the general opening up of 
higher education in the 1990s, and become formalised through the creation of 
recognised consortia developing courses to common guidelines.  According 
to Carey (2002) there were 38,000 students in 1999-00 (virtually all over 20).  
Though Access students only account for 4 per cent of all higher education 
entrants, Carey argues that experience with these courses have led 
universities to recognise other ‘non-traditional’ qualifications and courses 
which have the same features.  The Access initiative is an example of a 
‘bottom-up’ qualifications development which gradually formalised and 
achieved official recognition (in, for example, the 1992 Further & Higher 
Education Act).  It also exemplifies a qualification evolved on a flexible basis, 
but with a very specific purpose, and through a careful process of negotiation 
with the stakeholders involved. 

 
•  progressive attempts to incorporate key skills into courses and qualifications.  

Though largely aimed at 16-19 learning, the intention has been that these 
skills would provide a platform both for employability and for future learning.  
Indeed one of the six skills delineated, Improving Own Learning & 
Performance, is explicitly directed towards this end.  Three of the key skills8 
were an integral part of GNVQs, and also of the Modern apprenticeships 
introduced from 1994.  Unlike number, communication and IT, the other three 
‘wider’ key skills were not considered by government to be reliably 
assessable and there was reluctance to incorporate them into public 
qualifications.  Following a review of 16-19 qualifications (Dearing: 1996) a 
new, free-standing Key Skills Qualification comprising the ‘assessable’ skills 
was introduced as part of Curriculum 2000 (see below).  This was intended to 
be taken by students right across the 16-19 spectrum, whether they were 
undertaking academic or vocational studies, as a means of broadening their 

                                            
8 Key skills were originally titled ‘core’ skills, and still are in Scotland.  Key skills are described on page 
16.  The three skills of communication, application of number and information technology were 
incorporated into GNVQs, while the ‘wider’ key skills of working with others, improving own learning 
and performance and problem solving were not explicitly required to be assessed. 
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curriculum and instilling personal and employability skills.  The reformulation 
of key skills also involved the introduction of external tests to complement 
internal assessment by portfolio (recorded instances of application); at Levels 
1 and 2, in the cases of number and communication these tests were the 
same as the new qualifications for adult basic skills (see below); 

 
•  records of achievement, though never regarded as a recognised qualification, 

were a feature of the landscape.  The 1980s had seen a ‘bottom up’ 
development of these records in various local education authorities and 
individual schools and colleges.  They were encouraged and in some cases 
financed by the Technical and Vocational Education Initiative (TVEI).  
Records, which are loosely structured accounts of achievement by individual 
students tending to concentrate on non-examined aspects, varied in aim 
between being an authenticated account of extra-curricular activities which 
students could use for job applications, to tools to aid the organising and 
planning of learning for young people.  The government’s adoption and 
formalisation of these records in the shape of the National Record of 
Achievement in 1991 tended towards the former interpretation.  The later 
looser version piloted as Progress File was very much towards the latter end 
of the spectrum, with workbooks guiding young people through the business 
of setting themselves learning goals consistent with their personal and career 
aims.  As such it can be seen as an instrument explicitly geared towards 
developing learning skills to foster lifelong learning. 

 
•  the mandating of qualifications in further education colleges was a major 

development, though one which had its origins in administrative and legal 
pressures rather than conscious attempts to develop policies on 
qualifications.  We have seen (page 50) that the 1992 Further and Higher 
Education Act required that courses funded by the Further Education Funding 
Council (FEFC) should be leading to a qualification listed in Schedule 2 of 
that Act.  In fact this requirement would not of itself have required every 
college course to be certificated, as the Act explicitly provided that courses 
which prepared people for full qualification-bearing programmes should be 
funded whether or not they themselves attracted certification.  However, the 
FEFC made an early decision that virtually all the courses that it funded 
should lead to certificates immediately, rather than ultimately.  Similar 
provisions had long been a feature of government-funded work-based training 
for young people and adults where, in addition, a considerable proportion of 
payments to training organisations were conditional on individuals attaining 
the qualifications in question.  The intentions behind these decisions were not 
only to promote the certification of students and trainees, but also to render 
easier the business of measurement of performance by providers in order to 
promote efficiency.  An unintended consequence was the proliferation of 
qualifications, as there were considerable incentives to establish qualifications 
relevant to the preparatory courses.  This probably accounts for the current 
preponderance of qualifications taken by adults being at Level 1 (Table 4, 
page 51 above).  Though their origins were earlier, the growth of 
qualifications by Open College Networks (page 34) was undoubtedly aided by 
this policy.  OCN qualifications, with their unit structure and relatively informal 
methods of assessment were well attuned to the college courses which now 
required certification. 

 
•  proliferation of qualifications, as a result of public mandating of them, and 

other factors, led to concentration in the latter part of the decade on the 
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rationalisation of qualifications.  The idea of having a qualifications 
framework, into which each type of qualification could ‘fit’ in a comprehensible 
relationship with others, increased in attraction – being promoted in particular 
by Dearing in his Review of 16-19 Qualifications (1996).  As well as a 
framework, systems for public recognition of qualifications, sorting out those 
which had robust quality assurance and the prospect of external recognition 
from those which did not, became an imperative.  These developments came 
to a head with the formation of the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority in 
1997, which immediately embarked on a programme of recognising 
qualifications, setting down criteria for them to satisfy in order to be 
accredited.  Clearly these criteria needed to tread a careful path between the 
various objectives of: 

 
- cutting down qualifications to an array comprehensible to the public;  
- guaranteeing robust assessment while avoiding cost and burdens on 

teachers and individuals;  
- establishing national standards on the type and level of qualifications, 

and; 
- allowing flexibility to meet individual and employer needs. 

 
This rationalisation process is still under way. 

 
•  in parallel we have seen mergers of awarding bodies.  A particular feature, 

promoted by government, has been the establishment of three ‘unified’ bodies 
(see page 34) out of nine or more previous organisations, with Edexcel, OCR 
and AQA offering the great majority of awards – whether academic or 
vocational – to 16-19 year olds.  These mergers paralleled the unifying of the 
previous School Curriculum and Assessment Authority and National Council 
for Vocational Qualifications to form the QCA.  However the more 
occupationally based City & Guilds remained distinct, with the greatest share 
– compared with the RSA and BTEC which joined the unified bodies – of 
NVQ and other vocational awards typically taken by adults. 

 
•  the establishment of recognised and unified qualifications for adult basic 

skills.  The initiative is referred to on page 36 above;  an important component 
was the development of national tests in literacy and numeracy to replace a 
wide range of qualifications in literacy and numeracy which had grown up 
over the years – most of which were internally assessed.  There was much 
debate about the wisdom of inviting this group of learners to undertake a 
regime of testing.  As explained earlier these tests (at Levels 1 and 2) also act 
as part of the Key Skills Qualifications.  Again, there are worries about using 
such objective tests in the context of modern apprenticeships whose 
participants are said to be attracted to work-based learning precisely because 
it is the antithesis of the classroom and examination culture which they find 
unattractive. 

 
•  suggestions were made throughout the period for overarching awards, 

comprising a ‘basket’ of individual qualifications.  The intention behind this 
idea was largely to create incentives for broader study during the 16-18 
phase, but such awards were also seen as a means of creating parity of 
esteem between vocational and academic qualifications, as both sorts would 
be eligible to earn the intended diploma.  Official blessing was given to the 
idea of diplomas encompassing a variety of qualifications in the 1991 White 
Paper Education and Training for the 21st Century, in the 1996 response to 
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Dearing’s Review of Qualifications for 16-19 Year Olds (which proposed a 
baccalaureate style diploma which would require different fields of study), and 
in the1997 consultation, Qualifying for Success, views were invited on an 
“overarching certificate”.  The 2002 Green Paper 14-19: extending 
opportunities, raising standards canvassed opinion for a “matriculation 
diploma” which would require key skills and wider curriculum activities as well 
as a volume of mainstream study.  Consultation, however, did not reveal 
strong support for this.  Movement towards “a baccalaureate-style 
qualification” remains attractive to the government, but overarching awards 
have not been introduced, save in modern apprenticeships where a 
completion certificate embraces the achievement of the necessary NVQ, key 
skills and any supplementary certificates that are required in an occupation.  
In full-time education a muted form of wider ‘qualifications package’ resulted 
from the development of AS (half-A level) and AVCE (half-GNVQ) 
qualifications.  Combined with a funding incentive for colleges and revised 
tariffs for University entrance this movement (entitled Curriculum 2000) 
resulted in many 16-19 students taking an additional subject at AS, entering 
for key skills, and – to some extent – mixing academic and vocational 
subjects.  It is too soon, though, to say whether this constitutes a permanent 
pattern. 

 
Drivers and constraints 
 
3.7 Are there any common threads which have lain behind these various developments?  
With hindsight the following seem to have been continuing influences: 
 

a) a belief that increasing the scope of certificated learning will in itself promote 
learning.  If certificates publicly and accurately signal attainment, then 
employers and other ‘users’ of the system will increasingly favour those that 
bear those certificates.  In turn this will encourage other people to gain those 
certificates, and to do the learning which it is necessary to gain them; 

 
b) a wish to broaden the range of achievement covered by recognised 

qualifications and assessment systems.  The move towards records of 
achievement, key skills and vocational topics all illustrate a desire to have 
certification systems encompass aspects of achievement considered 
important in the labour market, or in civic life more generally, which were not 
conventionally included in the national qualifications system.  The drivers 
behind this trend have been twofold: to legitimise and incentivise valuable 
achievement which might lie outside the conventional spheres of assessment; 
and to offer qualifications to groups which may have been excluded from 
them in the past.  The certification of adult achievement via NVQs, Access 
and OCN qualifications have all acknowledged that knowledge and ability 
may not have been achieved through conventional achievement at the 16-19 
phase, but that it nevertheless exists; 

 
c) a desire to regularise and codify the qualifications system.  From the early 

days of NVQs in the mid 1980s to the rationalisation efforts of the QCA at the 
turn of century the notion that there were too many – and too much of a 
‘jungle’ of – qualifications has been a consistent driver to achieve greater 
coherence.  The vision is of a simple system, allowing choice, but with well 
understood standards and signposts; 

 
d) a need to account for educational expenditures and promote efficiency in the 

system has led to the use of qualifications as the currency of effectiveness in 
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publicly funded education and training, and also – often – as a measure of 
compliance with other social regulations (eg. health and safety legislation).  
The use of qualifications to delineate spheres of funding responsibility, to 
measure national progress in education and training and as performance 
measures for institutions are all instances of this trend. 

 
3.8 What has stood in the way of the achievement of these aims?  Again, in retrospect, 
one might point to certain factors that were unforeseen or underestimated. 
 
