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ABSTRACT

Young people who leave school with few qualifications and subsequently do not
go on to college or gain employment have come to be known by the label NEET
(Not in Employment, Education or Training). NEET is an imprecise label and is
frequently used pejoratively to signal the problems allegedly caused by young
people who, it is often claimed in the media and policy, lack skills and aspiration.
The fragile voices of these young people are rarely heard in policy discourse. This
project seeks to investigate what these young people aspire to and how they form
these aspirations. It asks how these young people make their way through the
further education and skills sector after leaving school. Using policy documents, it
will attempt to identify how far their aspiration matches with an ‘officially’
prescribed aspiration as defined by government reviews and reports. This project
will also evaluate how these learners comprehend their position within the further
education and skills sector when attending programmes of study designed for

learners who have not achieved GCSEs or are NEET.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

“Further education is everything that does not happen in schools
and universities.” (Kennedy, 1997, p1)

This thesis is about a small part of what does not happen in schools and
universities. It is a study of young people who have entered the world of Further
Education (FE) intending to learn vocational skills that have been neglected and
marginalised by the education sector since 1945. Their voice is fragile and
ephemeral. They stay for a short period in the sector, changing institutions and

courses regularly.

This study seeks to investigate the position, aspirations and agency of
young people as they make their way in the world of FE, accessing training in the
most marginalised part of a fragmented and complex education system. It seeks to
understand how they view themselves and the training they are able to access in
an FE and Skills (FE) sector that, since at least 1945, formally developed as a
means of providing technical learning. However, in a society where the relationship
between class and educational experiences remains inextricably close, FE was
devalued by its status as manual and technical learning. It became something that
most aspirational parents regarded as for “other people’s children” (Richardson,
2007, p411).

There has never been a parity of esteem between academic subjects,
studied by those who are successful at school and aspire to white collar
professional careers, and those who intend to go on to practical learning after
school. Practical education has historically been seen as less worthwhile than

progressing on to university, especially by those whose class and upbringing



makes university a real aspiration for their children. This has led to a lack of parity
of esteem with universities and other academic parts of the education sector.

This research focusses on young people who are studying at Level 1, or the
equivalent of GCSE at grade D in the qualifications framework (see appendix v), at
training providers in Birmingham. These training providers offer programmes of
study specifically aimed at young people who have not succeeded at school.
Failure is defined as not achieving GCSE grade C in maths and English and other
subjects. Failure at school is then used to explain why these young people are not
able to find employment or access training courses at FE institutions.

It is young people who were aged sixteen to nineteen, who have few
qualifications and are accessing courses offering qualifications lower than GCSE
that are of interest to this project. At the age of sixteen they have been able to
leave their secondary school and start attending an FE college or training provider.
When they reach the age of nineteen, most learners will be considered adult
learners, with increasingly less access to free education.

The data collection will focus on interviews with young people aged sixteen
to nineteen who still qualify for free education. This will be complemented by a
policy and literature review that looks how policy has treated NEET young people
and those who leave school at age sixteen with few qualifications. The literature
review will look to see how academia has attempted to hold policy to account on
the issue of youth unemployment and underachievement in the age sixteen to
nineteen cohort.

These young people have been labelled NEET by policy, an imprecise term

which has gained negative connotations related to individualised failure, few skills



and low aspirations. This label has acquired a pejorative construction in policy and
the media, defining these young people by what they do not have, and is popularly
used to cast doubt on the aspiration of a group of young people. Simmons and
Thompson argue that there is a narrative of NEETs “in trouble” and “as trouble”
(Simmons and Thompson, 2011b, p65) which can be seen in headlines such as
“Shame of 500,000 ‘NEETs’ who don’t even want to work” (Daily Mail, 2015)
produced by some elements of the popular press, and a policy language that links,
for example, being NEET to “persistent offending or problem drug use” (SEU,
1999, p8). These terms appeared in a government report with the forward written
by the then Prime Minister, Tony Blair, giving definitions such as these an official
sanction. Such policy language is facilitated and enabled by the FE sector being
seen as for technical learning with lower standing. These are the NEETs of policy
language and media opprobrium that are the focus of this study.

The aims of this research are:

i. To identify what aspirations young people studying on courses designed
for NEETs hold for themselves, how these aspirations are formed, and
how they make their way in FE in pursuit of a career.

ii. To identify how far this aspiration matches with an ‘officially’ prescribed
aspiration as defined by government Reviews and reports.

iii. To evaluate how these learners comprehend their position within the FE
and skills sector in relation to their aspiration and career choices,
especially when attending programmes of study designed for learners
who have not achieved GCSEs or are NEET.

This project includes a history of the sector between 1945 and 1997, a policy



review between 1997 and 2010 which incorporates a literature review, and an
empirical study where young people attending Level 1 courses at training
providers have been interviewed to discuss their aspirations and feelings about the
FE and skills sector.

The history of the sector between 1945 and 1997 is necessary, as it shows
how young people today have been affected by how FE developed. It foregrounds
how policy decisions taken in the years since 1945 have meant that the sector is
viewed as a place for “other people’s children” (Richardson, 2007, p411). It
highlights how a practical education has historically been seen as less worthwhile
than an academic education, especially by the middle classes who see university
as a real aspiration for their children. There is also a discussion on how failure,
and a lack of skills, has become increasingly individualised on to the young
people, who have remained in childhood longer than previous generations,
partially facilitated by access to courses at FE institutions.

The policy history and literature review foregrounds how policy post-1997
had sought to bring a recognition and parity of esteem for practical learning. It
critiques how policy since 1997 sees an absence of academic GCSEs at grade C
as making a young person a failure, consigning them to future economic
uncertainty. The chapter introduces the concept of NEETs, arguing that due to the
imprecise nature of the term, the academic literature has been unable to hold
policy to account on the nature of these young people, their needs and aspirations.
Overall, FE is under researched (Further Education Trust for Leadership, 2015)
with academic research having difficulty challenging policy perceptions of NEET

young people due to the imprecise nature of term (Furlong, 2006, p554). In the



absence of a substantive academic literature on the subject, official policy
documents from 1997 onwards have been used to form the aims of the study,
giving an insight into how they portray the sector and the young people who attend
FE institutions.

The empirical study analyses the findings of ten semi-structured interviews
with young people attending two different training providers that offer courses to
NEET young people. Their reflections on how they made decisions about their
education are analysed, with attention paid to what kind of job, career or
profession they aspire to. Their reflections on how they view the sector will be
evaluated to gain an understanding of how young people at the margins of the FE
sector see their status, and if they see themselves as being able to overcome an
absence of GCSE grades and meet their aspirations. The interviews ask the
young people if they were aware of all their options after completing their GCSEs.
It will assess if they had an awareness of the lack of parity over what they aspire
to, the different institutions that form the FE sector and the skills they hope to
learn.

