Centres of Vocational Excellence

Heralding a new era for Further Education

Analysis of responses to the consultation

Introduction

In November 2000, the Secretary of State for Education and Employment set out his vision for a modern Further Education sector in Colleges for Excellence and Innovation.  Central to this vision is a modernisation of the role colleges play in meeting the economic challenges we face.  We need a Further Education sector which is flexible and responsive, works effectively with employers and is sharply focused on meeting their skills needs.  We must have colleges that are fast moving, first to respond to change and that can give people access to the enhanced vocational learning they need to succeed in a modern economy. 

Centres of Vocational Excellence will be key elements in meeting these objectives.  Centres will be developed in colleges and will be based on close links between colleges, business partners, other employment interests and communities.  They will allow colleges to develop, maintain and deliver high quality, specialist provision across a range of new and traditional occupations.  They will address the needs of all learners, regardless of background, and support them in enhancing their skills and job prospects.  They will build on existing excellence and provide leadership in the development of future excellence.  Centres will earn and retain a reputation for excellence in vocational and technical learning.  This will give definition and enhanced standing to the whole college and establish the Centres as an integral part of the local, regional or sectoral infrastructure.

In March, the Learning the Skills Council and the Department for education and Employment published a proposed policy framework for centres of Vocational Excellence and asked key partners for their views on a range of issues relating to how the centres will operate.  This report analyses the responses those proposals prompted.  The final policy framework, which the Learning and Skills Council published in July in “centres of Vocational Excellence in Further Education: the Way Ahead”, owes much to the overwhelmingly positive views expressed.

There were 157 responses to the proposed policy framework.  As some respondents may have offered a answers to the questions posed, total percentages listed under any one question may exceed 100%.  Throughout the report percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents.

The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:

FE Colleges




68

NTOs





12

6th Form Colleges



 9

Private Training Providers


 5

Employers 




 4

(incl. Representative bodies)


Other





62






The report starts with an overview and a summary of written responses to the questions posed in the questionnaire, followed by an Annex, which provides a quick view analysis of responses by respondent ‘type’.  

Overview

Overall, the vast majority of respondents were strongly in favour of the proposals in the document.  They did propose some additional operational objectives they thought CoVEs should seek to address.  These included developing networks with others such as employers and schools and the need for basic level qualifications to be offered alongside ones of a higher level to ensure there were opportunities available for a wider range of people.  There were, however, concerns that the document proposes that only FE providers could be eligible for CoVE status.  

Many were interested in how Centres would attract and retain a high calibre of staff.   Suggestions included making available opportunities  for Continuous Professional Development, relevant and up to date training, secondments to and from industry and up to date facilities including ICT.  In order to determine the location and type of specialism many respondents stressed the need to focus on the local labour market but were concerned that any information used was current.  Another important factor was for centres to be easily accessible to a wide range of people and particular focus would be needed for rural providers.

Respondents suggested many criteria that could be used to identify and establish CoVEs.  Most said that the past achievements and results of former students and the provider itself should be a main consideration.  Others included what provision is available locally, the commitment from local employers to maintain contact with the CoVE and the retention rates that the provider has achieved previously, this included students who left their course early due to finding work in a relevant field.

Summary

Question 1

Are there additional operational objectives that Centres of Vocational Excellence should seek to address?

There were 94 responses to this question.

37 (39%) respondents stated that an additional operational objective should be to develop networks with others, which included local industry and employers, other colleges and providers and secondary schools.  23 (24%) were concerned that it was only FE providers that were eligible to achieve Centre of Vocational Excellence (CoVE) status and proposed that the opportunity be available to all sectors.  It was suggested that if it remained simply for FE colleges it could lead to the loss of some of the existing excellent vocational training.  18 (19%) suggested that the proposed operational objectives needed defining more clearly because as they stood it was difficult for colleges to identify opportunities and plan to achieve CoVE status.  18 (19%) said that basic level qualifications needed to be included as well as the more advanced levels. This should ensure that people with learning difficulties and those who have not followed the traditional education route would not be excluded from a place on a course in a CoVE.  13 (13%) respondents considered that an additional objective could focus around the enhancement of the standards and the quality of centres.  11 (12%) suggested that there needed to be an adequate number of CoVEs to guarantee that the needs of sector employers and individual communities are met.  9 (10%) respondents expressed concerns regarding the practicalities of how and when a scheme like this could be carried out.

Question 2

Are there other ways in which Centres of Vocational Excellence might seek to meet employers’ current and future skills needs?

There were 96 responses to this question.

63 (66%) respondents suggested that another way in which a CoVE might seek to meet employers’ current and future skills needs could be to work in partnership with employers and industries to incorporate exactly what it is they require.  It was stated that this should be carried out on a regular basis in order to keep up with the rapidly changing working environment.  17 (18%) specified that the opportunity to take part in a work experience placement would help to meet the employers’ needs and offer the student a clearer insight into the industry they are studying.