3.9 In the case of adults, the level of demand from individuals and employers for 
qualifications seems to have been significantly overestimated.  The first version of the 
national targets for education and training included an aspiration that half the workforce 
would be studying towards NVQs – as we have seen the proportion is under 5 per cent.  
There was a considerable belief that if only qualifications were made accessible and relevant 
(which NVQs were meant to be, being attainable through normal working practice and being 
based on the standards used in employment) then individuals would flock towards them, and 
employers would happily begin to use them as a benchmark for recruitment and promotion.  
As we saw in Section Two, this is not really the case with any qualification gained by adults 
(even at degree level), a point confirmed by a number of those consulted in this study: 
 

“For some, particularly older workers, qualifications were just not important.” (Ufi/learndirect) 
 
“… formal qualifications were only a subset of the qualities that employers were looking for.  
Amongst older workers in particular, experience and skills were just as – if not more – 
important, and in the case of older people employers had more evidence of these ‘less formal’ 
aspects to guide their hiring and promotion decisions.” (CBI) 
 
“assessment through portfolios could become a pretty hard slog for those who did not have 
the right temperament.” (TUC) 

 
3.10 Along with overestimating demand, many would also argue that the resources 
necessary to gear the system of supply to new forms of qualification has been 
underestimated.  It has become accepted wisdom that the Curriculum 2000 reforms could 
have benefited from more time and resources devoted to preparation, and a common 
observation by supporters of the NVQ movement is that too little has been devoted to 
developing the infrastructure: 
 

“To work properly NVQs needed to be made rather more flexible and attention needed to be 
given to the capacity to deliver them – in particular to the number of trained assessors” (CBI) 

 
3.11 Measures to broaden achievement ((a) above) have encountered a series of 
interesting constraints.  First, obviously, is a degree of inertia in a qualifications system.  This 
is not a matter of idleness on the part of students or teachers, but arguably is an inevitable 
feature of a successful system.  Once one set of qualifications becomes established such 
that employers and higher levels of education recognise them for admission purposes, then 
they will inevitably become the aspiration for ambitious people, and their parents, throughout 
the system.  A new qualification in such a ‘high stakes’ environment will find it very hard to 
make an impact.  Even if it is intrinsically more suitable than the existing certificates, it will be 
a brave student who takes it instead of qualifications that represent the established currency.  
And only adventurous employers will give chances to those who have taken an untried 
certificate rather than those who have undertaken qualifications which it is well known that 
the most able aim for.  The risk is that only those who cannot achieve in the ‘traditional’ 
system undertake the new offering.  Then – instead of signalling ability to employers and 
higher education gatekeepers – the new qualification will signal the opposite.  Wolf (1997) 
illustrates the very fine stratification that quickly emerged in the GNVQs, with clusters of 
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students with the same GCSE results appearing on the different levels of the new 
qualification.  In view of this natural inertia, some wonder whether a broadening of the 
qualifications base is possible at all while retaining existing brands, or whether a complete 
‘currency reform’ is the only way to bring about change. 
 
3.12 This syndrome leads to a temptation for the new ‘broader’ qualification to mimic the 
old established ones.  We have seen deliberate moves to this end in the evolution of the 
GNVQ (now called vocational A level); originally conceived without grading or external 
testing, it soon evolved both, and now is graded in the same manner and presented as the 
same size as a conventional A level.  The premium placed on external examinations, in 
particular, has reduced the scope of what can be contained in a qualification; some aspects 
cannot be assessed through standardised tests, or only inadequately, artificially or at great 
expense.  These items then are not tested, and because they are not tested they are not 
diligently learned or made the focus of teaching.  One can see this kind of trajectory applying 
in the field of key skills where the ‘assessable’ key skills have been elevated into 
qualifications, and mandated in the curriculum whereas the ‘wider’ key skills (which do not 
lend themselves to cost-effective standardised external tests) have not featured in 
qualifications reform in any meaningful way. 
 
3.13 The desire to simplify the system ((c) above) of course runs into the constraint of not 
wishing to abolish choice.  Though governments have for some years been prepared to 
constrain the qualifications that can be offered in compulsory schooling, and this has 
recently extended to 16-19 learners, they have been reluctant to take powers to restrict 
choice of certification by adults.9  We have seen how the requirement on colleges for 
courses to be certified led to a considerable expansion in the numbers of qualifications 
available, largely reflecting the very wide range of course taken by adults.  Moreover it would 
seem that introducing new qualifications does not mean that old ones are superseded.  In 
the vocational sphere the ‘own brand’ awards made for many years by City & Guilds, BTEC 
and RSA continued in parallel with the NVQs which were meant to replace them, and 
GNVQs only partially replaced the BTEC Diplomas on which they were considerably 
modelled.  Qualifications and certification requirements made by industry associations have 
continued to be produced, independently of the national system.  Thus simplifying initiatives 
may have added, rather than reduced, confusion: 
 

“the vocational qualifications scene was unstable and hyperactive.  This meant that lack of 
understanding of what non-academic learners had attained, prevented them from believing 
they had a solid basis for future learning.” (NIACE) 

 
3.14 Frustration over the problem of squaring choice with simplicity and comprehensibility 
have led some to support a unitised system, on the lines of the original Scottish National 
Certificate modules.  The theory suggests that a simple, comprehensible set of units – all 
designed on similar lines – should form the backbone of the national system.  Individuals 
could then choose any combination of units (or at least any that institutions were able to 
offer), and employers and higher education users could – if they wished – stipulate 
combinations which they would regard as valuable for particular purposes.  Choice then 
would in theory be more or less limitless, but comprehensibility would be assured by the 
common structure of units.  Of course such a system presumes both that all existing 

                                            
9 Section 96 of the Learning & Skills Act debars the Learning & Skills Council from funding 
programmes for young people other than those leading to approved qualifications.  Though the 
parallel Section 97 (which applies to those over 19) looks similar, in fact it debars the Council for 
paying certification fees in respect of qualifications other than those listed.  Thus colleges may be 
funded for courses leading to unapproved certificates, or leading to no certificates at all, but they may 
not be funded for the procurement of the certificate itself, where these are not approved. 
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qualifications are subject to the reform (including those with considerable currency) and that 
clusters of ‘recognised’ units would emerge through the operation of the market. 
 
3.15 As we have seen, there have been significant moves to use qualifications to inform 
funding and accountability systems within the education and training system ((d) above).  
We shall consider the merits and disadvantages of doing so in the next section, but there 
have been few material obstacles to this trend.  Some have pointed to the additional costs 
that are borne by the system as a result of certification being required when it might not 
really required, and it is now generally acknowledged that excessive proportions of ‘output-
related funding’10 have put great pressure on the qualifications system.  But the main event 
in the past ten years which has countered the use of qualifications to demarcate officially 
recognised learning has been the provision of the Learning & Skills Act 2000 to abolish the 
divide brought about by Schedule 2.  Thus the LSC has adopted the responsibility to fund 
adult and community education which does not lead to recognised academic or vocational 
qualifications.  Whether the absence of certification which characterises this sector will 
spread to other parts of the LSC’s domain (which would now be permissible within the 
statute) or whether, conversely, this sector will come under pressure to adopt the more 
general practice of offering, and being judged by, certificates is not yet at all clear. 
 
Issues and Debates 
 
3.16 It would be wrong to characterise the field of qualifications for adults as being hotly, 
or even very explicitly, contested over the past decade: 
 

“qualifications, while an important continuing thread of policy on lifelong learning, seldom 
came ‘centre stage’ in terms of issues or concerns.” (former DfES official) 

 
3.17 This is in some contrast to qualifications for young people which have been the 
subject of a number of important reviews (Capey: 1995, Dearing: 1996, DfES Qualifying for 
Success, DfES 14-19, to cite but a few).  One has therefore to dig a little below the surface 
in order to bring out the nature of the tensions and differences in view that there are. 
 
Do initial qualifications optimally prepare for lifelong learning? 
 
3.18 The first item of debate, though, does impact on qualifications for young people.  
Though more often referred to as making the curriculum more ‘relevant’, more geared to 
employment, or for future adult life in general, there is a strand of criticism of the form of 
initial qualifications which considers that they do not serve to encourage future learning.  As 
we have seen, the gaining of initial qualifications does have a major effect on future learning, 
but we have also seen that those who do not gain them, or achieve relatively poor grades, 
seem disinclined to enter learning later in their lives. 
 
3.19 Some consider that initial education needs to encompass a broader range of activity 
and experience than is reflected in a subject-based curriculum.  For example the CBI: 
 

“favoured a broader curriculum in general, in particular measures to develop self-directed 
learning, and to develop appreciation of business and employment while in education.  
Compact schemes, where there were specific links between local businesses and schools, 
were helpful in this respect … School projects involving real business situations were a 
promising way ahead.” (CBI) 

                                            
10 In funding systems operated by the Training and Enterprise Councils up to 80 per cent of funding 
for adult training depended on the achievement of designated qualifications, and typically this 
proportion was 25-40 per cent in the case of modern apprenticeships.  The TECs have been 
superseded by the LSC, which has set a maximum of 20 per cent for output related funding. 



 

 - 68 -

 
3.20 NIACE had different concerns – that the structure of initial education fostered failure 
as well as success: 
 

“…our academic qualifications were good at stimulating the successful to go on with further 
learning, but the feeling of failure for those who were not successful, and the lack of any other 
recognised curriculum for them, meant that they were also particularly damaging to further 
learning for around half of young people.”  

 
and considered that  a reform of the initial qualifications structure which: 
 

“gave recognition for partial credits, had more flexibility about timescales, recognised wider 
education, and which paid explicit attention to the development of a curriculum – including a 
distinct ethos – for the lower achievers, could improve the impact that initial qualifications 
made on lifelong learning.  In particular, regimes which encouraged more active learning, 
through discovery and experience – the typical adult mode – would be valuable …” (NIACE) 

 
3.21 Clearly pressures such as these have resulted in added dimensions to initial 
education.  The movement towards records of achievement, the development of business-
education links (including widespread work experience, albeit of short duration), the 
introduction of key skills and measures to address what the Secretary of State for Education 
and Skills has described as “a weak offer for those who want a vocational orientation to their 
studies” (DfES: 2003).  There are, though, limits to which such reforms can go without 
fundamentally altering the structure and existing role of initial education (which some 
reformers, admittedly, would not find to be an objection).  Particular sticking points might be: 
 

•  tampering with the ‘rigour’ of standards applying to ‘traditional’ academic 
education, or the notion that these should principally apply to disciplinary-
based subjects.  Apart from anything else, such a move might serve to sever 
important links between higher education courses and the earlier stages of 
education; 

 
•  erecting a formally recognised and differentiated pathway for those deemed 

unlikely to succeed in academic subjects.  Although commitment to 
comprehensive concepts of education may not be as strong in Britain as in, 
for example, some Nordic countries, nevertheless firm tracking into streams – 
even if this held out the prospect of a more appropriate curriculum for the less 
academic, and one which might encourage them towards future learning – 
would interfere with strongly held notions of an open system with equal 
chances for advancement for all. 

 
3.22 So the conceived role of initial education in providing a meritocratic sorting for the 
labour market and positions in society, may – at some point – conflict with its role in laying a 
foundation for progressive learning. 
 
Are qualifications appropriate for adults at all? 
 
3.23 Some hold the point of view that it is unnecessary, and constraining, to offer formal 
certificates for adults, at least for those who do not actively demand them for the learning 
they wish to undertake.  We have seen, in Section Two, how qualifications gained later in life 
tend to earn little by way of financial return, and that the degree of demand from later 
learners is relatively limited.  In the light of this, the extra costs involved, and the limiting 
effect that qualifications bring to what is learned (see ‘The Style of Assessment’ below), 
some doubt the wisdom either of encouraging adults to go for certificates, or of developing 
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certification systems to capture adult achievement.  NIACE recognised some beneficial side 
effects of qualifications so far as learners were concerned: 
 

“the explicit definition of learning aims which was usually necessary in qualifications assisted 
learners in understanding their programme, in directing their efforts in the right direction, and 
in giving them some purchase in negotiating their course or in raising the alarm when things 
were going wrong. Qualifications also lent status and community of interest to teachers on 
particular programmes” 

 
3.24 But they had severe reservations about their widespread use as part of policy to 
encourage, and frame, lifelong learning: 
 

“qualifications – attesting as they did to individual attainment in competition with others – 
could be seen to militate against the development of a culture of group learning …  
Qualifications might be a person’s ‘ticket out’ of a restricted community, but by the same 
token they played a part in depriving communities of their more enterprising members.  The 
current language of assessment was off-putting – highlighting failure and putting a premium 
on individual attainment rather than group effort“. (NIACE) 

 
3.25 Others had a neutral stance on the desirability of qualifications as opposed to 
uncertificated learning, being prepared to go along with the wishes of individuals on this 
matter: 
 

“some people might view qualifications … as incorporating a mark of fulfilment and as 
certifying their capability, but this certainly did not apply to all.  Again some would see a 
qualification on their CV as giving a certain currency.  And qualifications could generally 
elevate a person’s profile.  But none of these were overriding motivations.” (AoC) 

 
while recognising that there might be a larger picture: 
 