Related to the aims of the project, this thesis has two themes. Firstly, ‘parity’
between types of institutions, such as universities, sixth forms and general FE
colleges, and between knowledge based academic learning and skills based
practical vocational learning. The second theme is ‘aspiration’, of the young people
to gain qualifications and sustainable employment, and of the sector, to gain parity

and become recognised as an essential part of the education sector.



Parity is linked to the lack of esteem that FE is held in compared to other
parts of the education sector. Kennedy (2007) points to why FE is held in lower
esteem, arguing:

“Further education suffers because of prevailing British attitudes.
Not only does there remain a very carefully calibrated hierarchy of
worthwhile achievement, which has clearly established routes and
which privileges academic success well above any other
accomplishment, but there is also an appalling ignorance amongst
decision-makers and opinion-formers about what goes on in
further education. It is so alien to their experience.”(Kennedy,
1997, p1)
Richardson (2007) puts this in much simpler terms, remarking that “in class-
conscious England” policy makers see FE as “best suited for ‘other people’s
children” (Richardson, 2007, p411).

Aspiration is the second theme of the project. This not only includes the
aspiration of the young people who enter FE but also the aspiration of the sector
and of FE institutions. Whilst learners aspire to qualifications and careers, the
sector has aspired to gain parity of funding and esteem with schools and

universities. As the historical analysis shows, at times colleges have also aspired
to be like businesses and act as corporations rather than educational institutions.
This thesis shows that despite changing employment patterns and shifts in
industry, young people recognise the value of learning and qualifications, aspiring
to move into further study and employment. They are not the folk devils (Cohen,
1987), portrayed by the pejorative view of the media and policy which usually
connect NEETS to an ‘underclass’ (Tomlinson, 2013, p48). However, they do face
barriers and new ‘problems of youth’ (Colley, Wahlberg & James, 2007, p47).

Many will not have achieved sufficiently at school to enable them to move into



their choice of career. Others will have received poor advice or lack the
knowledge of which career choices are available to them.

This historical analysis helps us to understand the position of these young
people at this point in time. It enables us to understand the position of FE in the
wider education sector and society. It is a story of how the sector has faced
changes to the economic and employment situation since 1945. It is a story of how
these young people became used as tools of party politics, with politicians
promising to fix skills shortages or problems that have become associated with
youth, including not being ready for work, youth unemployment and low GCSE
grades. However, the fragile voices of the young people are missing. They are

ephemeral, and their stay in the sector is only brief.



CHAPTER TWO A HISTORY OF FE-1945-1997

“FE Colleges can be thought of as historical tapestries that, in

addition to being made of local or regional fabric, tell us which

parts of greater stories-about curriculum, qualifications,

improvement-have been in town, which ones have dispersed, and

which have stayed on. Some parts of the image have been

reworked many times. Other parts have been unpicked, forcibly

erased.” (Colley, Wahlberg & James, 2007, p59)
This project is about young people making their way through the FE sector today.
However, an important argument of this project is that the experiences of these
young people, their dispositions and aspirations, cannot be adequately explained
or understood without also understanding the history of the sector. How the sector
developed since 1945 is instrumental in the education that these young people
who are labelled as NEET are able to access.

For that reason, this chapter begins at the close of World War Two. It
presents a selective narrative drawn from a mixture of primary and secondary
literature which argues that a policy language which increasingly attributed
responsibility to the individual for their lack of skills and qualifications, emerged
from the 1950s onwards, and is still prevalent in contemporary policy. It traces how
FE, and vocational learning, has remained in lower esteem, with any attempts to
tackle the lack of parity with academic learning failing. It sees how young people
moved from training with jobs to speculative learning so that they could compete
on the employment market. It is an account of how these young people’s
education is entwined with increasingly complex structures, which culminates with

the semi-privatisation of the sector, where success and achievement are bought to

the fore, and FE institutions are divorced from their local communities.



Before World War Two, FE provided training for a small proportion of the
working class, creating a “white male labour aristocracy in craft occupations”
(Colley, Wahlberg & James, 2007, p45). It developed locally and regionally out of
institutions such as Mechanics Institutes of the 19" Century and Junior Technical
Schools of the early 20" century (Bristow, 1968, p139). In addition, Day
Continuation Schools and Evening Institutes of the early 20" century were set up
by companies such as Cadbury and Roundtree to provide an education for their
employees, with Cadbury gaining the cooperation of the local education authority
(Weedal, Ward & Twynman, 1988, p6). This developed into a general FE college,
Bournville College of FE. In the main, FE developed at a local level, responding to
local industrial needs. Rather than a cohesive system, regional variance existed.

At the end of the World War Two, it was recognised that post-war rebuilding
would necessitate training young people in technical craft trades (Ministry of
Labour and National Service, 1945a, p1). Politically, there were changing attitudes
to planning how the state was configured, including the introduction of the National
Health Service (Kynaston, 2007, p44) and nationalisation of key industries
(Kynaston, 2007, p139). This would go on throughout the late 1940s and 1950s. A
‘Ministry of Labour and National Service’ pamphlet published in 1945 referred to
the skills that were curtailed by the war needing to be replenished. The cause of
this can only be the slaughter of the long conflict. It highlighted the need for post-
war planning to ensure that there was adequate access to training and that the
country had skilled workers. Similarly, there were schemes set up to enable the

continuation of apprenticeships (Ministry of Labour and National Service, 1945b).



Along with training young people for industry, FE would aspire to the higher
purpose of developing young people into citizens. The Education Act of 1944
required Local Education Authorities (LEASs) to provide ‘adequate facilities’ for
young people who had left school. This was to include leisure and cultural
activities. It required LEAs to submit schemes for large ‘County Colleges’, and
introduced the idea of compulsory attendance at FE colleges for young people up
to 18 (Cantor & Roberts, 1969, p1).

Subsequent policy documents published by the Ministry of Education
(1945) aimed to bring clarity to FE. This aimed for the sector to gain in esteem
through the provision of high quality colleges and technical education throughout
the country. Although enacted at a local level, these documents saw the expansion
of FE being planned at a national level to meet national needs.

Published in 1945 by the Ministry of Education, “Youth’s Opportunity:
Further Education in County Colleges” (Ministry of Education, 1945) outlined a
detailed scheme where County Colleges would be available in each region with
central and branch colleges in more densely populated areas (Ministry of
Education, 1945, p17). Giving a comprehensive and compulsory part-time
education to those until 18, they would have been complemented by other
technical and area colleges providing adult and evening classes. This elaborated
on plans set out in Education Act of 1944, noting that FE could:

“Provide an opportunity for the young people of this country to
make better use of their powers and to give better service to
humanity; to learn, in short, the real relationship between rights

and obligations and between work and happiness.” (Ministry of
Education, 1945, p48)
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This is quoted directly to highlight the language used, reflecting the idea that FE
could improve society by providing trained and happy workers who participated in
a democratic society. The utopian nature of the Ministry of Education pamphlets
that followed the Education Act of 1944 is underlined in the concluding paragraph
to “Youth’s Opportunity: Further Education in County Colleges”:

“This pamphlet about the future has been written under the

shadow of events which lie “between the desire and the fulfilment”.

