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Most students were
satisfied with their course
and would recommend
GNVQs to others.

The top reason for with-
drawal was that 'the course
was not right' for them.

Simplification of the
assessment involved
in GNVQs was the top
recommendation made
by centres.

One-quarter left their GNVQ
course to take up work.

Centres can, through
their own actions, make a
substantial impact on levels
of retention and achievement.
Steps they have taken to
reduce non-completion
rates include ...

Research methods
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This leaflet summarises the key find-
ings of a research project on General
National Vocational Qualifications
(GNVQs) carried out by FEDA in 1997

to examine the pattern of drop-out,
retention and achievement, to identify
what caused these. Comparing the
profiles of successful students with
those who failed to complete the course
or gain the award gives the true reasons
for non-completion. The findings of this
research, carried out for the Department
for Education and Employment (DfEE),
offer key messages to those designing
and delivering GNVQs.
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Non-completion of GNVQs

Research methods

The research involved four
key elements:
A questionnaire survey of students
enrolled on GNVQ courses, more than

8o% of which were studying in FE sector
colleges, with the remainder in schools.
A questionnaire survey of 782 centres
providing GNVQs, 8i% of which were
schools, 13% were FE or tertiary colleges
and 6% were sixth-form colleges.
Follow-up interviews and focus groups
with 38 of the students concentrating on
those who had dropped out of courses
before completion, or who had completed
unsuccessfully.
A total of 26 individual interviews and one
group interview of staff with institution-
wide GNVQ co-ordinating responsibilities,
between them providing courses in 11
programme areas across all levels.

Profile of students involved
The large majority of respondents were
from the 'big four' programme areas, with
just under a quarter each from Business
and Health & Social Care, 19% from
Leisure & Tourism, and ii% from
Art & Design.
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Key findings

Student reactions to GNVQs are generally positive clear majorities
expressed overall satisfaction and said that they would recommend
GNVQs to others.
Retention and achievement is linked to prior GCSE attainment. However,

rates of drop-out and unsuccessful completion on GNVQ courses vary
considerably within and between centres, in ways that cannot be
explained by differences in student intake.
A significant minority of students were dissatisfied with their experience of

GNVQs. This dissatisfaction is strongly related to drop-out and unsuccessful

completion. For most of these students, the course did not meet their
expectations. Feelings that they had chosen the wrong course, that it
lacked interest, and that the quality of teaching was unsatisfactory
were their main reasons for withdrawal.
The workload involved in completing portfolio evidence satisfactorily was

a main reason for student drop-out andnon-completion. The amount and
timing of assignments was the top reason for dissatisfaction cited by

students (44%) and the top area where they wanted to see improvements
(41%). The top recommendation by centres for improving GNVQs

was to simplify assessment (30%).
A total of 25% of non-completers left their GNVQ course to take upwork.

For students, getting a job was the third most commonly quoted reason

for non-completion.
The personal circumstances of students have some influence on non-
completion rates, but have less of an impact than the other factors. One-fifth
of non-completing students said changes in personal and family circum-

stances were a main reason for withdrawal. Another 16% cited financial

problems, and 10% health problems.
The financial pressures on centres to recruit students sometimes conflict

with ensuring students are on the most appropriate course for their needs.

Although there was no evidence of systematic dilution of entry require-
ments, almost all staff were aware of the pressures to recruit. Students

were sometimes offered other programme areas when their first choice

was not available rather than being directed towards another provider.
Well-organised work experience placements have a positive impact on
achievement rates. Students left to take up jobs offered as a result of

their placement in only a small minority of cases.
Studying for other qualifications at the same time as GNVQs does not appear

to reduce achievement rates overall, and is a positive factor for many students.

