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"For too long, vocational studies and
qualifications have been undervalued. This
must change — we must introduce qualifications
and pathways...which can lead the bright and able
through into higher education and beyond."

Rt Hon Estelle Morris, Secretary of State for Education and Skills, in her Foreword to the
Green Paper, 14-19 Extending Opportunities, Raising Standards, February 2002




The drive for increased participation
in higher education

"We cannot expand without
institutions operating and
engaging with students in more
creative and diverse
ways....Universities need to

grow demand for places.”

Rt Hon Estelle Morris, Secretary of State for

Education and Skills, in her address to vice-
chancellors, October 2001

The last 20 years have seen a massive growth in higher
education, and the drive for expansion continues to meet the
demand for high level skills and provide higher education
opportunities to a wider range of people. The government
target of engaging half the population under 30 in HE by
2010 presents a considerable challenge. Further growth will
come largely from the pool of non-traditional learners, many
of whom will have vocational skills and qualifications
derived from work-based learning.

Our system of learning and qualifications is placing new
emphasis on work-related skills and providing new
opportunities for progression to higher education. Higher
education institutions are making important contributions to
this new skills agenda. Foundation Degrees and Graduate
Apprenticeships are creating a demand for higher education
which meets the needs of employment and reaches out to a
wider section of the population. Flexibility between modes
of study, with more emphasis on the needs of employers and
individuals, will be the hallmarks of future growth in HE.

Vocationally-related qualifications such as Vocational A
Levels (successors to Advanced GNVQs) and Key Skills are
gaining recognition in higher education and have been
incorporated into the UCAS tariff system.
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There is less recognition of
the significant experience, knowledge
and skills that people with work-based
vocational training and qualifications
can offer. These include holders of
National Vocational Qualifications
(NVQs) and Modern Apprentices,
whose numbers are set to increase
dramatically in coming years.
This guide explains what National
Vocational Qualifications, National
Occupational Standards and Modern
Apprenticeships are, how they are linked and how
they relate to other kinds of learning and qualifications. It
seeks to encourage admissions tutors and registrars
running central admissions systems to recognise the
potential of work-based learning as a stepping stone to
higher education, and to be proactive in developing this
largely untapped market for higher education.

"Widening participation and achieving the
government's 50 per cent target will require
innovative approaches to admissions. One area
which has not been fully developed is the
vocational route through NVQs and Modern
Apprenticeships. Experience in some institutions
shows that students with these qualifications,
provided they are admitted to the relevant courses,
do well in HE. | urge all involved in admissions to
be more energetic in attracting and accepting
students with vocational qualifications.”

Professor Leslie Wagner, Chair, University Vocational Awards
Council; Vice-Chancellor, Leeds Metropolitan University




National Occupational Standards and
NVQs

UK National Occupational Standards are one of the most
sophisticated systems of competencies in the world.
Developed and updated by industry practitioners through
their National Training Organisations and Sector Skills
Councils, the standards are designed around the skills and
knowledge people use in their jobs, defining all-round
competence at work. They set out not only what people in
particular occupations should know, but also how they need
to apply that knowledge to perform their jobs well.

National Occupational Standards form the building blocks
of all National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), which are
accredited by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority
(QCA). NVQs comprise a number of units which set out the
national standards that must be reached to demonstrate
competent performance in the workplace.

Unlike Vocational GCSEs and Vocational A Levels
(successors to GNVQs), which cover broad areas of
employment, National Occupational Standards and NVQs
focus on specific occupations at all levels,
including senior management. They cover
virtually every industry and area of
employment, including manufacturing,
service industries and cross-sector
occupations such as IT and
management.

Achieving an NVQ

NVQs are not time-bound courses of study. Their
flexible, modular structure enables candidates to set
themselves learning targets and to work at their own speed.
Importantly, NVQ assessment recognises experience already
gained, so that learning can be focused
on gaps in knowledge and skills.
Assessment methods are flexible
and can include observation of work
being done, examination of finished
products and statements from work
supervisors, as well as tests of 4
underpinning knowledge. Assessment
and certification are supported by a
comprehensive quality assurance
system which is continually monitored
and improved by awarding bodies and

Level of
qualification

Advanced level

Intermediate
level

QCA.
Certification does not have to 1
involve the achievement of a full NVQ. fe‘\’,‘é?da“o”
People can ‘pick and mix" units in
different occupational areas to suit
Entry level

their particular needs, and these can
be separately certificated.

Since their
introduction in the
mid-80s, three and a
half million NVQs
have been awarded in
England and Wales.
More people are
working towards an NVQ
than are studying for A
levels. Significantly, nearly a
quarter of NVQs awarded are at Level
3 and above — the most likely entry levels for people
progressing to higher education.

NVQs and the national qualifications
framework

National Vocational Qualifications are an integral part of the
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority’s national framework
of qualifications, alongside general and vocationally-related
awards. The framework illustrates the parity of NVQs with
other qualifications at the appropriate levels.
There are five levels of NVQ, ranging from
Level 1 covering basic work activities to Level
5 for senior management. Level 3, the likely
entry level to higher education for many
candidates with NVQs, is defined as:
‘Competence which involves the
application of knowledge in a broad
range of varied work activities, performed
in a wide variety of contexts, most of which are
complex and non-routine. There is considerable
responsibility and autonomy, and control or guidance
of others is often required.”
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