Only when they are in the past will it be possible to translate the

suggestions made here into action.” (Ministry of Education, 1945,

p48)

“Youth’s Opportunity: Further Education in County Colleges” was followed
by a detailed and technical Ministry of Education Pamphlet, “Further Education:
The scope and contents of its opportunities under the education act 1944”
(Ministry of Education, 1947). This outlined plans for FE provision including details
on accommodation, qualifications, day and evening classes, governing bodies and
extra-curricular activities. These were utopian documents, setting out ideals for FE
without considering practical matters of costs and resources. They didn’t take into
account the cost of post-war reconstruction and the reconfiguration of the state
that was happening under the 1945 Labour government (Bristow, 1967, p139).
Although local authorities had a statutory duty to submit schemes for FE, the plans
set out were not completed, mainly due to the cost of reconstruction and other
priorities including schools. As Cantor and Roberts (1969) argue:

“In the absence of any form of major regional or national planning,
and under the pressure of financial stringency, a patchwork-quilt of
further education establishments developed in the decade after
the end of the war.” (Cantor & Roberts, 1969, p3)

The vision for FE set out by the Ministry of Education was never made real.

County Colleges, although fixed by legislation, failed to be enacted in their entirety.
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By 1960, eminent educationist and psychologist Ethel Venables (1967) reported
that for one college the plans were largely forgotten except for a concert hall built
to meet the cultural requirements of a County College. Although employment day
release courses and voluntary attendance grew in the post-war years (Bristow,
1967, p139), compulsory attendance until 18 was not enacted, possibly due to the
cost that comes with educating young people and the need for man-power in the
workforce.

Despite the expansion of the FE sector during the 1940s and 1950s (Cantor
& Roberts, 1969, p2), there remained frequent criticisms that it was failing to
provide young people with the skills needed to keep pace with technological
change and the need for national economic development. This period also saw the
risk of failure begin to be moved on to young people rather than the blame being
placed on the economic structures that can affect employment and training.

This narrative first emerges in Technical Education (Ministry of Education,
1956), published in 1956, which, common with many reports on technical
education, highlighted a mismatch between the skills needed by industry and
those possessed by young people (Cantor & Roberts, 1969, p6). There was an
assumption that FE was not providing young people with the skills needed to keep
the UK as a leading industrial nation during a period of technological change.
Industry now expected government involvement in the training of its workforce.
Conversely, there was a growing feeling in government that industry could not be
relied on for training (Tiratsoo & Tomlinson, 1998, p132). Whilst FE has been seen
as a solution to the ‘problems of youth’, such as unemployment, crime and an

increase in leisure time (Colley, Wahlberg & James, 2007, p47), it has also been
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blamed for skills shortages when the economy is not working efficiently. Yet
government policy continually returns to FE as a means of giving young people the
skills and aspirations they are lacking. It can be simultaneously seen as a reason
why and the solution to young people lacking sKills.

This narrative of young people with few skills and pejorative characteristics
continued towards the end of the 1950s. Published in 1959, “15 to 18: A report to
the Central Advisory Council for Education (England)” (Crowther, 1959), or the
‘Crowther report’ (Crowther), reaffirmed the need for a compulsory part-time
education for all young people (Cantor & Roberts, 1969, p259). A moral dimension
was introduced in the report, concerned with the increase in spare time and a lack
of family discipline (Colley, Wahlberg & James, 2007, p47). The report identified
problematic failure and drop-out rates from colleges that were allegedly
contributing to the problems that young people were facing. Crowther suggested
an increase in the number of young people going on to FE after leaving school and
an increase in general studies (Cantor & Roberts, |.F. 1969, p71) as a solution.
This ‘alternative road’ sought to give parity to FE by making it an equal alternative
to academic routes via a humane education centred on practical application
(Peters, 1967, p111).

For all of the intentions of post-war planning, by the end of the 1950s a
complex and incoherent patchwork of institutions existed at local and national
level. In 1959 Crowther had difficulty establishing institutional types and numbers
with any degree of accuracy (Richardson, 2007, p389). That a coherent sector

with a parity of esteem equal to academic learning did not emerge in the 1940s
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has meant that vocational education and FE has lacked parity with other parts of
the education sector.

The complexity of FE would continue into the next decade. When education
lecturer A.J. Peters came to describe all of the institutions that could be described
as belonging to the FE sector in 1967 it took 18 pages (Peters, 1967, p58-76).
However, what was outlined in 1945 was complex and, whether implemented or
not, would have created a complex system of national, regional, area and local
colleges as opposed to one single type of post-compulsory institution aimed at
providing technical education. This meant varied, repeated and inconsistent
provision developed at a regional level (FE Histories Timeline) that did not meet
national needs.

Peters (1967) saw this as a lost opportunity (Peters, 1967, p277). As
provision developed during the post-war years there were improvements including
recognised qualifications, new buildings and a trebling in the number of students
attending FE Institutions up to 1964 (Peters,1967, p276). There was also an
increase in funding and teacher numbers. It has been suggested that this made
the 1950s and 1960s some form of ‘halcyon age’ (FE Histories Timeline).
However, there were also shortages in skilled workers due to poorly realised day
release from companies. Day attendance for under-eighteens was not made
compulsory and the examinations system was ‘chaotic’ (Peters, 1967, p277).
Richardson (2007) corroborates this, arguing that the 1950s and 60s was an era of
poor facilities, high failure and high non-completion rates. Richardson argues that:

“The 1950s and 1960s was not a golden period for young people
making their way into adulthood via FE” (Richardson, 2007, p394).

14



These young people that Richardson refers to are “other people’s children’
(Richardson, 2007, p411) who attended technical education in FE colleges. This
differed for students following an academic pathway at this time. Sixth form
provision, either connected to a school or in a sixth form college, had its origins in
public and grammar school education. Robinson and Burke (1996) argue that the
sixth form colleges emerging in 1960s had a “history which was imbued with an
elitism which was both academic and social” (Robinson & Burke, 1996, p6). Sixth
forms had become a place where the children of aspirational and professional
parents attended. They were designed to be the intermediary between school and
university and were “distinctive due to the academic goals and relative social
advantage of its intake” (Richardson, 2007, p390). This is the structure that young
people making their way through the FE sector see today. The privileged routes
are preserved for those with academic success and social advantages, whilst the
technical learning that takes place in FE colleges has a lower cachet.