“from the point of view of attracting learners, ideally qualifications would be an option, but not 
a requirement or a matter of steerage.  Some people found qualifications off-putting.  But Ufi 
saw itself as part of a wider project to attract people into meaningful lifelong learning and to 
up-skill the nation.  In this context qualifications were important, over and above their intrinsic 
attraction to individuals.” (Ufi/learndirect) 

 
3.26 The function of qualifications in quality assurance for the individual was stressed: 
 

“The attractions of certification here for adults were two-fold.  To act as confirmation that they 
had achieved the aims of the course, but also to act as some kind of surety, in advance, that 
the course was recognised as effective – this was different from the certificate having an 
external exchange value.” (City & Guilds) 

 
3.27 Those from government and funding agencies took a rather different point of view, 
stressing societal rather than individual benefits of certification: 
 

“qualifications (if effective) gave those paying for learning an assurance of efficiency, value for 
money and fitness for purpose.  A national qualifications structure, inasmuch as it provided a 
framework for stipulating learning content, gave an opportunity to inject material which might 
not be immediately wanted by individuals or employees, but was nevertheless in the long 
term interest of the economy (this particularly applied so far as young people were 
concerned).  And qualifications could provide a common language in the education and 
training market place, thus making interactions more efficient and boosting demand.” (former 
DfES official) 

 
3.28 This last point was expanded by the LSC: 
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“If greater recognition of qualifications by employers could be achieved, this would mean that 
there was an increasingly common understanding of measures of attainment, leading to 
benefits of labour mobility and access to the labour market.” (LSC) 

 
3.29 But it was not just government funding and accountability systems which were 
steering the system towards qualifications.  There was also the use of qualifications for 
regulation of trade, and protection of the consumer or worker – a development endorsed by 
the TUC: 
 

“Trade Unions were obviously keen on matters such as health and safety and industry 
regulation (eg. care homes) in the wider public interest.  In such areas certificates were very 
important as an assurance that employers had fulfilled their obligations.” (TUC) 

 
3.30 The CBI, too, had noticed this trend, though were clear that employers could not be 
expected to make all the arrangements for certification by themselves: 
 

“Though the CBI was cautious about new regulatory requirements on employers, using 
qualifications rather than other methods to express these might be reasonable in some 
sectors provided that the necessary infrastructure and support was in place to allow 
employers to introduce such qualifications, and that the qualifications added value for the 
businesses as well as the employees” (CBI) 

 
3.31 It is not just government which makes these types of regulatory demands: 
 

“Increasingly large firms were becoming – in effect – regulators of a sub-contracted labour 
force.  They were contracting out, but were held accountable, by customers for the quality of 
the work that they arranged.  In turn, therefore they needed a system for licensing those who 
worked on their projects, even though they did not have direct line management control.  
Qualifications were an obvious way of doing this.” (LSC) 

 
3.32 There are therefore differences of view as to whether qualifications benefit the 
individual or not, though there seems to be a reasonably common acceptance in the case of 
adult learning (in contrast to that for young people) that the arguments are not all one way, 
and that the sensible thing is to recognise that there will be both uncertificated and 
certificated learning.  At a more fundamental level, though, one can see a deeper fault line, 
with a point of view which sees the presentation of qualifications as manifesting and 
reinforcing an individualistic, competitive and instrumental cast of mind in learners, and an 
opposite standpoint which believes that an approach based on credentials can add real 
value to the currency and therefore to the volume of adult learning, whether this is pursued 
as an end in itself or as a means of increasing service standards and national 
competitiveness. 
 
The Style of Assessment 
 
3.33 If there are qualifications for adult learning, some form of assessment of individual 
performance is necessary.  A major issue, over the years, has been what form that should 
take.  There were conflicting views on the group charged with developing a new government 
strategy on basic skills (Moser: 1999): 
 

“Some argued that testing was necessary in order to establish – at the individual and 
collective level – whether courses and policies were succeeding, while others considered they 
would be off-putting for students, rather than motivating in terms of achievement of a 
certificate.  There was little evidence on either side, but views were strongly held.” (former 
DfES official) 
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3.34 Assessment practice which has grown up in qualifications designed for adults (eg. 
NVQs, OCN) has been ‘portfolio’ based, where people have been expected to produce 
evidence of the use of the skill or knowledge in question.  This practice raises concerns 
about objectivity and precision, as assessment is conducted by teachers or trainers and – 
because each piece of work is different and produced in different conditions – it is not 
possible to compare one person’s work with another’s in any rigorous manner.  Though 
objective testing and examinations are used in older vocational qualifications (eg. City and 
Guilds and RSA off-the-job courses, though not BTEC), these methods are mainly 
associated with academic qualifications for young people.  We noted earlier the worries of 
some adults that learning will replicate unsuccessful and off-putting episodes from their 
school days; in view of this there are obvious concerns that an assessment system which 
looks set to repeat those experiences will hinder rather than encourage participation in 
lifelong learning. 
 
3.35 The introduction of testing in the context of basic skills – a large scale, objectively 
tested qualification for adults who are known to have had unsatisfactory school experiences 
– will be an interesting case study to establish whether these fears have substance.  No 
interviewees had hard data, but some considered that early experience gave some cause for 
encouragement: 
 

“early feedback was that certificates were popular amongst students, and that the tests had 
not turned out to be the great ‘turn off’ that some had feared.” (AoC)   

 
and that perhaps the use of computers for on-line testing carried particular advantages 
beyond their convenience: 
 

“pilots of on-line assessment in connection with basic skills had been successful.  Learners, 
even if not familiar with IT, had found them less intimidating than ‘normal’ tests.  They were 
less imposing in that the full suite of questions was only revealed as one went along, and the 
experience was more private … Learners liked the instant feedback together with the 
possibility to retake the tests until they were successful ” (Ufi/learndirect) 

 
3.36 But beyond the ‘fear’ factor there is a wider concern about standardised and 
objective assessment.  Both NIACE and the Association of Colleges agreed with the 
comments of City & Guilds: 
 

“requirements for cost-effectiveness and reliability tended to result in written and simple 
assessment items, which did not cover all the desired learning aims.  Speaking and listening 
as part of basic skills were examples” (City & Guilds) 

 
3.37 Here we see a conflict between desires in assessment for reliability (that 
assessments should consistently and finely distinguish different performances) and those for 
validity (that assessments should properly reflect the objects of learning).  Though imperfect 
reliability will always impair validity to a degree, it is possible to have very good reliability at 
the price of poor validity if one only assesses those things which it is easy to assess.  Such a 
tendency not only results in important aspects of performance going completely unassessed, 
but may also mean that they also go untaught as the concentration of both teacher and 
student is focussed on those matters which are the object of assessment.  Whether one puts 
the emphasis on reliability (precise tests measuring limited things) or validity (imprecise 
assessments covering a wide spectrum of what is held to be valuable) depends on the 
purposes one has in mind in introducing the qualification in the first place: 
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“One needed to look closely at the purposes of a qualification.  Sometimes it was important in 
a competitive process for opportunity and position, and here great attention needed to be paid 
to reliability, since otherwise injustice could be done … At other times it was to give a ‘can do’ 
licence or to ensure that the training was achieving its aims (quality assurance), in which case 
validity rather than reliability was at a premium. (City & Guilds) 

 
3.38 Though tests have their problems in deterring some, and limiting what can be 
assessed, the alternatives also have their disadvantages, in delivering an acceptable degree 
of accuracy and credibility with an acceptable burden of cost and paperwork.  The LSC was 
working closely with awarding bodies to find ways of reducing these off-putting features by 
concentrating on the assessment of prior learning and a paper-free way of capturing 
evidence for assessment: 
 

“Typically the process involved an intensive assessment of prior learning with an individual, 
following which the ‘missing’ elements from the targeted award were identified.  These were 
then pursued, cutting out the usual portfolio of examples and witness statements, substituting 
video and audio evidence, and also using skills tests and direct questioning by verifiers and 
assessors.  Not only did this reduce bureaucracy (which was commonly seen in terms of the 
sheer weight of paper) but also gave learners valued feedback and cut out the costs of 
needless tuition.” (LSC) 

 
3.39 There is thus a continuing set of tensions in the field of assessment in establishing 
regimes which: 
 

•  are cost-effective, and do not impose burdens on teachers or trainers; 
 
•  are not off-putting to learners (remembering that most adults are volunteers); 
 
•  assess the items that are the object of learning with a reasonable degree of 

accuracy; 
 
•  while maintaining the necessary degree of credibility without which 

qualifications are pointless. 
 
Qualifications for adults and those for young people 
 
3.40 In all parts of the UK there are frameworks of qualifications which distinguish by type 
(general, vocational etc) and level, but are careful not to distinguish qualifications which are 
appropriate for adults rather than young people.  While the issue of qualifications amongst 
adults was relatively uncontentious in political terms, that of qualifications for young people 
had been the object of much debate and change.  But because adults shared the same 
system of qualifications, this could lead to problems: 
 

“There were different features which were appropriate to adults and young people, particularly 
in the amount of general or theoretical knowledge that was built in – this being held 
particularly important for young people for whom qualifications were the basis of a lifetime’s 
career.  Young people also experienced learning in an institutional setting with professional 
staff, which meant that qualifications were built up with this in mind.  In practice the 
requirements of young people were held to be dominant;  the Skills Task Force’s proposal for 
greater knowledge and understanding in NVQs was a case in point; this went ahead despite 
concerns that the inclusion of such material might diminish NVQs’ attractiveness to adults and 
employers.” (former DfES official) 

 
3.41 The earlier discussion about reliability and validity might also be relevant here.  As 
we saw in Section Two, qualifications for young people have a powerful ‘sorting’ effect in 
terms of access to prestigious opportunities within the higher education system, and 
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ultimately within the labour market.  In this context it seems evident that concerns about 
reliability (accurate differentiation of relative performance) will be paramount, since there is 
less concern with the precise nature of the skills or knowledge any individual has acquired, 
and more concern about where they sit in terms of relative general ability in comparison with 
their peers.  In the case of adults, in contrast, it is more often that the case that one is 
concerned with an absolute level of proficiency (eg. for the purpose of satisfying regulatory 
requirements), and it becomes less important to make fine distinctions between one person’s 
performance and another’s.  There was some concern that the balance was geared more to 
the effectiveness of qualifications in catering for young people: 
 

“There was a tendency for the national framework to be dominated by worries about reliability, 
stemming from its application to young people.  Moreover adults often wanted, and needed, a 
combination of practical skill and theory, and it was artificial to group qualifications into these 
separate categories, as was done in the national framework.  Again the categories reflected 
typical pathways for young people, rather than those taken by adults.” (City & Guilds) 

 
3.42 To some extent the qualifications system in the UK is different for adults than it is for 
those in, or just leaving the system of full-time education.  GCSEs and A levels are very 
largely taken by young people in full-time education.  And first degrees remain predominantly 
the preserve of those entering university before the age of 21.11  In contrast, NVQs and other 
vocational qualifications are taken very largely by people after they have left continuous full-
time education, in each case 60 per cent of awards are made to those aged 21 or over 
(DfES: 2002).  These, however, are informal and blurred divisions.  There has been no 
serious discussion in the UK on the question of whether there would be advantage in 
formally delineating those qualifications which are suitable for adults as opposed to those for 
young people.  Indeed some would oppose such a move as unnecessary and confusing: 
 

“Initial vocational education qualifications needed to relate clearly to employment 
requirements and to the qualifications available to established workers.” (CBI) 

 
3.43 One device which has been used to defuse the tension between the requirements for 
young people and those for adults has been the overarching award – a package of different 
certificates.  Thus in modern apprenticeships full completion requires attainment of three 
elements: an NVQ, three key skills and a ‘technical certificate’ (a taught vocational 
qualification focussing on relevant theory).  In this way articulation with adult employment 
practices is preserved through the use of the NVQ, while other elements (which might not be 
attractive to, or felt necessary for, adults) are added in to the package, but for young people 
only. 
 
