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ABSTRACT

Concerns that students who have learning difficulties
and disabilities (LDDs) and who are enrolled in further education
(FE) colleges were being excluded from the basic entitlement to
accreditation prompted a review of the system of 16-19 qualifications
in 1995. It was recommended that England's national qualifications
framework be revised and entry-level awards designed to offer
progression to foundation level be offered. Since that
recommendation, FE colleges have been scrambling to find alternatives
to college certification for learners with LDDs, and a clear trend of
FE colleges turning to open college networks (OCNs) has been noted.
The increasing popularity of OCNs, which offer quality assurance for
units of achievement devised by practitioners, arises from their
relevance and flexibility. A wide range of accreditation options are
now available or will be soon. The challenge of picking and mixing
available options is to maintain curriculum coherence and ensure that
progression routes are available. The move from college accreditation
to external accreditation has generally been viewed positively,
although there are concerns that some awards may not meet learners'
needs and may distort the curriculum. (Appended are a table
summarizing current accreditation options and a list of 13 Further
Education Development Agency publications.) (MN)
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BACKGROUND 1 accreditation
NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS "
FRAMEWORK .2 K d a
AN EXCLUSIVE g
FRAMEWORK 2 The issue of access to accreditation is one
which has presented challenges to
DEARING REVIEW OF people concerned with educational
16-19 QUALIFICATIONS 2 provision for learners with learning
difficulties and disabilities. Historically,
QUALIFICATIONS AND FE colleges provided courses designed
FUNDING 3 specifically for these learners offering
college certificates or no formal
RCASONS FOR OFFERING recognition of achievement. This picture
ACCREDITATION 3 is rapidly changing as a result of concerns
that learners were being excluded from
How COLLEGES ACCREDIT the basic entitlement to accreditation and
LEARNERS wiTH LDD 3 that there was no recognition of the
intrinsic value of accreditation in
OCN ACCREDITATION 3 motivating and rewarding them for their
achievements. A further impetus to FE
KEY PRINCirLES FOR college staff to seek appropriate forms of
SELECTING accreditation has come from the Further
ACCREDITATION 4 Education Funding Councils’ (FEFCs)
funding requirement that learning
ConcLusioN 5 programmes should, in time, lead to
external accreditation and that college
APPENDIX: CURRENT certificates will no longer be an
ACCREDITATION OPTIONS 6 acceptable outcome for funding
- purposes.
\c.
r.

The issue of accreditation is highly
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framework of 16-19 qualifications. In the
course of the review he identified the
need to examine how the current frame-
work meets the requirements of learners
at all levels, including those described as
‘low attainers’ and ‘underachicvers’. The
Dearing review reported in March 1996
and set an agenda for change.

National
qualifications
framework

The present framework of qualification
has three main pathways to qualifications
for learners in FE: the ‘academic’ pathway
of General Certificate of Secondary
Education (GCSE) and GCE A levels; an
applied pathway of General National
Vocational Qualification (GNVQ); and a
vocational pathway — National
Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). NVQs
were designed specifically for education
and training in the workplace and
GNVQs were introduced as the third
pathway to bridge the academic and
vocational divide. To help overcome the
disparity of perceptions of the academic
and the vocational pathways, Sir Ron
Dearing has proposed that GNVQs
should now be called “Applied A levels'.

An exclusive
framework

Not only does this framework exclude a
cubstantial number of learners, but also at
present only a minority of learners in FE
undertake courses leading to GCE A
levels, GNVQ and NVQs. Most are on
programmes leading to a wide range of
other vocational qualifications., (There are
30,000 qualifications on the FEFC
database.)

It has been estimated that the pathways of
this framework have proven to be either
inappropriate for, or unattainable by,
about 20" of the FE population. The
reasons for this include: curriculum
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content which does not match learners’
needs; the first level of the qualification is
too high for some learners (especially
those with learning difficulties); the
overall size of the qualification is too
large; the language and the specifications
exclude some learners; and assessment
practices which present barriers to
learners with disabilities and learning
difficulties.

Dearing review of
16-19 qualifications

The recommendations of the Dearing
report are wide ranging. They include a
national framework of national awards,
which encompasses the three main
qualification pathways, at four national
levels, introducing a new Entry level.
Existing awards at Entry level are to be
‘kitemarked’ if they meet specified quality
criteria. New awards are to be introduced
to accredit skills for adult life to meet the
needs of learners with learning
difficulties.