The post-war consensus began to break down during the 1970s, which saw
the oil crisis of 1973, and a stagnant British economy suffering from high
unemployment and industrial unrest (Heyck, 2002, p285-286). As there were fewer
jobs with training for young people, there was a move from day release provision
to ‘pre-vocational’ provision. If the 1960s was a period of “training for jobs”,
involving apprenticeships and day release from employers, then the 1970s began
the era of “training without jobs” (Armitage, Bryant, Dunhill, Hayes, Hudson, Kent,
Lawes, Renwick, 2003, p27, p269). The drivers for this were linked to the wider

economy. Training with jobs can only occur if there are jobs available.
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This was the start of the system of students beginning vocational courses
speculating they would get a job when they had gained the skills and qualifications
needed, entering the job market as a skilled ‘product’. An inference can be made
from the high unemployment of the era that speculative FE courses could also
mean, and to some extents still does, ‘training for jobs that do not exist’.

As the need for FE places continued to expand, with more and more young
people moving into FE, more institutions were needed to cater for their education.
Richardson (2007) argues that youth unemployment and access to comprehensive
education doubled the amount of young people attending FE institutions from four
per cent of the cohort in 1968 to eight per cent of the cohort in 1979 (Richardson,
2007, p390). This would require planning for new institutions to meet this need.

To cater for this increase in young people wanting to progress into technical
education, some local authorities established tertiary colleges, the first of which
was opened in 1970. These would combine FE and sixth form provision in a single
institution where students could study vocational and academic qualifications
(Richardson, 2007, p390). Tertiary colleges would allow local authorities to
maintain low spending on education and increase sixth form places for A-levels by
utilising the local technical college (Preedy, 1998, p5). They would facilitate
comprehensive ideals in FE, enabling more equality of opportunity through wider
access to courses (Preedy, 1998, p4). Tertiary colleges are close to an ideal of a
comprehensive education for the FE sector, where academic and technical
learning would be undertaken in the same colleges. There were advantages to this
system, including the pooling of resources (Simmons, 2009, p164), but there was

opposition from parents and teachers keen to preserve the academic route that a
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sixth form could offer a certain section of young people. There was a fear that
vocational provision would adversely affect the standards of academic provision
previously on offer in sixth form colleges and school sixth forms (Simmons, 2009,
p164). This class based argument offers an insight into the lack of parity of esteem
between academic and vocational qualifications. This view has fed into policy,
keen to keep an academic and vocational divide, and still affects the education of
young people who are studying at FE institutions today. This has contributed to a
complex sector, where certain institutions offering vocational education can be
obscured, such as the training providers attended by NEET young people who
may not have achieved GCSEs. This has led to a lack of parity for institutions, and
contributed to a shift that occurred in 1970s where young people were expected to
enter the job market fully trained for their career. This idea remains today, where
young people can be blocked from accessing their aspirations due to their own
failure to achieve certain qualifications needed to gain access to higher level
courses or certain careers.

The 1970s were a time of poor economic performance (Heyck, 2002, p285-
286) and high youth unemployment (Simmons, 2009, p163). In 1976 the Labour
Prime Minister James Callaghan began his ‘great debate’ on education, pointing to
young people leaving school without the skills needed for industry and the
economy to be a success. Tomlinson (2005, p3) argues that this was the end of an
optimistic period. Until 1979, education policy was based upon the government
regulating and resourcing education for societal and economic good. Callaghan’s

‘great debate’ on education signalled the end of this and a move from the
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structures of society to individual responsibility, later bought to the fore by
Thatcherism.

Bailey and Ainley (1997, p5) saw this as an attack on teachers, schools and
young people. This placed the risk of unemployment on the young person rather
than the economy. This foreshadows many of the debates around FE that were to
come, especially in the Kennedy (1997) and Wolf (2010) reports, which saw a lack
of skills and poor quality vocational education as reasons for economic failure and
social exclusion. Bailey and Ainley (1997, p5) also see this as the point where the
needs of industry overtook the needs of the individual in FE.

However FE had always served the needs of industry. In reality, what it
marked was the shift to speculative training, and the emphasis on a young person
to enter industry qualified and prepared, rather than industry having a role in the
preparation of a young person for work. If a young person was not ready for work,
or had picked the wrong trade to learn, then that job would go to somebody else.
To gain skilled employment, they were expected to stay in education longer,
beginning an extension of childhood. If enough young people had not undertaken
the required training before finding employment then the work would move
elsewhere to a place where the skills were in supply. The state would provide
training but this would no longer lead directly to a job.

For young people to gain sustainable employment they had to stay in
education for longer to gain the skills and qualifications needed or become, in
effect, NEET. This is the same challenge that the young people interviewed for this
project face; an individualised risk of failure, and an expectation that they will go

and gain new skills to enable them to progress into employment, with the only
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alternative being NEET.

The 1980s bought in a new Conservative government under Margaret
Thatcher. This began an aggressive reconfiguring of state involvement in society
including education, health and social services (Tomlinson, 2005, p3). This was
the beginning of a new era, with the state planning assumptions that had
dominated since 1945 being ended by Thatcherism and a desire to accelerate the
changes brought about by the oil crisis. With growing youth employment, there
was a need for more expansion in the FE sector.

The new Conservative government sought to reform the links between
school and FE to make it more responsive to the needs of the economy and any
future demand for training. Simmons (2009, p165) argues that at the end of the
1970s there was still no national policy of post-sixteen education, meaning there
was no national planning being undertaken. Parfit (2014) argues that FE
developed a poor reputation during the 1980s and onwards due to continual policy
shifts that divorced it from the community, along with a decline in local government
activity (Parfit, 2014, p29). Parfit links this, as Kennedy (1997) did in her 1997
policy report on FE, to policy makers in government not understanding FE as it
was outside of their experience. However, the 1980s did see a move towards a
coherent national planning strategy over the assumption that planning should take
place locally within the LEA.

During the 1980s, a major policy response to youth unemployment was the
Youth Opportunity (YOP) and Youth Training Schemes (YTS) that operated
throughout the decade. Richardson (2007) argues that these programmes were

the largest state intervention into the youth labour market made during peace-time,
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with YOP engaging 9% of the age sixteen to eighteen cohort in 1982/83 and YTS
engaging 16% of the cohort in 1988/89 (Richardson, 2007, p404). Simmons and
Thompson (2011b) note that although FE colleges were involved in these
schemes, they saw an increase in the use of private training providers, such as
those used in this study, to deliver training paid for by the state on a contract basis
(Simmons & Thompson, 2011b, p42).

The 1980s also saw shift in how young people were perceived by policy
makers. Young people were increasingly seen as being dependant on their
parents. Furlong and Cartmel (2007, p57) argue that this was formalised during
the 1980s to beyond eighteen, far past where young people would have previously
been considered adults. Higher unemployment during early 1980s contributed to a
growth in young people attending FE colleges (McVicar & Rice, 2001, p61). This
meant that they were entering the adult world of work later. During the 1980s and
1990s, staying in education or training became the norm for school leavers
(Simmons & Thompson, 2011b, p5).