Choice, Codification and Branding 
 
3.44 A wide range of choice is seen as essential in catering for adults.  While views differ 
on whether young people should have a limited range of heavily signposted pathways, or be 
able to elect courses from a wide palette, there is little dispute that a wide range is required if 
adults are to be attracted into certificated learning.  But giving wide choice runs into 
problems.  A very wide range of qualifications, each taken by relatively few people, will act to 
prevent a critical mass of common understanding or credibility.  It can be argued that far 
from fostering learning through certification, a plethora of qualifications will detract from 
incentives and only serve to add cost and complexity.  And there are also difficulties of 
quality assurance if the range becomes too wide: it becomes diseconomic to undertake 
standardised testing if numbers are small, and similarly external moderation and inspection 

                                            
11 In 2001 71 per cent of those enrolling in a first degree were aged under 21, and only 17 per cent 
were 25 or over.  This contrasts heavily with postgraduate enrolments and also higher education 
courses at below first degree level, in each of which 70 per cent of enrolments were aged 25 or over. 
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become both diseconomic and difficult if the content of an award is so specialist that only 
those few intimately involved in the matter are competent to judge standards.   
Thus there are a range of views as to the degree that qualifications should be ‘loose’: 
unitised, customisable, numerous and not brigaded into groups and types which might 
militate against untrammelled choice, or ‘tight’: few, well-signalled within a national 
framework, and with distinct rules of combination in the case of unitised awards in order to 
promote understanding and credibility.  Some stressed the attractions of a loose structure in 
engaging learners and employers: 
 

“There were mixed views on unitisation in the TU movement.  Most agreed that young people 
should do a whole qualification to qualify for an occupation.  But there was considerable 
sympathy for units only for established workers, and employers were more likely to go along 
with this” (TUC) 

 
“In terms of characteristics of qualifications, flexibility for the learner was the key.  Ufi were 
committed to work so far as possible with existing qualifications, but favoured moves towards 
unitisation and credit accumulation; Ufi learners tended to want to dip in and out of learning.” 
(Ufi/learndirect) 

 
“… taking a series of units from existing NVQs and fashioning a new award from them … 
considerably smaller than the ‘full’ NVQs, [could] represent the set of skills that a substantial 
group of employers wanted.” (LSC) 

 
3.45 While others were worried lest such loose arrangements might get in the way of 
some of the critical functions of a qualifications system: 
 

“the idea of progression ladders was important.  Qualifications systems which were evidently 
designed in a progressive manner, and which maintained a certain style in terms of 
presentation of content and methods of assessment through their offerings at different levels, 
could entice people up the hierarchy.” (AoC) 
 
“All C&G qualifications were unitised – ‘bite-sized’ chunks were important for adults.  But 
there was less certainty about the idea of general schemes of credit accumulation.  In practice 
the currency of groups of units had to be negotiated with those who awarded them 
recognition, and the laying down of a general scheme, without having gone through such a 
negotiation process, would be unlikely to achieve its objectives.  Access courses for 
universities were an example of evolution and negotiation amongst users.” (City & Guilds) 

 
3.46 The system of codification represented by the emergence of a national framework, 
tied into funding and accountability systems seems to be pushing the system in the ‘tighter’ 
direction, though there are certainly pressures which counter this.  The Association of 
Colleges suggested there might be some differences in the rigour applied to qualifications at 
different levels: 
 

“Below or perhaps even at Level 2 qualifications did not have any real external currency.  
Their main purpose was for internal progression and for motivating individuals – both 
important matters, but which did not require the panoply of regulation, control and cost that 
went with maintaining public qualifications which commanded confidence outside the 
education business.” (AoC)   
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SECTION FOUR:  CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
4.1 In this final section we draw conclusions on three important matters: 
 

•  how relevant is the current qualifications system for the fostering of lifelong 
learning? 

 
•  what sorts of changes might realistically be made in qualifications or their 

supporting arrangements to make them more likely to promote lifelong 
learning? 

 
•  what areas might be of most interest for the UK to explore in terms of further 

research, or through the experience of other countries? 
 
Relevance and suitability of the qualifications system 
 
4.2 The past fifteen years has seen the emergence of a national qualifications system in 
the UK, taking rather different forms in Scotland (and perhaps now to some extent Wales) 
than in England, and also in higher education, where teaching institutions themselves award 
qualifications.  Before the mid 1980s the nationally managed system was only really 
concerned with qualifications taken during, or at the end of, full-time education.  Though 
there was State interest in the content and volume of education and training outside the full-
time education system (eg. in the context of apprenticeships or professional formation), it 
was not generally pursued through acting on qualifications as opposed to other instruments 
such as funding or altering institutional arrangements. 
 
4.3 The picture now is different; State interest in qualifications has grown, particularly in 
the vocational sphere.  We can see the effects of this interest in: 
 

•  sponsorship of national qualification initiatives outside full-time education, for 
example the NVQ/SVQ development and the chain of events leading from the 
Scottish National Certificate to Higher Still; 

 
•  the establishment of national machinery to regulate qualifications, from the 

early days in the 1980s of the National Council for Vocational Qualifications 
and SCOTVEC in the vocational sphere, paralleled by similar developments 
for school qualifications (the School Examinations and Assessment Council), 
to more integrated and powerful statutory arrangements in the Qualifications 
& Curriculum Authority and the Scottish Qualifications Authority today; 

 
•  the use of qualifications in funding systems and to delineate funding 

responsibilities. 
 
4.4 The result is a national system of qualifications that now in principle takes in most 
areas of learning, whether by young people or adults.  It is now possible to gain nationally 
recognised awards in practically all vocational topics at each occupational level, and to 
pursue certificated learning in a wide range of artistic, foreign language and sporting areas.  
In more formal academic learning, adults can range from nationally recognised certificates in 
the most basic literacy and numeracy to doctoral studies, though in the intermediate 
academic levels it is true that the available qualifications – GCSEs and A levels – have been 
designed with young people largely in mind. 
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4.5 Though there are now national qualifications systems which embrace later learning, it 
would be wrong to imagine that they have grown up in order to promote lifelong learning.  
While this has been a claim made from time to time, stronger motivations in the development 
of national qualifications systems have been: 
 

•  promoting public understanding of the different types and levels of 
qualifications, in order to add to their credibility; 

 
•  giving assurance to individuals, funders and those who use qualifications to 

determine the distribution of work or education opportunities that the 
qualifications they use attest to the qualities they think they attest to; 

 
•  building a more comprehensive system of vocational qualifications (which 

were only sporadically available before these developments started).  A 
particular motivation here was the desire to improve the UK’s economic 
competitiveness; 

 
•  a disinclination or lack of ability to intervene directly in the content of post-16 

learning, which could be done instead – to an extent – through taking an 
interest in the qualifications towards which it led. 

 
4.6 While governments would be concerned if there were clear evidence that the 
qualifications system inhibited lifelong learning, they have in the main looked at instruments 
other than qualifications to promote learning by adults.  Funding clearly has been one route 
(eg. the strong incentives for the expansion of further and higher education institutions in the 
early 1990s, and the results of recent spending reviews), but there have also been 
promotional campaigns directed at individuals and employers, particularly emphasising 
competitiveness, and institutional changes (eg. the development of Sector Skills Councils to 
promote workforce development, and Ufi/learndirect to open up new methods of 
engagement with lifelong learning).  Generally speaking these have been conceived as 
methods more likely to foster lifelong learning than might be achieved through changes in 
the qualifications system. 
 
4.7 Our survey in Section Two would seem to indicate that this is right.  The 
qualifications that are available do not seem to be a major factor in encouraging, or 
dissuading, adults to undertake lifelong learning.  Only a minority of adults take qualifications 
during their spells of later learning, and only a minority have any expectation that they might.  
The labour market returns for qualifications taken later in life are not great, and while 
qualifications can give individuals some intrinsic sense of achievement, this does not seem a 
major draw, and can be offset by their function in raising the stakes of drop-out or failure.  
There seem to be three important exceptions to this general picture: 
 

a) the importance – both actual and perceived – of qualifications in gaining 
access to jobs, particularly by those who have none.  Though, as we pointed 
out in the Introduction, the UK does not have a strongly organised labour 
market where access to a wide range of jobs is restricted to those with 
relevant trade qualifications, nevertheless possession of a qualification, even 
if gained later in life and even if not strictly relevant to the job in question, 
does seem to be a condition for return to the labour market for some.  
Qualifications gained in adulthood do not, however seem to be a passport to 
promotion or higher earnings, unlike those gained during initial education; 

 
b) the possibly growing function of qualifications as part of regulatory systems, 

whether of health and safety, consumer protection or maintenance of 
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standards in supply chains.  In the main this usage has grown up without 
particular reference to the developing national qualifications system, which 
until recently did not have obvious slots for discrete certificates in health and 
safety, food hygiene, the installation of gas appliances or providing financial 
advice, and which still does not embrace ‘proprietary’ certificates issued by 
companies to mark competence in installing servicing or repairing their 
products (eg. computer software or brands of motor cars); 

 
c) the need to undertake qualifications in order to become eligible for public 

subsidy towards the education or training in question.  As we have seen this 
requirement in effect applies over the great majority of publicly supported 
education and training, whether in further education colleges, publicly funded 
apprenticeships, or at universities.  While some of the motivation behind this 
has been a deliberate move to promote credentialed learning, it has also had 
to do with requirements for public accountability, and performance 
measurement. 

 
4.8 With these exceptions the qualifications available are relevant to lifelong learning, but 
not – it seems – very important to it.  Within these exceptions, the qualifications available 
seem to be able to serve the function at (a) above, and have, in a sense, been designed with 
a view to (c), where the question is not whether the qualifications are fit for this particular 
purpose, but rather whether the linking of qualifications to public funding is a desirable 
feature at all.  There is, though, some uncertainty as to whether a national qualifications 
framework should embrace the sphere of regulatory requirements at (b) above, where the 
motivating force is neither the improvement of national skills nor an educational project to 
develop individuals, and where the certificates in question are very particular to specific 
purposes, without any necessary coherence one with another. 
 
What changes would be realistic and helpful? 
 
4.9 So far we have been talking about the qualifications that are relevant to adult 
learning.  But we have noted that a very major influence on lifelong learning is the level of 
initial qualifications that young people attain.  Certainly we might expect changes in this 
system to have effects on the propensity to learn later in life.  But this initial system has 
important functions other than the promotion of lifelong learning, such as forming a common 
base of culture and knowledge of the world and distributing opportunities according to 
meritocratic principles.  Some measures, which might promote later learning, such as 
undifferentiated systems which confer qualifications success for all, or which put a premium 
on learning skills as opposed to the acquisition of bodies of knowledge, might interfere with 
these other purposes.  
 
4.10 Nevertheless two changes in the initial system would undoubtedly assist lifelong 
learning. 
 

•  the first would be a more robust progression route within the system of 
vocational qualifications.  We have seen that while there is no doubt that good 
initial academic qualifications lead to further learning, the evidence on the 
vocational side is mixed.  The opportunity for vocational qualifications to lead 
to later learning is, however, clearly great with 50 per cent of higher education 
now being vocational in nature and the great majority of adult learning being 
undertaken with vocational intent12.  Initial vocational qualifications which link 

                                            
12 NALS found that over two thirds of adults had undertaken vocational learning in the past three 
years, while less than a third had done non-vocational learning. 
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clearly to those taken by adults at work and within higher education would be 
likely positively to foster later learning.  Linking methods such as 
apprenticeships and foundation degrees will help. 

 
•  encompassing a rather wider range of achievement in the system of initial 

academic qualifications.  This clearly needs to be done without disrupting the 
important existing links between these courses and higher education, but 
rather more widely drawn opportunities for success and the fostering of 
learning skills might well help more people acquire the self-image of 
successful and rewarding learning which seems to be an important 
determinant of later participation. 