However, staff acknowledged that a minority of students shed their studies

for additional qualifications to cope with the GNVQ workload.
Effective course teams, and the systems they use, have a more obvious impact

on completion rates than the structure of the timetable, the number of taught

hours or the size of classes. The confidence, motivation and effectiveness

of course teams appeared to have much more impact on retention and

achievement than the structure of the course.
Improvements to the design and delivery of GNVQs can make a significant

positive impact on achievement rates. Action taken by providing centres can

make a significant positive impact on rates of successful completion.
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Non-completion of GNVQs

Present situation and implications

Better retention rates are associated with several factors relating to the
effectiveness of course delivery. Key factors are given in the boxes that follow.
The implications are described more fully in Improving GNVQ retention and
completion (see back cover).

Dissatisfaction
Feelings that students had chosen the
wrong course, that it lacked interest, that
the quality of teaching was unsatisfactory
and that it lacked relevance to the world
of work were all closely linked to non-
completion. Concerns about the help
available to progress to higher level
qualifications were also cited.

The table below gives the full list
of reasons for withdrawing.

Students' main reasons for withdrawal

Negative attitudes about the
quality of the course are one of
the best early indications of
students 'at risk' of withdrawal.
Successful centres have in place
mechanisms to obtain and act
on student feedback to identify
those 'at risk' as early as pos-
sible, with firm but supportive
systems to follow up absence
and failure to meet deadlines.

The course was not the right one for me
The course was boring
I got a job

I was dissatisfied with the quality of teaching
My personal/family circumstances changed
I did not get enough help from teaching staff
I had financial problems
There were too many assessments

I could not complete my portfolio evidence
I found it difficult to settle in
I had health problems

There were too many classroom lessons
I felt I didn't fit in with the other students
I transferred to a different type of course
I only wanted to take some units
The course was too difficult
I failed some of the tests

9

0
33
29

26
22

19

17

16

14
12

11

10

9

9
8

I was not allowed to take the course I wanted
I got a job with an employer with whom I had
a work experience placement

I wanted to take a break before returning to
complete more units

4

3
1

3

3

1

4

3
2

1



Recruitment
Virtually all staff were aware of the pres-
sures to recruit. Alternative programme
areas were sometimes offered to students

whose first choice was not available, rather
than directing them towards the nearest
alternative centre. However, there was no
evidence of systematic dilution of entry
requirements.

Current funding mechanisms do not
encourage admissions staff to give impar-
tial advice on suitable courses at other
providing centres since the costs associated
with providing such guidance to students
who enrol elsewhere are not covered.

Personal circumstances
Students are more likely to withdraw
where personal factors operate in conjunc-
tion with programme-related factors.
Study diffic.tIties may be reinforced by the
conflicting demands of part-time work.

Design and delivery
Course expectations
Students are far more likely to succeed on
a course if their original expectations have

been matched or exceeded. A significant
minority of students found their course
different to their expectations and felt that
they had been given little specific informa-
tion about the programme prior to enrol-
ment. There is often a peak in withdrawal
in the first term as some students develop
doubts about their choice. Unpunctuality
and absenteeism are often connected with
dissatisfaction and demorivation.

Most students interviewed were happy
with the content of the courses. However,
several mentioned poor organisation of the
course among their reasons for leaving.

Admissions staff need
support from centre managers
to ensure that only those
students with a realistic chance
of eventual success are
recruited at each level.

I I

Effective pastoral and student
support systems can help to
manage these conflicts.

Ensuring that students'
understanding of the nature of
their chosen course is realistic
and in line with their aspirations
can help to increase satisfaction.

Identifying early on any stu-

dents 'at risk' of non-completion
and taking remedial action
straightaway can help to reduce

drop-out rates.

Many successful centres
communicate clear expectations
of attendance and follow up
lateness and absenteeism
immediately in a firm but
supportive manner.
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Workload and planning
Student dissatisfaction with the number,
timing and difficulty of assignments, the
amount of work and the mix of practical
and written work were all associated with
lower rates of successful completion.

More staff than students considered
ability level, motivation and difficulties
with assessments to be major causes of
non-completion. Many staff thought that
an unreasonable amount of work was
required of students.

Many teaching staff considered the
workload required by Advanced GNVQs
to be greater than that required on A-level
programmes. Despite this, GNVQs tend
to attract students with prior lower attain-
ment and are sometimes perceived as a
`softer option'.