Thatcher’s new Conservative government commissioned Neil Macfarlane, a
minister with a responsibility for science, to review local planning for FE. This was
to assess future needs, how schools worked with FE colleges, and how FE could
be made more cost effective. “Education for 16-19 year olds: a review undertaken
for the government and the local authority associations” (Macfarlane, 1980), or ‘the
Macfarlane report’ (Macfarlane), recommended that a system modelled on tertiary
colleges be created. This would combine all post-compulsory forms of education
including school sixth forms and sixth form colleges. These would have served

young people of all abilities and needs, being the only progression point between
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school and university (Simmons, 2013, p93) and would have effectively been a
planned national comprehensive system for post-compulsory education, without

competition between institutions and duplication of provision.

Macfarlane was largely ignored, having the same fate as County Colleges
and Crowther. On publication, Macfarlane only recommended that LEAs consider
tertiary colleges in the context of their own localities, meaning that there still was
no effective national planning for FE. The then Conservative party ideology was
counter to comprehensive education (Simmons, 2009, p165). This contributed to
the diluting of the original report. Simmons (2013) argues that the success of sixth
forms also played a part in the report not recommending tertiary colleges as a
national response to FE and post-sixteen education (Simmons, 2013, p97). Sixth
forms still retained connections with academic and social elites, and divided young
people by ability (Robinson & Burke, 1996 p6). They support the idea that
academic and technical education should be separate. This separation, enshrined
in Education Act of 1944, between ‘elite’ academic and vocational education, is still
maintained in Birmingham, through grammar schools and the eleven plus

examination (Grammar Schools in Birmingham, 2016).

The popularity of sixth forms with aspirational parents has also been
identified as a cause for changes to the Macfarlane report (Simmons, 2009, p164).
This is manifested, firstly, in a middle class keen to maintain their position in
society and, secondly, aspirational parents keen for their children to become part
of an academic and social elite. McCulloch (2006) argues that anxiety in the
middle classes about social decline and the loss of social position is a driver

maintaining separation in education as “a place of refuge for those whose dread”

21



comprehensive education (McCulloch, 2006, p704). McCulloch argues that a
protection of academic routes to university was enshrined in education reforms of

1940s, a spirit of which still exists today.

McCulloch (2006) identifies a growing middle class keen for their children to
gain social advantage through education. Citing Tomlinson (2005) McCulloch
argues that the middle classes “moved towards excluding the disadvantaged and
troublesome from interfering in their children’s education” (McCulloch, 2006,
p698); a type of ‘gentrification’ (Wiener, 2004, p12) where working class parents
who have experienced social mobility aspire for their children to maintain their

position through education. As Ball, Macrae and Maguire argue:

“These families see GCSEs, A-levels and university as absolutely
crucial building blocks for a worthwhile future.” (Ball, Macrae &
Maguire, 1999, p220)

This leads to a fall in esteem for working class craft careers for those seeking

social mobility or to protect their position in society for future generations.

Such was the strength of opposition to Macfarlane in government, the

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher intervened (Ainley & Bailey, 1997 p6, Simmons,
2013, p97). This protected sixth forms, which were mainly attended by the
aspirational middle classes, preserving their academic and social superiority. FE
institutions would remain the vocational sibling to the academic sixth form.
However, neither of the major parties made reference to tertiary colleges in their
manifestos for the 1983 General Election (Preedy, 1998, p13). The status of FE as
less important than schools and universities, unable to command political attention

or public support, was confirmed.

The few educationalists who research vocational education have taken

22



notice of this moment in the history of FE, agreeing that this was another missed
opportunity to provide equality of opportunity to young people whatever their
background or class. Simmons argues:

“The potential to extend opportunities normally reserved for the

privileged would have been created through a broad,

comprehensive system of tertiary colleges.” (Simmons, 2009,

p167)
In breaking the established complex system, a sector based upon class divisions
and an imbalance of esteem between academic and vocational learning could

have been opened up to a meritocracy. Students would have attended one

institution regardless of class.

Towards the end of the 1980s, reforms across all sectors of society had
gained pace, including the privatisation of national industries. There was now a
drive to move FE out of local authority control, and undertake some form of
national planning. This would manifest itself firstly in the Education Reform Act of
1988 and reach its apotheosis in the quasi-privatisation of the sector through the

Higher and Further Education Act (1992).

Until the Education Reform Act (1988), FE was largely beyond regulation
(Reid, 1990, p123). Hodgson, Bailey and Lucas (2015, p12) cite reports
highlighting the financial and teaching inefficiencies of the sector and an
accusation that LEAs were failing to run colleges in the interest of the economy.
FE colleges were once more being blamed for the ills of the economy and not
responding with sufficient rigour to deal with the threat to the economy caused by

working class children lacking skills and abilities.
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The Education Reform Act (1988) gave principals and governing bodies
greater responsibility for the efficiency and effectiveness of colleges (Weedal,
Ward & Twynman, 1988, p83). The act required college governing bodies to
ensure that colleges would focus on contributing skills to the local and national
economy (Reeves, 1995, p25). If LEAs were not responsive to local economic
needs then that responsibility would now be conferred on to the institutions. This
can be seen as a forerunner to the Higher and Further Education Act (1992), or

incorporation, when colleges became independent from LEA control.

The Higher and Further Education Act (1992) was implemented on the 1%
April 1993. It was the first wholesale remodelling that FE had undergone since the
end of the World War Two (Ainley & Bailey, 1997, p14). Colleges were freed from
LEA control and placed under the control of a ‘corporation’ who were enabled to
act like a business. The official discourse at the time promised FE the dynamism
of business free from local government bureaucracy and supposed inefficiencies
of the public sector, even if there was scant evidence that LEA control was
causing FE colleges to be run inefficiently (Simmons, 2008, p362). This allowed
them to offer goods and services, borrow money to invest and sell assets that
were once property and responsibility of local government. They became, in
effect, organisations in their own right, taking responsibility for management that
would have primarily lain with the LEA (Reeves, 1995, p33). This quasi-
privatisation allowed principals to become styled as chief executives and colleges

to act as commercial organisations.

Colleges began to be centrally funded through the Further Education

Funding Council (FEFC), which Fletcher, Gravatt and Sherlock (2015) argue:
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“‘Demonstrated the capacity of a national body to design and

impose a quasi-market that incentivised growth in student

numbers and efficiency.” (Fletcher, Gravatt & Sherlock, 2015,

p159)
College principal Frank Reeves (1995) argued that this made each college’s goals
remarkably similar. He argued:

“Local idiosyncrasies, including any alternative aims of further

education are swept away. There is a new uniformity, not only

between colleges, but within them too.” (Reeves, 1995, p33)
Courses were funded based on criteria and targets set at a national level, further
divorcing colleges from their local community (Reeves, 1995, p99).