Sir Ron Dearing’s Review recognised the
gap in the national qualificetions
framework at the pre foundation level.
Practitioners have expressed the need for
an inclusive national qualifications
framework, which is accessible to all
learners, can encompass the full range of
existing qualifications and includes a
wider range of levels. There is also an
expressed need for approved, nationally
recognised qualifications at the pre
foundation level which offer clear
progression routes to the existing
pathways. This is required to address the
need for accreditation for learners whose
achievements are currently at a level prior
to key stage 4 level 5 or GCSE grade G or
NCVQ level 1, which includes many
people with learning difficulties.

In response to the demand for
accreditation at pre level 1, awarding
bodies have developed a range of awards.
Sir Ron Dearing responded to this by
proposing Entry level awards designed to
offer progression to foundation level. He
has suggested that Entry level awards
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should be developed initially in the key
skills of Communication, Application of
Number and Information Technology.
However, it would be unfortunate if initial
development was l:mited to those key
skills which present the greatest difficulty
and at which learners may have been
previously unsuccessful, rather than focus
on the achievement of practical skills
through which key skills may be
developed. Awards meeting the quality
criteria set to secure the ‘kitemark’ will
contribute to the proposed family of
‘national certificates’. |

In order to produce a report which is
politically acceptable and will bring about
change, Sir Ron Dearing has taken a
pragmatic approach which sometimes
lacks detail. In some cases, the
recommendations are in tension with one
another. For example, the demand for
increased rigour in assessment has led to
the proposal that kitemarked Entry level
awards must be externally marked or
moderated and conducted under
controlled conditions which must
contribute to at least 50”0 of the overall
award. This proposal, if implemented, is
likely to have an impact on the
accessibility of any kitemarked awards.
Similarly, the rationalisation required to
form a national framework with three
distinct pathways, could decrease
flexibility and reduce access.

Qualifications and
funding

Funding from both Training and
Enterprise Councils (TECs) and the FEFCe
depends to some degree on learners’
achievements. TEC funding is largely
output related, with pavment being made
for the achievement of NVQs, other
approved qualifications and emplovment
outcomes. The FEFCs” funding
methodologies have a small propoertion
devoted o outcomes, but thev do fund the
achievement of qualifications contrituting
to National Targets for Education and
Training (NTETs) at a slightly higher raice.

Reasons for offering
accreditation

The reasons for offering accreditation are
to:

* recognise and record learning and
achievement

* motivate learners

* enable progression in FE or to
employment or employment schemes

* secure funding

How colleges accredit
learners with LDD

Research based on interviews with 20
colleges, a range of awarding bodies and
discussions with the National Council for
Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ) and the
Schools Curriculum and Assessment
Authority (SCAA), sought to map and
review the accreditation opportunities
available to learners with learning
difficulties and disabilities. The findings
indicated that colleges were using a wide
variety of forms of accreditation and quali-
fications from a range of awarding bodies.

Colleges were generally trving to find
alternatives to college certification and the
process of searching for alternatives was
described variously as “scrabbling around’
or ‘struggling’ to guess which
qualifications will be approved in the
future. Few respondents were settled in
their choices, with most seeking
alternatives or additions.

OCN accreditation

From this scramble and uncertaingy, a clear
irend was noted of colleges turning to
Open College Networks (OCNs) tor
acereditation, The increasing popularity of
OCNs which offer quality assurance for
units of achievement devised by
practitioners, arises from the relevance and
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flexibility they provide. Colleges cite a
range of features as important in choosing
OCN accreditation. These include:

* the flexibility to accreair relevant
learning outcomes

* the opportunity to devise units
appropriate for adults

o a wider range of levels, includin
g g
Entry level

e units of learniny which can be
accredited in m: nageable ‘bites’
acting as a powerful motivator

* the potential to accumulate and
transfer credits toward locally
agreed targets for progression

The opportunity to devise their own
units, although highly valued by teachers,
has led to the proliferation of similar units.
It may be time to rationalise the number
of unique units and to develop a range of
nationallv recognised units which may
then be incorporated into individualised
learning programmes.

There is a range of accreditation options
available or being deveioped. of which

the most commonly mentioned awarding
bodies and awards include:

e ASDAN — FE Awards, Youth
Awards, Workright

e BTEC — BTEC Award

e CENTRA — Independent Living,
Work Preparation Skills

* City and Guilds — Skillpower,
Numberpower and Wordpower

o LCCI — Vocational Access Certifi-
cate, Numberpower, Wordpower

e QCN — Credits

e Oxford and Cambridge Delegacy --
Team and Young Inteiprise

e RSA — National Skills Profile

Details of these are given in the Appendix.
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Records of Achievement (ROAs) are also
available. ROAs can be used to action
plan, record broad achievements not
formally recognised in other awards and
record all other qualifications and
certificates. However, the currency
depends on the value attributed to ROAs
by the receiving establishments, whether
FE, HE or employers and this varies. In
the North West and North Wales, the
Northern Partnership Record of Achieve-
ment (NPRA) is particularly popular and
is in widespread usage for all learners.