 
4.11 Because of its’ apparently more limited impact on adult learning, it is unlikely that 
changes to the qualifications system affecting adults will be likely to yield dramatic results in 
terms of increased levels of learning.  However the indications of our survey would suggest 
that the following two developments would be likely to help: 
 

•  taking steps to align with the qualifications system new systems of industry 
and social regulation which involve requirements for training of relevant 
personnel.  This is not, of course, to say that regulation is a good in itself, nor 
that it should be pursued in order to foster lifelong learning.  The need for 
industry regulation, whether it be to protect workers, customers or the public, 
should be determined in its own context.  But if – following such a 
determination – it is decided to introduce a requirement for training, then it 
would make sense for that requirement to be in terms of qualifications 
already, or capable of being, recognised within the national framework.  We 
have seen that the pursuit of certificates for regulatory purposes is a 
significant factor in adult learning, but that in many cases these certificates lie 
outside the national qualifications framework.  Achieving a position where 
such certificates lay inside the framework – and therefore had clear 
relationships with other qualifications – would mean that individuals who 
successfully obtained them would naturally consider undertaking related 
qualifications which carried them further up progression routes.  And 
conversely it must make sense that occupational qualifications within the 
national framework should satisfy any regulatory requirements that apply to 
the occupation for which one is training.  Related to this is the question of 
‘proprietary’ qualifications – those offered, and often required, by large firms 
for workers in their chains of suppliers.   Here the solution to the real problem 
of giving official recognition and public subsidy to a particular firm’s 
qualification, could be to erect a ‘shell’ national qualification which could be 
awarded to those who obtained a firm-specific certificate which met certain 
criteria of content, and perhaps also independent moderation.  Thus 
individuals would be able to gain the national qualification by achieving a 
range of firm-specific certificates, rather than just a particular one.  The 
criteria might also encourage firms to converge their offerings on national 
standards, or to have some common content. 

 
•  differentiating between ‘high stakes’ and ‘low stakes’ qualifications in terms of 

requirements for quality assurance.  We have seen how demands for external 
assessment can narrow the field of what can be assessed in qualifications, 
and therefore inevitably affect also what is taught and learned, as well as 
being off-putting to some learners.  We have also seen how the bureaucracy 
and cost associated with requirements for recording and independent 
moderation have weighed down those qualifications which rely on internal 



 

 - 79 -

assessment.  Though there is a constant search for ways of relieving such 
constraints (eg. the development of on-line testing, or of video evidence of 
practical skills), rigorous quality assurance requirements are an inevitable and 
proper feature of qualifications which purport to act as reliable public 
assurances that an individual has the qualities to which the qualification 
attests.  The stakes for these qualifications are high as they open up scarce 
opportunities of work or of education at higher levels for individuals, and those 
offering those opportunities will suffer costs and disruption if they give them to 
the wrong people.  On the other hand much learning, particularly by adults, is 
not of this high stakes variety.  It seems unlikely that credentials at Level 1 of 
the national framework carry a great deal of exchange value; they do not 
unlock opportunities in the labour market, and educational progression is 
likely to be within the same or a linked institution which can decide whether 
the individual is likely to benefit from a further course, without the need for 
public certificates which attest to this.  Yet we have seen (Table 4, page 51) 
that much of adult learning is at this level.  Here it seems that the functions of 
qualifications are much more about helping to motivate individuals, to give 
them a sense of achievement and – most importantly – to give them the 
confidence to undertake further learning.  These purposes do not involve high 
stakes and so, arguably, do not need the panoply of quality assurance 
devices which carry the disadvantages we have mentioned.  A lighter touch 
seems quite in order.13  

 
Areas of further interest 
 
4.12 There are many unexplored questions concerning the relationships between later 
learning and qualifications.  The labour market and educational effects of qualifications for 
later learners has only recently begun to be researched (see Jenkins et al: 2002).  This 
survey indicates that a number of areas would be very interesting to pursue, or to gain 
comparative perspectives about. 
 
4.13 First there is something of a puzzle as to why so many people pursue vocationally 
related learning when the labour market returns seem poor.  Though we have seen that such 
learning is valuable for job-getting, it does not seem to bring particular benefits in terms of 
increased earnings or job protection.  Certainly some of it is connected with the regulatory 
requirements that we have discussed, and may therefore be actually or virtually mandatory.  
The same may apply to training which accompanies changes of job or responsibility levels.  
But there may be other spurs to vocationally related education and training which it would be 
worth investigating. 
 
4.14 Linked to this, perhaps, is the question of barriers to the use of qualifications within 
firms.  Most firms use initial qualifications as part of their recruitment process.  But only 
around a third actively support their employees to gain qualifications.  The reasons firms give 
for lack of engagement are reasonably well known: 
 

- lack of ‘match’ between the requirements of qualifications and those of 
individual firms; 

 

                                            
13 There remains the issue of how to account for the efficiency of publicly funded education and 
training.  This, it could be argued, is a ‘high stakes’ matter (funding of particular courses and institution 
may hang on it), and applies as much to the lower levels of the qualifications framework as to the 
higher ones.  One alternative to using qualifications as the main indicator of effectiveness at this level 
might be to use progression (ie. whether individuals go on to further learning).  This is often an explicit 
objective of education providers at these levels, and can be measured fairly definitively. 
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- concern about cost and bureaucracy; 
 
- fear that newly qualified workers will command higher wages elsewhere. 

 
4.15 But we also know that the firms that do use qualifications do not seem overly 
concerned by such factors.  It would be useful to learn of non-regulatory approaches in other 
countries, which had been successful in persuading employers to offer qualifications to older 
workers. 
 
4.16 There have been many predictions of future credential inflation whereby the 
pressures of more people holding qualifications, quite over and above the levels actually 
needed for production purposes, will lead to a devaluation of the effects of those 
qualifications in the labour market (for example, see Wolf: 2002).  However there seems as 
yet to be little material evidence of this occurring in the UK – Walker and Zhu (2001) 
describe the returns to education as “stable over time”, and Felstead et al (2002), though 
finding increasing numbers of people with more or higher qualifications than were strictly 
demanded in their jobs, attributed most of the increasing oversupply to be caused by 
decreases in those holding no qualifications at all.  Nevertheless credential inflation may be 
a feature of the future as qualifications become more widespread, and it would be interesting 
to learn of the experience of other countries where this has occurred. 
 
4.17 Finally we have noted the importance in the UK of using qualifications as measures 
of performance of education and training institutions, and indeed of the system as a whole.  
Though there are good reasons for this, there are also limitations; doing so has the effect of 
forcing learning, which might otherwise have little reason to attract certification, into the 
various moulds of qualifications, sometimes involving unhelpful distortion.  Other means of 
accounting for effectiveness and measuring the progress of learners are needed, particularly 
in relation to unaccredited adult and community education which has recently joined the 
accredited areas of government-funded work-based training and further education within the 
ambit of the Learning & Skills Council.  Work on this is going ahead in the UK, but it would 
be interesting to learn of similar developments elsewhere. 
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ANNEX 1:  NATIONAL LEARNING TARGETS 
 
 
National Learning Targets for England for 2002 
 
Targets for 11 year-olds 

80% of 11 year-olds reaching the expected standard for their age in literacy, and  
75% reaching the standard in numeracy 
 
Targets for 16 year-olds 

50% of 16 year olds getting 5 higher grade GCSEs 
95% getting at least 1 GCSE 
 
Targets for Young People 

85% of 19 year olds with a Level 2 qualification 
60% of 21 year olds with a Level 3 qualification 
 
Targets for Adults 

50% of adults with a Level 3 qualification 
28% with a Level 4 qualification 
a 7% reduction in non-learners – the Learning Participation Target 
 
Targets for Organisations 

45% of medium sized or large organizations recognised as “Investors in People” 
10,000 small organisations recognized as “Investors in People” 
 
Explanatory notes 
 
11 year-olds 

The expected standard = Level 4 or above in the national tests set for 11 year-olds in 
English and mathematics. 
 
16 year-olds 

5 higher grade = GCSEs at grades A* - C or the equivalent. 
1 GCSE = any GCSE at grades A* - G or the equivalent. 
 
Young people 

Level 2 = 5 GCSEs at grades A*-C, an NVQ Level 2, an intermediate GNVQ or the 
equivalent. Level 3 = 2 A levels, an NVQ Level 3, an Advanced GNVQ or the equivalent. 
 
Adults means all those between the ages of 18 and 59 (women) or 64 (men), who are in 
employment or actively seeking employment. 
 
Level 3 = 2 A levels, an NVQ Level 3, an Advanced GNVQ or the equivalent. 
Level 4 = NVQ Level 4, i.e. having a degree or a higher level vocational qualification.  
 
The Learning Participation Target covers everybody aged between 16 and 69, regardless of 
economic status, except those in full-time continuous education.  The target embraces all 
types of taught, classroom-based learning of a deliberate nature, including self-study. Both 
vocational and non-vocational learning are included, regardless of whether they lead to 
qualifications. 
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Organisations.  Medium-sized and large organisations = organisations with 50 or more 
employees.  Small organisations = organisations with 10 to 49 employees.  
 
National Learning Targets Wales 
 
The report, An Education and Training Action Plan for Wales, proposes the following targets 
for lifelong learning:  
 
Targets for post-16 young people 

•  the numbers of 16-18-year-olds without qualifications to reduce from some 1in 5 in 
1996, to 1 in 10 by 2002 and 1 in 20 by 2004;  

 
•  the numbers of 19-year-olds without an NVQ Level 2 or equivalent to reduce from 

over 1 in 3 in 1996 to some 1 in 5 by 2002, and to fewer than 1 in 5 by 2004. 
 
Targets for adults 

•  the proportion of adults of working age without qualifications to reduce from some 1 
in 4 in 1996 to 1 in 7 by 2002, and to fewer than 1 in 8 by 2004; 

 
•  the proportion of adults of working age with an NVQ Level 2 or equivalent to increase 

from over 5 in 10 in 1996 to 7 in 10 by 2002, and over 7 in 10 by 2004; 
 
•  the proportion of adults of working age with an NVQ Level 3 or equivalent to increase 

from some 3 in 10 in 1996 to approaching 5 in 10 by 2002, and to over 5 in 10 by 
2004; 

 
•  the proportion of adults of working age with NVQ Level 4 or equivalent to increase 

from some 1 in 5 in 1996 to over 1 in 4 by 2002, and approaching 3 in 10 by 2004; 
 
•  the proportion of working-age adults with functional basic skills in literacy to increase 

from some 8 in 10 in 1996 to at least 9 in 10 by 2002, and to above 9 in 10 by 2004; 
 
•  the proportion of adults with functional basic skills in numeracy to increase from over 

5 in 10 in 1996 to 6 in 10 by 2002, and above 6 in 10 by 2004. 
 
National Learning Targets Northern Ireland 
 
The Northern Ireland lifelong strategy proposes the following action in the tertiary sector: 
 
•  to achieve by March 2003, 1500 additional student enrolments on vocational courses 

in FE Colleges over the 2001/02 target of 94,000. 
 
•  to achieve a total enrolment of 35,500 FTE students in HE institutions in 2002 – 2003 

academic year (33,728 – 99/00). 
 
•  implementing the national plans for the University for Industry in Northern Ireland; 
 
•  establishing improved mechanisms to identify and monitor Northern Ireland skills 

needs, supported by a new skills task force; 
 
•  providing work-specific learning for the unemployed through the New Deal; 
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•  updating the Jobskills programme for young people entering the labour market, 
including an enhancement of employer-led modern apprenticeships and introducing a 
new legal 'right to time off' for study for young workers; 

 
•  significantly increasing help for and access to adult basic literacy, numeracy and IT 

skills training; 
 
•  widening access to third-level education from previously under-represented groups; 
 
•  establishing a strategic collaboration fund to encourage closer partnerships between 

the further education system, businesses and the community; 
 
•  consulting on a new funding structure for further and higher education; 
 
•  introducing a Northern Ireland credit accumulation and transfer system to make it 

easier to build learning and qualifications throughout life. 
 