Strategies successful in alleviating the
problems of student workload include
good quality induction programmes, care-
ful scheduling by course teams, providing
fewer, better-designed assignments and
implementing deadlines while also provid-
ing support arrangements such as regular
`catch up' blocks of time.

Delivery
Almost 25% of non-completing students
gave dissatisfaction with quality of teach-
ing as the reason for non-completion. This
contrasted with 1% of providing centres
which identified this as a main reason.

The main areas where the ratings of
successful students differed most from
those of non-completers related to their
interest in the course and the support they
received from teachers.

Key skills
While some student dissatisfaction was
related to failure to see the vocational rele-
vance of key skills where they were taught
separately, no significant links were found
between the types of formal structural
arrangements for courses and relative
completion rates.

Careful scheduling and extra
support can help to prevent
the least able, least motivated
and least mature from being
driven to failure by the
workload involved.

Reducing tasks set for
generating evidence to the bare
minimum and planning pro-
grammes so that assignments
for generating evidence are
appropriately spaced can help
to reduce workload pressure.

Monitoring students'
progress carefully can help
reveal early on any problems
with coping with the workload.

Higher retention and achieve-
ment are associated with a focus
on building confident, motivated
and effective course teams.

Delivering key skills in the
relevant context and organising
courses to take account of
individual circumstances can
help to raise achievement.

... improving course organisation, including work scheduling.



Policy level recommendations

Changing the structure of GNVQs
Policy-makers are currently piloting a new
model for GNVQs. The Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority (QCA) will evaluate
the pilot of the GNVQ revised assessment
model. The results of this will inform the
final structure that is decided upon.

Improving public perceptions
Popular comment on GNVQ tends to focus
on its supposed failings. This may under-
mine the confidence that potentially
successful students and dedicated staff
have in the qualification.

Information about pass rates
Concern about the seriousness of non-
and unsuccessful completion rates on
GNVQs is compounded by the lack of an
adequate basis for comparison with those
rates for equivalent alternative qualifica-
tions. Unlike GNVQs, pass rates for
GCSEs and A-levels are calculated on the
basis of students entered for the final
examinations, rather than those originally
enrolling. Partial achievement at GNVQ,
for example, by a student who gains
accreditation for six units (the equivalent
of one A-level), is liable to be interpreted
from the published statistics as a relative
failure. By contrast, students gaining
passes in one out of two or three A-levels
undertaken contribute to the published
pass rates.

I..

The DfEE, QCA and other agen-

cies should disseminate informed
reactions to GNVQs more widely,
particularly on the amount and
quality of the work required.

At i6, every student should be
issued with a unique identifica-
tion number, to be recorded
when they enrol for any further
education or training. Pass rates
for all national qualifications
should then be based on the
numbers originally enroling.

A common recording system
should be implemented in
schools and colleges to distin-
guish drop-out, internal transfer,
partial and full attainment
within the 'normal' duration of a
course and attainment which
takes place after the end of
normal course duration.

Attaching agreed credit
values to partial achievement
could be one way of ensuring
such attainment is recognised
when making comparisons.
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Non-completion of GNVQs

,
Financial support for students
The personal circumstances of students
have some influence on non-completion
rates. Students are most likely to with-
draw where personal factors operate in
conjunction with programme-related
factors. Study difficulties, in particular,
may be reinforced by the conflicting
demands of parr -time work.

The review of financial support
to students (arising from Kennedy
Committee recommendations)
should consider extending such
measures to offer help to
students who would otherwise
be at risk of withdrawal.

For copies of the full report of the research study,
Non-completion of GNVQs (price £5.00), the handbook for
tutors, Improving GNVQ retention and completion (price
£7.50), or further copies of this pamphlet (price £1.00),
please send an order to:

FEDA Publications Department
Coombe Lodge, Blagdon, Bristol Rue° 7RG
Tel: 01761 462503 Fax: 01761 463140

ISBNs 85538 47o 4 Price £1.00
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