Simmons (2010), along with Ainley and Bailey (1997), argue that
incorporation was part of an ideology that stated that the market was a superior
way to run public services over democratically elected local authorities. This came
to the fore during the Thatcher and Major Conservative governments between
1979 and 1997, with privatisations occurring across the public sector and state
industries.

As Hodgeson, Bailey and Lucas (2015, p12) note, many colleges principals
initially saw incorporation favourably, enjoying their independence from the LEA
without many changing to funding. However, the FEFC soon commissioned
reports that noted poor financial management, poor retention and poor
achievement in FE colleges. This led to the linking of funding to the number of
students who achieve qualifications. It also led to cuts in funding for the sake of
efficiencies. In part, this was designed to create parity of funding between colleges

where there was variance in funding (Hodgeson, Bailey & Lucas, 2015, p14, Ainley

& Bailey, 1997, p17), but also facilitated a cut in central funding to every college.
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Working in a competitive market did bring about some improvements in
what support and extra-curricular activities colleges could offer to students
(Hodgeson, Bailey & Lucas, 2015, p14). However, the customer is always the one
who pays for the service. They also expect quality and value for money. In the
case of FE colleges, this was the FEFC who were demanding more achievement
of qualifications from more young people for less money via the efficiency of the
market. This in turn led to mergers and take-overs as colleges sought to pool
resources and alleviate the financial pressures caused by the changes in funding
(Ainley & Bailey, 1997, p114, Fletcher, Gravatt & Sherlock, 2015, p159).

College principles initially hoped that incorporation would raise the status of
the sector and give stability, along with freedom from local government
bureaucracy and the power to grow (Hodgeson, Bailey & Lucas, 2015, p12).
However, incorporation brought about volatility and a complicated and
bureaucratic approach to data and funding. By 1997, efficiency savings had put
many colleges into financial difficulties whilst other colleges were increasing their
funding allocations by manipulating the system. Colleges had seen growth up to
this point. However, in 1997 additional government funding was denied
(Hodgeson, Bailey & Lucas, 2015, p15).

Writing in 1997, at the end of 18 years of Conservative rule, Ainley and
Bailey summarise the situation as unstable:

“In the absence of more coherent arrangements, mergers have
become a form of planning by default as well as the ultimate

outcome of competition between colleges.” (Ainley & Bailey, 1997,
p113)

However, what cannot be read from this statement is how much this affected the

learners, nor their knowledge of the situation. Nor is it clear how those with few

26



qualifications felt about their time in FE. Richardson (2007), who attempts to locate
the experience of young people in FE since 1945, notes that most research on
student experience between the 1940s and 1980s was about part-time students
and employment; “much sketchier is the student experience of full-time FE for non-

advanced students during this period” (Richardson, 2007, p395).

This chapter has seen the emergence of a policy language which viewed
the sector as providing vocational education that was held in lower esteem to
academic learning. This remains true of NEETs, where a shorthand policy term
has pejoratively categorised a group of people as lacking in skills, confidence and
aspiration. Their voices are especially fragile as they can move between training
providers and colleges, attending a number of institutions before entering the adult
world of work and possible unemployment. The institutions they attend are
ephemeral and missing from recorded histories. These include private training

providers which offer Level 1 courses to young people who are NEET.

Throughout this narrative, the paucity of voices of young people who studied
for vocational qualifications at FE colleges has been revealed. Their voices are
fragile and ephemeral. This study hopes to slightly redress this as it tries to identify
a loose cohort of students, to record key elements in their biographies and to
speak with them about their experiences. The next chapter focusses on the years
1997-2010, a period where the term NEET, and its pejorative connotations, would
become part of official policy discourse. It would be an imprecise term that would
allow a section of young people to be viewed negatively as having poor skills and

low aspirations.
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CHAPTER THREE: FE: APOLICY HISTORY 1997-2015 INCORPORATING

A LITERATURE REVIEW

“Further education is a land of contradictions.”
(Hughes, Taylor & Tight, 1996, p7)

The previous chapter described how FE developed along local lines, being seen
as a place where working class young people went to learn skills away from
privileged academic routes favoured by the middle classes. It argued that the
sector was partially seen as at fault for a failing economy, starting with the white
paper of 1956, and continuing through the decades until Callaghan’s ‘great debate’
of 1976 made it explicit that young people had a responsibly to gain the skills
needed for the economy to function correctly (Ainley & Bailey, 1997, p5). During
these years there was a shift from training for or with jobs to training without jobs,
and the rise of speculative FE courses where young people learned new skills in
the hope of getting a job at the end of their course. The leaners who undertook
speculative training courses were increasingly blamed for not having the skills
needed by the economy, despite many of them continuing in education at FE
institutions. Planning was undertaken at a local level, until incorporation in 1992
effectively placed the sector into the market place.

This chapter turns to policy literature from between the years 1997-2010 to
analyse how these changes were understood and what policy recommendations
were made in response. It does this for two reasons. Firstly, FE is widely regarded
as under researched (Further Education Trust for Leadership, 2015, Hughes,
Taylor & Tight, 1996, p7, Gleeson, Davies & Wheeler, 2005, p445). Research has

tended to focus on local institutions without contextualisation, or on FE at a
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national level using policy that does not fully recognise the diversity of the sector
(Hughes, Taylor & Tight, 1996, p7). For example, Biesta & James (2007), on
reporting on the ‘Transforming Learning Cultures in Further Education Project’ in
2007, remarked that it had been the biggest research project regarding FE up to
that point, and that FE was “chronically under-researched” in comparison to other
parts of the education sector (Biesta & James, 2007, p7). The RoutledgeFalmer
reader in the History of Education (McCulloch, 2005) includes a chapter on
education and the economy, and the relationship between qualifications and work,
but no direct analysis of FE. However, it does include an analysis of the history of
higher education, foregrounding the lack of parity between the sectors even in
academia. A search on the ‘Education Resources Information Center’ for
‘Education UK’ on 10" July 2016 yielded 2622 articles marked as ‘higher
education’ and 1243 articles marked as ‘post-secondary’.

Although neglected by academic literature, Biesta and James (2007) note
that since the late 1990s FE has become more visible in government policy.
Therefore policy documents will be used as documentary evidence for this project.
Important exceptions to this general picture of academic neglect of FE are the
growing number of researchers attempting to hold policy to account on NEETs.
This includes Furlong (2006), Yates and Payne (2006), Atkins (2010) Maguire
(2013) and Simmons and Thompson (2011b). In particular, Atkins (2010) offers a
critique on how policy sees aspiration as high or low binary positions, while
Simmons and Thompson (2011b) argue that young people do hold aspiration of
some form.

Furlong (2006) has argued that what academic literature there is on NEETs
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has failed to hold policy to account (Furlong, 2006, p554). Maguire (2013) notes
that the increase in policy and academic attention paid to NEET young people is
due to the effect of the economic downturn on the youth labour market and the
relationship between NEETs and social problems such as civil unrest. Maguire
also argues that while research has identified shared characteristics of the NEET
cohort, it has yet to identify interventions that will effectively reduce youth
unemployment (Maguire, 2013, p65). However, these studies begin to critically
analyse the policy of this period and explore the use of the term NEET to describe
young people.