Performance Indicators for Scotland 
 
“Life Through Learning: Learning Through Life”, the Scottish Executive’s new lifelong 
learning strategy set six performance indicators to measure progress: 
 
1. A reduction in the proportion of 16-19 year olds not in education, training and 

employment; 
 
2. An increase in support to 16-19 year olds from low income families to stay on at 

school and/or FE college, thereby raising the participation and retention rates of this 
group; 

 
3. An increase in graduates as a proportion of the workforce; 
 
4. A reduction in the proportion of working age adults whose highest qualification is 

below SCQF level 5; 
 
5. A reduction in the proportion of 18-29 year olds whose highest qualification is below 

SCQF level 6; 
 
6. An increase in the proportion of people in employment undertaking training. 
 
NB.  The new Lifelong Learning Forum, which will bring together all the key players in 
Lifelong Learning to discuss areas of mutual interest, will be asked to consider further 
performance indicators as new evidence becomes available. 
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ANNEX 2:  NATIONAL RESPONSE TO QUESTIONNAIRE ON 
VALIDATION OF NON-FORMAL AND INFORMAL LEARNING14 

 
 

European Forum on Transparency of Vocational Qualifications, October 2001 
 
 
Definitions 
 
1. The activity referred to as ‘validation of non-formal and informal learning’ in the 
introductory letter is wide-ranging.  As different terms are used in different countries and 
contexts, could you please indicate 
 

a) the term(s) most frequently used in your country? 
 
Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) 
 
b) the definitions (if available) of these main terms? 
 
Process that formally recognises a candidate’s previous work or other experience 
which can then be used towards a qualification. 

 
National and regional policies on validation of non-formal and informal learning 
 
2. Is there a national policy (policies) on validation of non-formal and informal learning 
in your country?  If yes, go to question 3, if no, go to question 12. 
 
Yes.  There is qualifications policy that has developed over some time in the UK.  In 
England, the relevant aspect is discharged through the Qualifications and Curriculum 
Authority (QCA) via its process of accreditation.  QCA was established under the 1997 
Education Act.  In Scotland, the Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) has a similar 
accreditation function although at present these powers apply only to accreditation of work – 
based SQA qualifications.  The SQA also recognises APL in awarding its full range of 
qualifications. In Wales, the policy is undertaken jointly by the QCA and ACCAC, the Welsh 
curriculum and assessment authority. 
 
3. In which form and when was this policy (policies) introduced (for example through 
legal acts, as an integrated part of ordinary policies, in formal agreements with social 
partners etc.) 
 
QCA’s two predecessor bodies included the National Council for Vocational Qualifications. 
All qualifications entering the national qualifications framework are submitted to the process 
of accreditation.  This is dependent of a number of criteria.  There are criteria common to all 
qualifications submitted and criteria specific to general, vocationally related and occupational 
qualifications.  National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) fall into the last category.  One of 
the common criteria reads “…each proposal for accreditation must include…a statement, as 
appropriate, of recommended prior knowledge, attainment or experience.”  This means that 
                                            
14 Validation is defined by Cedefop (2000) as ‘..the process of identifying, assessing and recognising a 
wider range of skills and competences which people develop through their lives and in different 
contexts, for example through education, work and leisure activities’. This definition is parallel to the 
one presented by the International Encyclopaedia of Education. Non-formal learning has been defined 
by Cedefop (2000) as ‘learning that is embedded in planned activities that are not explicitly 
designated as learning, but which contain an important learning element’.  Informal learning is defined 
as ‘learning resulting from daily life activities related to work, family, or leisure’. 
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APL could be an approach used in any of the three categories.  In practice, it is 
predominantly found within NVQs.  This is because NVQ assessment relies upon candidate 
evidence meeting requirements of performance criteria and not necessarily upon having 
followed any particular course or programme of learning.  Effectively, this means that NVQs 
do not distinguish between informal, non-formal and formal learning.  A similar situation 
exists in Scotland through the Scottish Qualifications Authority, which was established under 
the provisions of the Education (Scotland) Act 1996.  These powers existed in one of SQA’s 
predecessor bodies, the Scottish Vocational Education Council. 
 
4. Specify in which areas (vocational education and training, general education, 
guidance and counselling, employment policies etc.) initiatives on validation of non-formal 
and informal learning have been taken. 
 
Vocational education and training. 
Adult and community learning 
 
5. Describe the main objectives of this policy (policies). 
 
Improved economic performance is the main aim, with supporting objectives relating to 
improving the transparency of recruitment practices (which are becoming progressively more 
competence – based in many occupational sectors), adjusting the supply and demand sides 
in the provision of education and training and, coming back to the main aim, measurement of 
progress of the workforce towards supporting improved economic performance.  For 
example, NVQs are included in England’s national targets. 
 
There are a number of bodies – especially The Open College Network which validate 
programmes of non-vocational learning.  These take place mostly in adult and community 
learning contexts and often relate to arts, crafts and leisure pursuits.  The introduction of 
subject-based inspection to those adult and community learning programmes which do not 
have defined qualification outcomes has forced the development of different kinds of 
assessment and programme evaluation methods. 
 
6. Who is responsible for this policy (policies)? 
 
Accrediting bodies (QCA and Scottish Qualifications Authority – SQA). 
DfES and the National Assembly for Wales for introducing inspection in these areas. 
 
7. Is it a co-ordinated action involving several ministries and/or other actors?  If yes, 
who are these and how are they co-ordinated? 
 
NVQs accredited by QCA, with the advice of ACCAC, are adopted in Wales and Northern 
Ireland.  Scottish Vocational Qualifications are accredited by SQA, based on the same 
national occupational standards as NVQs, are available in Scotland and may also be used in 
England. 
 
Implementation of policy/policies on validation of non-formal and informal learning 
 
8. In terms of policy implementation: 
 

a) which partners and stakeholders are involved (education and training 
providers, social partners, sector and branch organisations, guidance and 
counselling services, non-governmental organisations, voluntary services 
etc.). 
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 Given the relatively long history in the UK, all of the above are involved.  In the case 
of guidance and counselling services, it is those focused specifically on vocational 
education and training that are more likely to be involved than other types within this 
category. 

 
b) describe the roles played by the different partners and stakeholders (if 

possible by indicating tasks, responsibilities etc.). 
 

 The main partners are QCA (accreditation and overarching quality assurance), 
awarding bodies (certification and its quality assurance), training and education 
suppliers (assessment centres, assessment), and, in the context of public support, 
the funding and policies for funding of the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) in 
England and of ELWa in Wales.  In Scotland there is a Scottish Further Education 
Funding Council. 

 
9. Describe progress in implementing a policy (policies) on validation of non-formal and 
informal learning in your country  (if possible in terms of stages, input of resources, etc.) 
 
Early impetus was provided by the 1986 White Paper ‘Working Together: Education and 
Training’.  This supported the establishment of NCVQ and increased financial support for the 
development of occupational standards that form the basis of NVQs.  Throughout the late 
1980s, there was significant experimental and developmental activity on approach, 
producing methodological guidance.  This guidance was used in the development and 
implementation of the Access to Assessment Initiative that ran from 1991-1994 via what 
were the Training and Enterprise Councils.  This initiative aimed to improve, broaden and 
facilitate access to assessment for NVQs, including the assessment and accreditation of 
prior learning for individuals and employers.  As the 80s ended, the assessor and verifier 
occupational standards that formed units within the NVQ system were developed.  There is 
an assessor unit (D36) entitled “Advise and Support Candidates to Identify Prior 
Achievement”.  However, it should be noted that this is not as widely used as the main 
assessor units, D32 “Assess Candidate Performance” and D33 “Assess Candidate Using 
Diverse Sources of Evidence”.  Possible reasons for greater use of these two units are given 
shortly.  As NVQs were accredited they were used as Approved Qualifications within publicly 
funded programmes enacted through the TEC Operating Agreement (the contract between 
the Employment Department as was in England and the Welsh Office as was in Wales and 
the TECs).  This related to those training providers that were funded by TECs.  Schedule 2a 
(Further and Higher Education Act 1992) dictated vocational qualifications to be funded in 
other institutions such as colleges of further education.   Schedule 2a also supported D32 
and D33 as “single unit qualifications” because D32 was the minimum requirement for being 
an assessor, and D33 was often specified in the case of particular NVQs.  The funding of 
these two units was one of the major influences on the development of the infrastructure for 
NVQ implementation and also the vocational, education and training infrastructure now 
existing in the UK.  The final likely reason for the greater use of D32 and D33 units is that 
D33 often proves sufficient in most cases in that D36 majors on planning for achievement of 
the qualification.  This is not necessary with many candidates, particularly mature ones.  In 
Scotland similar arrangements operate through Scottish Enterprise, Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise and Local Enterprise Companies. 
 
Experimental and/or permanent practices (methodologies, institutional arrangements) 
in the field of validation of non-formal learning 
 
10. Are there any concrete practices (experimental or permanent) in the field of validation 
of non-formal and informal learning in your country that you know of? If yes, go to question 
11, if no, go to question 12. 
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Yes 
 
11. Please describe here the different experimental and operational practices you are 
aware of in the field of validation of non-formal and informal learning, in terms of: 
 

a) Name of activity 
 
APL via NVQ/SVQ implementation 
 
b) Purpose and scope 
 
Improved economic performance 
 
c) Target-group(s) 
 
Young people on work based entry route to employment, with additional support in 
acquiring occupational knowledge.  Adults with experiences that can be related to 
work. 
 
c) Partners involved 
 
Accrediting bodies, regulatory bodies, awarding bodies, education and training 
providers, funding bodies (particularly Learning and Skills Council and ELWa). 
 
d) Services provided 
 
Assessment, which may involve guidance and counselling.  Training and education 
may also be necessary for an individual to achieve the qualification, but while this 
may take place in the same institutional context as the assessment, it is separate to 
the assessment. 
 
e) If a certificate is awarded, does it link to formal education and training, and in 
which way? 
 
One relevant link is to Directive 92/51. Additionally, English legislation includes two 
sections within the Learning and Skills Act 2000 that cover external qualifications, a 
category that includes NVQs. 
 
f) Number of certificates provided 
 
3.3 million NVQs/SVQs to end of June 2001. However, it should be remembered that 
it is difficult to say what proportion of individuals achieving NVQs draw on skills 
developed in the context of non – formal and informal learning. 

 
12. Do you know of any plans for future developments in the field of validation of non- 
formal and informal learning in your country? 
 
Exploration of potential links to the formal education system through use of credits, also the 
new Sector Skills Development Agency could influence how workforce development is taken 
forward in the UK.  The latter could lead to a renewed emphasis on learning from work 
experience, as well as its assessment and certification. 
 
We would appreciate if you could indicate references to policy documents, research and 
evaluation reports and other relevant material which could be made available through a 
European inventory in this field. 
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Legislation 
 
•  S1 1996/2374 (Implementation Regulations) Directive 92/51/EEC 
 
•  Learning and Skills Act 2000, Section 96, Section 97. The equivalent legislation for 

Northern Ireland is The Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1998, Section 81 – 
Approval of courses leading to external qualifications. 

 
Inspection reports that evaluate the quality of NVQ delivery and achievement.  These include 
accreditation of prior learning where it is part of the programme (www.ali.gov.uk) 
 
Some providers (especially charitable or not-for-profit organisations) accredit informal and 
non-formal learning outside the NVQ framework through programmes that, for example, 
develop employability skills.  [Note inspection reports on Foyer, Rathbone, YMCA and 
NACRO on website] 
 
Selection of reports etc. primarily about use of APL in context of NVQs and SVQs. 
 