A relaunch of the National Record of
Achievement has been recommended by
the Dearing Review.

In many cases colleges accredit their pro-
grammes in a number of different ways,
which may include whole awards; part of

_ the specifically designed forms of

accreditation listed above; and units or

elements from qualifications in the national
qualification framework. The challenge of
this pragmatic pick-and-mix approach is to
maintain curriculum coherence and to en-
sure that progression routes are available.

KEY PRINCIPLES FOR SELECTING
ACCREDITATION

* National recognition

e a common framework for all
learners

* available at a full range of levels
e offers unit accreditation

* has clearly defined progression
routes

o las an accessible assessment
regime

* rigorous quality processes

e has currency and status

O




Conclusion

The move from college certification to
external accreditation has generally been
viewed positively although there are
concerns that some awards may not meet
learners needs and may distort the
curriculum. There are also worries that
choice may be limited in future as may
opportunities for innovation and creativity.
The positive effects of accreditation are
described as:

¢ astreamlining of provision

¢ clearer progression routes with
greater opportunities

¢ higher status

* greater credibility
¢ improved rigour for the provision

¢ amore focused and relevant
curriculum.

Sir Ron Dearing’s proposal to include
accreditation for learners at Entry level
within a national framework provides a
positive step forward. It will be essential
though that this recognises and builds on
current best practice and that the
recommendations for assessment,
kitemarking and the rationalisation of
existing awards, do not create new barriers
to access.
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Appendix: Current

accreditation options
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- EDA publications

Why not take out a subscription for
Developing FE (FEDA Reports) and/or
FE Matters (FEDA Papers) at
substantially discounted rates?

Vol. 1 Developing FE (FEDA Reports)
10 issues for £95

Vol. 1 FE Matters (FEDA Paper)
20 issues for £110

Or subscribe to both series for only £170.

For further information about subscribing
to or ordering FEDA’s publications,
contact: Anna Hickling, Publications
Department, Blagdon.

The following publications are now
available.

IN THE DeveLorINg FE (FEDA
REPORTS) SERIES

All the documents in this series are priced

at £10.00.

STUDENT TRACKING
Kevin Donovan
Vol. 1, No. 1 1SSN: 9361-996Y9
CASELOADING

Sue Carroll and contributors

Vol. 1, No. 2 ISSN: 9561-996Y

ASSESSING THE IMPACT
Sally Faraday

Vol. 1, No. 3 ISSN: 9261-9969

IN THE FE MatTeErs (FEDA PAPER)
SERIES

All the documents in this series are priced
dt £(75()

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION THROUGHOUT
FE. 1: PoLICY AND STRATEGY

Shirlev Ali Khan and Christopher Parkin
Vol. I, No. 1 ISSN: [361-9977

Further Education Development Agency

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION THROUGHOUT
FE. 2: A MODEL AND UNIT OF
ENVIRONMENTAL LEARNING OUTCOMES
Allan Lawrence and Christopher Parkin
Vol. 1, No. 2 ISSN: 1361-9977

COLLEGES WORKING WITH INDUSTRY
Maria Hughes
Vol. 1, No. 3 ISSN: 1361-9977
TOWARDS SELF-ASSESSING COLLEGES
Stella Dixon

Vol. 1, No. 4 ISSN: 1361-9977

IN THE BULLETIN SERIES
All the documents in this series are priced
at £3.50.

COMPARING CONTENT IN SELECTED
GCE A LEVELS AND ADVANCED

GNVQs
Gordon Holding, Clive Hart, Aidan Pettitt
No. 8 ISBN: 185338 418 6

ENGINEERING THE FUTURE:

MONITORING THE PILOT GNVQ IN
ENGINEERING

Paul Armstrong

No. 9 ISBN: 1 85338 421 6

CHARTERS IN FE: MAKING THEM
WORK

Stella Dixon
No. 10 ISBN: 1 85338 423 2
ACCESS TO ACCREDITATION

Sally Faraday
No. 11 ISBN: 1 85338 4259
BACK TO THE FUTURE

Paul Armstrong

No. 12 ISBN: 1 85338 422

Books

PRAGMATIC PROSPECTS: DEVELOPING
LEA ADULT EDUCATION

£12.00 1SBN: (1 907659 94 2
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