Secondly, this documentary analysis demonstrates how policy constructed
these young people, their aspirations, success and failure. These documents have
been selected due to their prominence and impact on the sector and the education
of young people who study at FE institutions. This chapter begins with the
Kennedy report in 1997, which sought to bring parity to vocational and academic
learning and brought increased government funding to the sector. This was
followed in 1999 by the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) report on NEET young
people, which defined the term NEET. In 2002, Success for All increased funding
to the sector and began new reforms to vocational education, which culminated in
the Tomlinson report in 2004, a failed attempt to unify vocational and academic
learning into one qualification. Finally, the Wolf report of 2010 will be considered as
the first major enquiry into vocational learning and FE of the Coalition government,
and how it characterised much of the learning undertaken by low attaining young
people to be of little value.

These policy documents began to associate failure with social exclusion
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and social disadvantage. Kennedy argued that there was a link between failure at
age sixteen and future social disadvantage (Kennedy, 1997, p22), whilst the SEU
argued that those who didn't achieve were more likely to come from a
disadvantaged background (SEU, 1999, p8). Whichever way causation is applied,
social exclusion and disadvantage is part of the biography of NEET young people.

Documentary evidence from official sources is useful as it can be
considered authentic and credible due to the official nature of the source (Scott,
1990, p19). These documents reflect the direction that was being pursued by the
government for FE and vocational education. Scott proposes four criteria for
documentary evidence: ‘authenticity’, ‘credibility’, ‘representativeness’ and
‘meaning’. Bryman (2014) argues that it is the latter two criteria that need greater
consideration. What these documents represent is a particular political viewpoint
therefore they carry with them bias. However “such documents can be interesting
precisely because of the biases they reveal” (Bryman, 2014, p550). These policy
documents reveal a political bias toward these young people, whose fragile and
ephemeral voices are overwhelmed by the strong and powerful voices of policy.
They represent an official view of these young people. However, this project hopes
to give a different representation of these young people which, when using a
critical realist framework, captures their fragile voices, and shows how their lives
have been affected by how the sector developed from 1945 and, in particular,
policy since 1997.

This chapter begins at the end of eighteen years of Conservative rule with
an FE sector that was seen to be in “a state of disarray” (Simmons, 2013, p87)

due to funding freezes and cuts. The quasi-privatisation of FE had allowed for a
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reduced focus on economic and social inequality, with a focus on results rather
than local social and industrial conditions. This had facilitated the social exclusion
of certain groups from FE. This became a focus of New Labour, who were aiming
to be elected in 1997. They promised to make education, training and employment
a cornerstone of policies that incorporated social justice and private enterprise
(Tomlinson, 2005, p7).

Before he was elected as Prime Minister, Tony Blair (1996) argued in a
speech given to the Labour Party conference that the previous Conservative
government under John Major had been the most “incompetent managers of the
British economy in this country’s history” (Blair, 1996).

Explicitly linking skills and a failing economy, Blair argued that:

“There is no future for Britain as a low-wage, low-skill, low-
technology economy.” (Blair, 1996)

This argument then links skills, achievement and aspiration:

“Just think of it-Britain, the skills superpower of the world. Why
not? Why can’t we do it? Achievement, aspiration fulfilled for all
our people.” (Blair, 1996)

This speech was made prior to the 1997 election that Tony Blair went on to win,
joining the ranks of political references from both Labour and Conservative
governments linking a skills deficit to a failing economy. However, just as in 1945,
the language used was positive and spoke of ‘aspiration’ rather than failure. Here
aspiration is referred to as latent, ready to be unlocked. In move away from
previous political speeches on skills and the economy, such as Callaghan (1976),
the demand in the economy for low skill, low wage jobs is cited as a one of the

causes of the poor economic condition of the country. This recognised that people
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were doing jobs that their ability exceeded for low wages and that by increasing
the skills base of the country the economy would improve. This is similar to
previous arguments, but recalibrates the risk of not having skills partially back on

the state.

On coming to power in 1997, New Labour promised social-democratic
responses to the reconfiguration of the state that occurred during the eighteen
years of Conservative rule. They introduced ‘third way’ policies that attempted to
provide social justice whilst maintaining the status quo with regards to privatised
public services (Tomlinson, 2005, p11-12). They introduced redistributive policies
to counter social exclusion, including ‘Sure-Start’ for young parents and a ‘New
Deal’ to get low skilled young people into work (Tomlinson, 2001, p270). For the
FE sector, New Labour introduced the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA),
where young people from low income families would be paid to continue studying.
EMA was as equally practical as it was symbolic. Practically, it raised participation
rates of sixteen year olds by four percent and seventeen year olds by seven
percent (Perry & Davies, 2015, p51). Symbolically, EMA identified the FE sector as
a means for social mobility. It encouraged young people to stay in education for
longer, especially as students in FE were more likely to be from lower social
economic and socially excluded backgrounds, with more than half experiencing
financial hardship (Perry & Davies, 2015, p51). The benefits of attending an FE
institution were increasingly being understood not only in terms of gaining
instrumental skills but also for the positive effects on young people’s aspiration. FE
was no longer just about gaining employment through skills or a means of tackling

youth unemployment. It was now being identified as a means of social
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enhancement similar to attending a sixth form or completing A-levels. This played
on the feelings and emotions of aspirational parents and young people. The term
NEET was also applied to young people during this time. However, this became an
increasingly pejorative term carrying with it the ascription of a lack of skills,
motivation and aspiration.

The first attempt at reforming the FE sector by the New Labour government
was led by Helena Kennedy QC, a human rights lawyer. It had been recognised
that ‘educationally disadvantaged’ and ‘socially excluded’ people were not
accessing FE (Department for Education and Employment, 1998, p5), and that
colleges were more likely to recruit students who would succeed, rather than from

marginalised backgrounds. Kennedy argued that this included:

“Disaffected young people, more women, more people from ethnic
minority groups”. (Kennedy, 1997, p3)

And:

“Those for whom learning is a daunting experience, is hard work
and financially unrewarding.” (Kennedy, 1997, p3)

The Learning Works Committee was set up by the Further Education Funding
Council to identify groups who did not participate in FE and investigate how
participation in the sector could be increased and the quality of learning be
improved. It aimed to recommend strategies to improve participation, including
funding increases and improvements in teaching and learning (Kennedy, 1997,
p111). Although the committee was set up by the previous Conservative
government, New Labour endorsed the findings of the report (Department for

Education and Employment, 1998, p5).