20 (21%) said that an adequate level of funding needed to be given to ensure that CoVEs were able to meet any current and future skills needs the employers’ might have.  18 (19%) considered that it would be necessary to offer level 1 and 2 programmes to guarantee the widest benefit possible and particular support should be given to learners with special literacy and numeracy needs.  

Question 3

How will a Centre of Vocational Excellence attract, retain, develop and reward high quality specialist staff and how will they demonstrate their ability to do so?

There were 103 responses to this question.

48 (47%) said that Continuous Professional Development (CPD) needed to be on offer to staff to ensure that they were able to deliver a high quality service that is up to date and relevant.  44 (43%) stated there should be opportunities for staff to be seconded to the relevant industry and also for industry staff to work for a time with the training provider.  28 (27%) considered that offering staff up to date training would help to attract, retain, develop and reward staff and 20 (19%) considered that facilities, specifically ICT, should be kept up to date with the most recent technology being used.

19 (18%) highlighted that there was a need for a review of both management and funding procedures in order for the CoVE system to be successful. 16 (16%) respondents stated that a quality working environment would be necessary.  This included the option to work flexible hours and provide child care facilities.  15 (15%) considered that working in partnership with others, particularly employers would help to keep standards high and address the fast moving industry specifications keeping CoVEs at the forefront of industry needs.  This could in turn help to retain and develop high quality staff.

There were no suggestions on how they can demonstrate their ability to do so.

Question 4

What factors should determine the location and type of specialism of Centres of Vocational Excellence?

There were 95 responses to this question.

76 (80%) respondents stated that the local labour market and the industry and provision that is already available in the area should be considered when determining the location and type of specialism of CoVEs.  However, it was specified that any local labour market data used would have to be current as at the moment there is a tendency for any information produced to be out of date.  44 (46%) stressed that the provision must be easy to access as many students rely on public transport.  It was also suggested that it could be beneficial for centres to offer residential courses especially in rural areas.  27 (28%) respondents said that any economic development nationally or locally needed to be taken into consideration and 13 (14%) considered that when determining location, centres would need to fit in with national standards and the qualifications framework specified within the particular sectoral provision. 

Question 5

What criteria should be used to identify and establish Centres of Vocational Excellence?

There were 97 responses to this question.

52 (54%) respondents stated that the results and achievements of former students and the provider itself should be used to identify and establish CoVEs.  36 (37%) said that what is already provided in the local area should be a consideration, this should be coupled with up to date local labour market knowledge and economic development information.  28 (29%) specified that within the locality there needed to be a commitment from employers to ensure that all the available expertise, facilities and resources will be exploited.  23 (24%) respondents considered the retention rates from previous years could be used.  It was stated that this could also include data about students who have left their course to take up employment in the appropriate industry.  21 (22%) considered that the levels of quality, experience and standard of teaching could be used to identify and establish CoVEs.  17 (18%) expressed concerns regarding the levels of monitoring that were to take place.  Most of these suggested that the level of monitoring should decrease once CoVE status was attained but stressed that it should not cease altogether.

58 (60%) respondents suggested other criteria such as

· NTO approval needed to be given

· Ability to raise under achievements

· Whether employers and industries visions are met

· Use existing ones as models

· Recognition of efforts to widen participation

· Flexibility

· Range of provision

Question 6

Are the support mechanisms we propose establishing sufficient / appropriate?

There were 25 responses to this question.

24 (96%) respondents stated that the proposed support mechanisms were sufficient and appropriate and 1 (4%) said they were not.

Could the Learning and Skills Council, Learning and Skills Development Agency or the Further Education National Training Organisation do more to support Centres of Vocational Excellence?

There were 88 responses to this question.

29 (33%) respondents said that the Learning and Skills Council, Learning and Skills Development Agency or the Further Education National Training Organisation could provide more funding to support CoVEs.  18 (20%) suggested that they needed to involve employers in order to judge the standard of courses and programmes being delivered.  14 (16%) stated that they could organise forums and network groups to enable centres to share good practice.  11(12%) considered that the organisations could develop a set of standards for staff ensuring they are competent within their particular field and specify their specific roles and show how they and the rewards they will receive are different from lecturing staff in colleges.

Additional comments

There were 56 responses to this question.

39 (70%) respondents were concerned that the only providers that were eligible to become a CoVE were FE providers.  It was viewed that this could lead to the loss of some existing excellent vocational training.  Respondents were of the view that as the Learning and Skills Council were responsible for all post 16 education and training the initiative should be open to all providers in the post 16 sector.  18 (32%) stated that any system of this nature could be potentially divisive and create a two-tier system of education providers.  It was suggested that as only a maximum of 50% of institutions could become CoVEs other institutions could acquire a ‘second rate’ image which might affect the morale of both staff and students.  
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