Crowley- Bainton “Access to Assessment Initiative”, Sheffield Employment 
Department 1994 
 
Simosko, Susan “Summary of Access to Assessment Body Meetings January – 
February 1993”, Sheffield Employment Department, 1994 
 
“Lessons Learned from the Access to Assessment Initiative”, Sheffield Employment 
Department, 1994 
 
“Accreditation of Prior Learning and the Delivery of NVQs”, Sheffield Employment 
Department, 1995 
 
Peters, Helen “Moving Forward – Working Towards AP(E)L with Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers”, February 1998, Innovations in Education and Training 
International, Volume 35, Number 1, pp 66-73 
 

Use of APL in higher education in UK.  See www.ucas.co.uk/higher/candq/apl.  Part of this 
website contains a survey of use of APL by higher education institutions in the UK.  The 
report “A Common Framework for Learning”, 1998, may also be of interest. 
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ANNEX 3:  ROLE OF NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS SYSTEMS IN 
PROMOTING LIFELONG LEARNING IN SCOTLAND 

 
 
This section gives a brief overview of Scottish developments in lifelong learning policy, 
including compulsory education, in the last few years.  This is a factual account and will not 
take the form of a debate. 
 
It is important to note that: 
 

•  Lifelong Learning Policy in Scotland is about personal fulfilment and 
enterprise, employability and adaptability; active citizenship and social 
inclusion. 

 (Life Through Learning; Learning Through Life’, page 7). 
 
There have been a number of documents published in Scotland which are important to 
Scotland’s Lifelong Learning policies, including the role of the national qualifications system.  
The ‘National Debate in Education’, publication of the Scottish Lifelong Learning strategy: 
Life Through Learning; Learning Through Life and ‘Determined to Succeed: A Review 
of Enterprise in Education. 
 
The Scottish Executive believes that everyone should be encouraged to undertake learning 
through life.  Lifelong Learning contributes to a successful Scotland by creating the skills and 
knowledge both the economy and society need to prosper and to close the opportunity gap.  
It is one of the main drivers in the Executive’s economic strategy. 
 
Lifelong Learning in Scotland 
 
On 1 July 1999 a new Scottish Parliament and Executive were established with legislative 
and executive responsibility for a wide range of devolved matters, including education and 
training.  The Executive’s strategy on Lifelong Learning was based on ‘Opportunity Scotland: 
A paper on Lifelong Learning’ (September 1998).  This paper outlined a 10-point action plan 
to make it easier for people to access high quality learning opportunities at all levels and in a 
range of different ways. Opportunity Scotland covered the period from 1998-2002.  The new 
Scottish lifelong learning strategy ‘Life Through Learning; Learning Through Life’ (February 
2003) builds on the significant achievements stemming from Opportunity Scotland and the 
outcomes from the Enterprise and Lifelong Learning Committee Inquiry into Lifelong 
Learning in Scotland, which published its final report in October 2002. 
 
The new strategy sets out the Executive’s vision for Scotland for the next 5 years, to achieve 
“the best possible match between the learning opportunities open to people and the skills, 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours which will strengthen Scotland’s economy and society”.  
There are 5 people-centred goals to realise this vision: 
 
A Scotland where… 
 

•  people have the confidence, enterprise, knowledge, creativity and skills they 
need to participate in economic, social and civic life 

 
•  people demand and providers deliver a high quality learning experience 

 
•  people's knowledge and skills are recognised, used and developed to best 

effect in their workplace 
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•  people are given the information, guidance and support they need to make 
effective learning decisions and transitions 

 
•  people have the chance to learn, irrespective of their background or current 

personal circumstances. 
 
The strategy sets out a number of actions for the Executive and key stakeholders to 
implement to stimulate both the demand for, and the supply of, learning.  For example, the 
Executive aims to increase the number of people in learning and improve the skills base, 
employability and enterprise of the people of Scotland by: 
 

•  merging the Scottish Higher and Further Education Funding Councils; 
 
•  improving the quality and consistency of information for learners by 

developing learndirect scotland’s national database of learning opportunities; 
and 

 
•  piloting Business Learning Accounts with small businesses, providing them 

with the tools to link training needs with business growth. 
 
Another aim is to widen access to further and higher education by: 
 

•  assisting up to 500,000 people of all ages to study in further education; and 
 

•  maintaining the increased number of places in higher education institutions 
and the funding available to support disadvantaged students in higher 
education. 

 
The Executive wants to foster real and genuine partnership in developing lifelong learning 
across Scotland and plans to establish a Lifelong Learning Forum with a broad coverage of 
interested parties, including learners, and a series of Lifelong Learning Panels to examine 
particular themes. 
 
Lifelong Learning policy in Scotland is under the remit of the Enterprise, Transport and 
Lifelong Learning Department.  The Education Department is responsible for school-age 
education 
 
Current National Priorities for School Education 
 
In the Standards in Scotland’s Schools Act 2000 a framework for the improvement of the 
performance of schools was set out.  Under section 4 of the Act the Scottish Ministers were 
required to define national priorities for school education.  These priorities have been defined 
as follows: 
 

•  to raise standards of educational attainment for all in schools, especially in 
the core skills of literacy and numeracy, and to achieve better levels in 
national measures of achievement, including examination results; 

 
•  to support and develop the skills of teachers and the self-discipline of pupils, 

and to enhance school environments so that they are conducive to teaching 
and learning; 
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•  to promote equality and help every pupil benefit from education, with 
particular regard paid to pupils with disabilities and special educational needs, 
and to Gaelic and other lesser used languages; 

 
•  to work with parents to teach pupils respect for self and one another and their 

interdependence with other members of their neighbourhood and society, and 
to teach them the duties and responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic 
society; and 

 
•  to equip pupils with the foundation skills, attitudes and expectations 

necessary to prosper in a changing society, and to encourage creativity and 
ambition. 

 
Specifically, as part of the drive to raise standards, considerable efforts are being made to 
develop the skills of teachers and pupils in the use of information and communication 
technology. 
 
The National Debate on Education 
 
The Scottish Executive: Education Department, National Debate on Education was launched 
in March 2002.  It was intended as an inclusive dialogue with pupils, teachers, employers 
and everyone else with an interest in the future of school-age education.  20,000 individuals 
participated in the debate, including pupil councils, groups of teachers, school boards and 
every Education Authority in Scotland.  The debate also included socially excluded young 
people and those with learning difficulties and special educational needs. 
 
The Scottish Executive response to the National Debate was published in January 2003 and 
sets out the vision for: 
 

•  A comprehensive educational system with excellent schools at the heart of 
the local communities. 

 
•  A system providing choice, and which fits the child rather than fitting the child 

into the system. 
 
•  A system providing opportunity where young people leave school with the 

skills, the attitudes and the expectations to succeed in Scotland and the 
world. 

 
Reform of National Qualifications 
 
The Howie Committee was set up in 1990 to examine the aims and purposes of courses and 
assessment certification in fifth and sixth years of secondary school.  The Committee’s 
findings’ resulted in the “Higher Still” programme of reforms.  New National Qualification 
courses began to be phased in from August 1999.  Some schools offer new National 
Qualification courses to third and fourth year  pupils in place of Standard Grades. 
 
Age and Stage regulations, which prescribe when young people may take National 
Qualification courses, were revised in 1999 to enable young people to take external 
assessments for Standard Grade from S3 or after reaching 15 years 6 months and new 
National Qualifications from S4 or 16 years 6 months.  During 2003-04 the Scottish 
Executive will consult on further relaxation of these regulations.  This commitment was given 
in 'Educating for Excellence', the Scottish Executive's response to the National Debate.  The 
Scottish Executive also made commitments to address the relationship between Standard 
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Grades and new National Qualifications, and to reduce the amount of time spent on external 
exams.  This may include the option of sitting exams only when leaving school instead of 
sitting national exams every year from S4. 
 
The Scottish Qualifications Authority issues certificates to candidates to record achievement, 
which is updated each time a new qualification is achieved. The Scottish Qualifications 
Certificate lists all the units, courses and group awards the candidate has achieved, (and 
their components), and lists the candidates current core skills profile. 
 
An UK-wide review of vocational qualifications (VQs) started in early 2003. The vision is to 
produce a coherent and high quality system of VQs, which complements and supports other 
learning, and is fit for its purpose of helping employers meet their skill needs and individuals 
to meet their aspirations.  The four home countries have agreed a programme of work to 
progress this review which is expected to be complete by 2010. 
 
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 
 
The Scottish Framework is at the forefront of European and world-wide developments, 
achieving the inclusion of qualifications across academic and vocational sectors into a single 
credit-based framework.  
 
The central aims of the SCQF are to: 
 

•  enable employers, learners, and the public in general to understand the full 
range of Scottish qualifications, how they relate to each other, and how 
different types of qualifications can contribute to improving the skills of the 
workforce 

 
•  help people of all ages and circumstances access appropriate education and 

training over their lifetime to fulfil their personal, social and economic potential 
 

The SCQF will make the relationships between qualifications clearer. It will clarify entry and 
exit points and routes for progression within and across education and training sectors.  It 
will also maximise the opportunities for credit transfer. In these ways, it will assist learners to 
plan their progress and learning throughout their lives. 
 
The SCQF differs from the National Qualifications Framework in England.  The SCQF brings 
all mainstream Scottish qualifications, - higher education qualifications and all SQA 
qualifications including SVQs, into a single framework The SCQF describes qualification 
levels and their credit value as defined by Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer 
(SCOTCAT) points.  SCOTCAT points give all qualifications a common currency (and credit-
rated, levelled and quality assured by a recognised organisation). 
 
The SCQF website was launched in January 2003 to provide accessible information about 
the framework to all potential users.  Further information can be found at www.scqf.org.uk. 
 
Next Steps 
 
One of the recommendations from the ‘Life Through Learning; Learning Through Life’ 
strategy was the establishment of a Lifelong Learning Forum with a broad coverage of 
interested parties, including learners, that will meet annually.  To undertake research and 
projects on particular themes and topics a number of Lifelong Learning Panels will also be 
established.  It is expected that the first Forum will meet in Autumn 2003. 
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Further Information 
 
Life Through Learning; Learning Through Life: A Lifelong Learning Strategy for Scotland 
www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/lifelong/llsm-00.asp 
 
The Executive's Response to the National Debate on Education 
www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/education/ndser-00.asp 
 
Determined to Succeed: A Review of Enterprise in Education: Evidence Report 
www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/lifelong/reer-00.asp 
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ANNEX 4:  GLOSSARY OF VOCATIONAL AND EDUCATION TERMS 
 
 

Accreditation  
The process through which the regulatory authorities confirm that a 
qualification and associated specification conform to the relevant 
accreditation criteria. 

Accreditation Criteria Requirements published by the regulatory authorities against which 
qualifications are designed and evaluated.  The criteria specify the 
characteristics necessary for the accreditation of a qualification and 
include codes of practice, criteria common to all qualifications and 
standards specific to a qualification category or type, subject or 
occupation. 

Accreditation of Prior 
Learning (APL) 

Sometimes called Accreditation of Prior Experience (APE) or 
Accreditation of Prior Achievement (APA): This is the recognition of 
what an individual has achieved in the past.  This recognition involves 
collecting evidence or witness statements to prove competence. 

Appeal A process through which an awarding body may be challenged on the 
outcome of an enquiry about results or, where appropriate, other 
procedural decision affecting a centre or individual candidates. 

Approval (Centre) A process through which a centre wishing to offer particular 
qualifications is confirmed as being able to maintain the required 
quality and consistency of assessment and comply with other 
expectations of the awarding body. 

Assessment The process through which evidence of candidate attainment is 
evaluated against assessment criteria, including mark schemes, to 
provide the evidence for an award. 

Assessment 
(External) 

A form of independent assessment in which tasks are set or defined 
by an awarding body, taken under specified conditions (including 
details of supervision and duration) and assessed by the awarding 
body. 

Assessor An individual responsible for initial judgement of candidate 
performance against defined standards expressed as assessment 
criteria or mark schemes. 

Awarding Body An organisation that is recognised by the regulatory authorities for the 
purpose of awarding specified qualifications. 

Candidate 
A person who has registered with an awarding body and is working 
towards an NVQ. 

Centre An organisation (such as a school, college, employer, or training 
provider) accountable to an awarding body for the assessment 
arrangements leading to an award.  Assessment may take place in 
one or more location within a centre. 

Code of Practice Criteria specified by the regulatory authorities against which the 
practices and procedures of awarding bodies are designed and 
evaluated.  The criteria include a common code of practice and 
category-specific codes of practice. 

Competence The ability to perform in whole work roles to the standards required in 
employment. 
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D Units 
These are qualification units for assessors, internal verifiers, external 
verifiers and APL advisers.  They comprise D32 to D36 and form the 
basis of operational quality assurance at the approved centre. 

Element 
NVQ Units consist of a number of elements forming the standards for 
a key area of competence. 

Equal Opportunities QCA requires all awarding bodies and approved centres to provide 
equal and fair access to NVQs for all candidates regardless of age, 
gender, race, ethnic origin, disability or other characteristics that are 
irrelevant to judgements of competence. 

Evidence The collection of materials, demonstration of techniques, discussion, 
reports, knowledge, witness statements, audio, video and digital 
records that will form the basis on which an individual will be judged 
as competent. 

External Verification External verification involves sampling a range of decisions made by 
assessors and internal verifiers and examining the evidence prepared 
by an NVQ candidate.  It involves judging the relevance, reliability and 
validity of evidence and judgements made about that evidence to 
confirm or to deny that an individual has proved their level of 
competence.  External verification ensures a degree of fairness and 
quality within the NVQ certification process. 

External Verifiers A person, employed by an awarding body, who has sufficient 
occupational experience within a sector, combined with the relevant D 
unit qualification(s) to ensure fair and effective decision-making within 
the NVQ verification procedures.  External verifiers have responsibility 
to approve decisions made by assessors and internal verifiers about 
an individual’s achievement of units or NVQs.  External verifiers also 
have a role in approving centres to offer NVQs and in monitoring 
continuing quality at approved assessment centres. 

Green Paper 
A consultation document outlining tentative Government proposals. 

Guided learning 
hours 

A notional measure of  the substance of the qualification.  It includes 
an estimate of the time which might be allocated to direct teaching or 
instruction together with other structured learning time such as 
directed assignments, assessments on the job or supported individual 
study and practice.  It excludes learner-initiated private study.  

Internal verification 
Internal verification involves sampling a range of decisions made by 
assessors and judging their relevance, reliability and validity to 
confirm or to deny that an individual has proved their level of 
competence.  This procedure ensures a degree of fairness and 
quality within the NVQ assessment process. 

Internal Verifier A person who has sufficient occupational experience within a sector, 
combined with the relevant D unit qualification(s) to ensure fair and 
effective decision-making within the NVQ assessment procedures. 

Judgements 
Both candidates and assessors are involved in judging whether the 
candidate is competent against NVQ standards.  In order to do this 
effectively, the candidate must have access to and understand the 
NVQ standards.  Internal verifiers and external verifiers contribute to 
consistency in those judgements across the organisation and across 
the country. 
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Key Skills 
Also known as core skills in Scotland, key skills have been identified 
by employers as being the basic transportable competences required 
of employees at all levels of the economy.  The key skills are 
communication, application of number and information technology, 
problem solving, working with others and improving own learning and 
performance. 

Knowledge Sometimes called underpinning knowledge, or knowledge and 
understanding, this is the collection of information, facts, arguments, 
theories, principles, legal and environmental constraints that are 
essential to support the full achievement of competence within an 
NVQ.  

Lifelong Learning 
A concept developed in the early 1970’s and realised in the late 
1990’s lifelong learning is perceived as an essential requirement of 
human development in an age of technological growth, rapid 
economic change and innovation.  As people move between jobs and 
careers, NVQs and key skills offer an opportunity for continuous 
development and adaptation. 

Levels A broad measure of the overall demand of a qualification.  NVQs are 
available at levels 1 to 5.  Level 1 typifies the competences required 
on entry into the world of work with routine and predictable 
experiences.  Level 5 NVQs require a significant responsibility for 
strategic policy and management of both material and human 
resources. 

Mentoring 
A technique involving support and counselling of a learner by an 
experienced and qualified individual.  Management mentoring has 
been popular for many years and has been applied successfully 
within Management NVQs.  
In successful NVQ environments, assessors and supervisors act as 
mentors to NVQ candidates to ensure that they gain sufficient 
experience to demonstrate competence within their work. 

Module Specified teaching and learning requirements associated with an 
identifiable part of a qualification. 

National 
Occupational 
Standards 

Standards of occupational competence developed by a standards 
setting body and approved by the regulatory authorities. 
 
Also known as statements of competence, competence standards, 
NVQ standards, occupational standards. S tandards tell you what to 
look for in a competent performance by describing: 
 

•  What a competent person should be able to achieve 
(element) 

•  How you would know that the person has achieved it 
(performance criteria) 

•  In which situations and under what conditions they are 
expected to perform (range) 

•  The underpinning knowledge and understanding 
required for a competent and consistent performance. 
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National Training 
Organisation (NTOs) 
See Sector Skills 
Councils 

National Training Organisations represent the NVQ interests of 
employers and employees in particular economic sectors.  These 
organisations work in partnership with employers and awarding 
bodies to develop the national standards on which NVQs are based. 
NTOs are responsible for reviewing and updating the NVQs as the 
economy changes. 

National Vocational 
Qualification 

NVQs are qualifications through which an individual’s competence 
can be assessed:  Almost all occupations are covered by NVQs within 
a hierarchy of five levels across eleven major economic divisions. 

NVQ system There are four essential features of the NVQ system: (bit more 
explanation) 
 

•  Occupational standards 
•  Training, practice and development 
•  Assessment 
•  Qualifications 

Performance Criteria 
Part of an NVQ standard: performance criteria help to define the 
standard of performance required of an individual to meet the 
requirements of an element.  A number of performance criteria make 
up one element in an NVQ unit. A number of elements make up one 
unit of an NVQ. 

Qualification 
A certificate of achievement or competence specifying awarding body, 
qualification type and title. 

Qualification 
Category 

A group of qualifications with broadly similar purposes e.g. 
occupational qualifications. 

Qualification type A group of qualifications with distinctive structural characteristics e.g. 
GCSE. 

Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority 
(QCA) 

The regulatory body for NVQs in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland and for all external qualifications below degree level in 
England.  QCA accredits qualifications put forward by awarding 
bodies if they meet the published criteria. QCA works with awarding 
bodies to ensure the quality of the overall qualification system  The 
organisation also carries out quality audits on awarding bodies to 
monitor on-going performance. 

Range 
Range indicators or range statements clarify the breadth of contexts 
and situations in which an individual will be expected to demonstrate 
competence. Range helps to reduce the potential for ambiguity in 
judgements about the standards 

Registration (Centre) A process through which a centre wishing to offer particular 
qualifications is recorded as having committed itself to maintain the 
required quality of consistency of assessment and comply with other 
expectations of the awarding body. 

Regulatory Authority An organisation designated by Parliament to establish national 
standards for qualifications and to secure consistent compliance with 
them. 

Sandwich course 
A course of study , in higher education, which brings together 
academic study and necessary, relevant work placements in an 
integrated way. 
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Sector Skills Councils The former network of National Training Organisations is being 
replaced by a smaller and more strategic network of employer-led 
Sector Skills Councils SSCs to identify and tackle skills related 
productivity and competitiveness issues in industry and business 
sectors. 

Social exclusion What can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of 
linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, 
poor housing, high crime environments, bad health and family 
breakdown. 

Standards-Setting 
Body 

An organisation – usually a national training organisation – 
recognised by the regulatory authorities as responsible for formulating 
standards of competence for an employment sector and keeping 
them under review. 

Underpinning 
Knowledge 

Sometimes referred to as Underpinning knowledge and 
understanding or knowledge.  See Knowledge. 

Unit  The smallest part of a qualification that can be separately certificated. 

Verification 
 

See internal verification and external verification.  Verification 
provides a second or third opinion and a degree of independence on 
decisions made by assessors about an individual’s claim to 
competence.  As such, verification fulfills a quality assurance role in 
the NVQ system. 

Vocational Skills Describes techniques or aspects of practice needed for successful 
performance in an area of work or an occupation. 

White paper 
A report published by government giving information of fairly definite 
legislative intentions. 

Work-based 
Learning/routes 

Describes learning in vocational, occupational or general areas by 
people employed, or based largely in the workplace. 

Work Experience A placement on employer’s premises in which the student carries out 
a particular task or duty, or a range of tasks and duties, more or less 
as an employee, but the emphasis is on learning aspects of the 
experience. 

Work-related learning Planned activity that uses work as a context for learning. It involves 
learning through work contexts, about work and working practices, or 
for work by developing personal attributes and employability skills. 
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ANNEX 5:  ACRONYMS EXPLAINED 
 
 
ACCAC Awdurdod Cymwysterau, Cwricwlwm ac Asesu Cymru/ Qualifications, 

Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales 

AEA Advanced Extension Award 

A Level/GCEs Advanced Level General Certificates of Education 

ALI Adult Learning Inspectorate 

AoC Association of Colleges 

APEL Accreditation of Prior and Experiential Learning 

AQA Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (Awarding Body) 

AS Level Advanced Subsidiary Level General Certificates of Education 

AVCE Advanced Vocational Certificate of Education 

BEST Building Excellent Schools Together (Welsh Office White Paper) 

BTEC Business and Technology Educational Council 

CBI Confederation of British Industry 

CCEA Council for Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment 

DfES Department for Education and Skills 

DWP Department for Work and Pensions 

ELWa Education and Learning Wales 

EMA Education Maintenance Allowance 

ETI Northern Ireland Education and Training Inspectorate 

FE Further Education 

FEFC Further Education Funding Council 

FHEQ The Framework for Higher Education Qualifications 

FMAs Foundation Modern Apprenticeships 

GCSEs General Certificate in Secondary Education 

GNVQs General National Vocational Qualifications 

GSVQs General Scottish Vocational Qualifications 

HE Higher Education 

HEFCE The Higher Education Funding Council for England 

HEIs Higher Education Institutes 

HNCs Higher National Certificates 

HNDs Higher National Diplomas 

ICT Information and Communications Technology 

LEAs Local Education Authorities 

LECs Local Enterprise Companies 

LFS Labour Force Survey 

LIFE Learning is for Everyone (Welsh Office Green Paper) 

LOCN London Open College Network 
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LSC Learning and Skills Council 

LSDA Learning and Skills Development Agency 

MAs Modern Apprenticeships 

NALS National Adult Learning Survey 

NCDS National Child Development Study 

NDPBs Non-Departmental Public Bodies 

NIACE National Institute for Adult and Community Education 

NOCN National Open College Network 

NQF National Qualifications Framework 

NTOs National Training Organisations 

NVQs National Vocational Qualifications 

OCNs Open College Networks 

OCR Oxford, Cambridge and RSA Examinations (Awarding Body) 

Ofsted Office for Standards in Education 

PSAG Project and Standards Approval Group 

QAA Quality Assurance Agency 

QCA Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 

RSA Royal Society of Arts 

SCOTCAT Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer 

SCOTVEC Scottish Credit Accumulation and Transfer Vocational Education Council 

SCQF Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework 

SFEFC Scottish Further Education Funding Council 

SGA Scottish Group Award 

SHEFC The Scottish Higher Education Funding Council 

SMEs Small and Medium Enterprises 

SQA Scottish Qualifications Authority 

SSCs Sector Skills Councils 

SSDA Sector Skills Development Agency 

SVQs Scottish Vocational Qualifications 

SWAP The Scottish Wider Access Programme 

TECs Training and Enterprise Councils 

TUC Trades Union Congress 

Ufi University for Industry 

VIth Form Sixth Form Colleges 

VRQs Vocationally Related Qualifications 

WBQs Welsh Baccalaureate Qualifications 

WJEC Welsh Joint Education Committee (Awarding Body) 

 