“Learning works: widening participation” (Kennedy, 2007), also known as

the ‘Kennedy Report’ (Kennedy), argued that there was a class bias, with far more

34



funding going to universities and sixth forms that catered for the middle classes,
rather than the working classes who attended FE Colleges in far greater numbers

(Kennedy, 2007, p9).

On more practical matters, it promised re-training for people whose skills
were no longer needed due to technological change, and an entitiement for
training for all adults up to Level 3. This meant that many young people could now
aspire to A-level equivalent qualifications and university, meaning that FE was
increasingly being understood in terms of social mobility and white collar

professional careers.

Kennedy was explicitly referring to the lack of parity between vocational and
academic qualifications, where academic qualifications were seen as superior to
vocational qualifications. This was caused by “prevailing British attitudes” and an
“appalling ignorance amongst decision makers and opinion-formers about what

goes on in further education.” (Kennedy, 1997, p1).

Although critical of the idea of ‘worthwhile achievement’ (Kennedy, 1997,
p1), which Kennedy argued was seen as success with academic qualifications, the
report later argued that a grade C or above at GCSE is a worthwhile achievement,
and a grade D or below as being seen as worth less (Kennedy, 1997, p28). The
report also linked not achieving a grade C at GCSE to future social disadvantage.

Kennedy argued:

“There are clear links between previous educational achievement
and economic and social disadvantage. The link between staying
on in education, GCSE results and economic and social
disadvantage at 16 is well established.” (Kennedy, 1997, p22)

This linked GCSE results to the kind of job that young people would be able to get,
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and the level prosperity that they would be able to attain over the course of their
lives. Failing your GCSEs, or achieving lower than a grade C, could make you a
failure for life. It argued that there was a link between future social disadvantage

and not achieving exams at age sixteen.

FE has always tended to work with a larger cohort of socially
disadvantaged groups (Perry & Davies, 2015, p50), and those with lower
achievement (Thompson, 2009, p34). Kennedy argued that the role of FE was to
find a solution to underachieving young people. FE was seen as a place to send
young people who had failed; a place to rescue the socially excluded from

economic and social disadvantage:

“Further education has the capacity to engage and re-engage
them, through a wide choice of basic skills, academic, vocational
and pre-vocational routes in formal, informal and workplace
settings.” (Kennedy, 1997, p28)

By using terms such as ‘basic-skills’, ‘pre-vocational’ and ‘informal’ (Kennedy,
1997, p28) to describe the ‘choices’ available to them, young people were being
offered remedial solutions at a lower level than they were expected to achieve at
school. These young people were not yet allowed to aspire to GCSEs at grade C,
which would supposedly enable them to prosper. First they had to undertake
speculative learning to gain the basic sKkills required to join a vocational course at
an FE institution or be able to find a job, perhaps never being able to achieve
those valuable GCSE grades. The aspiration for these young people was to ‘re-
engage’. From this an officially prescribed view of aspiration begins to emerge.
However, how the young people viewed the “formal, informal and workplace

settings” (Kennedy, 1997, p28) they were meant to aspire to was not heard.
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Whilst government responses to Kennedy were largely positive it
ultimately failed to narrow the gap between the underprivileged and privileged and
their access to FE and higher education (Groves, 2015, p27). Throughout the early
years of the New Labour government, youth unemployment continued to be a
problem that Kennedy did not ultimately find a solution for. Defining this as a
problem of social exclusion, in 1999 the government set up the Social Exclusion

Unit (SEU) to report on youth unemployment and dis-engagement.

The SEU Report, “Bridging the Gap: New opportunities for 16-18 year olds
Not in Employment, Education or Training” (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999),
assessed how many aged sixteen to eighteen year olds were not in education,
training or work. It looked at the reasons why, and gave proposals to help these
young people into work or education. Being NEET was now as much a matter of
social exclusion as it was individualised blame. Young people were being socially
excluded from certain educational pathways and careers due to class and
achievement. This could be remedied by new ways of delivering education
focussed on individual learner support and socially redistributive methods such as

EMA (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p6).

However, the SEU’s conclusions were familiar. It argued that those who did
best academically at school followed the privileged route of A-levels and university.
Some of these students went on to do vocational qualifications that allowed them
to enter the labour market or do apprenticeships. Young people from
disadvantaged background were least likely to have these paths open to them.
Students who did not succeed in academic study, and did not achieve the

standard of 5 GCSEs at grade C, were disproportionately from disadvantaged
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backgrounds and were least likely to have “achieved success in school needed to
enter these routes” (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p8). These students were locked

out of routes to either university or vocational training.

Low GCSE attainment was also a common feature for these young people
(Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p29) who, even when they did attend an FE college
or a training provider, had unsatisfactory experiences. The report made this explicit
when it concluded that, for NEET young people, FE was less likely to lead to
sustainable employment. The SEU argued that the courses offered to NEETs did
not enable them to develop skills for work. As the SEU (1999) argued, these

courses did:

“little to enhance skills, ether specific vocational skills or basic
literacy and numeracy and personal and social skills which
employers require for any job with satisfaction and prospects.”
(Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p8)

According to the SEU, young people from disadvantaged backgrounds
were not doing well at school and were subsequently being failed by FE colleges
and training providers, who were offering courses which provided them with few
skills that employers valued. This included personal and social skills, with young

people supposedly not knowing how to act in the workplace.

The SEU defined NEETs by deficit. They were educationally
disadvantaged, lacking qualifications that would enable them to access high
quality education after they left school. They lacked the maths, English, and
personal and social skills that employers wanted their employees to have.
However, the report did not define what these personal and social skills were. The

young people also had ‘low aspirations’ (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p48). The
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report cited structural reasons for this, including low expectations at school,
poverty and discrimination (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p48). However, the
solutions that it proposed were support with literacy, numeracy, and personal and

social development. The SEU argued that:

“A system of accreditation, with recognition of achievement,
increases the sense of progression felt by the client.” (Social
Exclusion Unit, 1999, p115)

This is similar to the system that the young people who are participating in this

study have entered when they began their Level 1 course at a training provider.

This led to the formation of Entry to Employment (E2E) courses in colleges
and training providers, which offered a curriculum based on literacy and numeracy,
introductory vocational qualifications, and personal and social development
learning. This included the prevention of offensive behaviour, the development of
assertiveness and motivation, and a “focus upon the wider notion of the young
person as an active and effective citizen with rights and responsibilities” (Learning

& Skills Council, 2004, p11).

This was a form of therapeutic education, designed to change a young
person’s behaviours, motivation and self-esteem, as well as developing their skills.
Ecclestone (2004a) argues that during the New Labour period it was agreed in
policy that social exclusion was linked to influences that were damaging to self-
esteem even if this was not supported by any conclusive research findings
(Ecclestone, 2004a, p119). This led to policy viewing perceived personal
characteristics as leading to social exclusion, rather than looking for structural
symptoms. Policy sought to “repair damaged identities” whilst not looking

“outwards to social change” (Ecclestone, 2004b, p131).
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However, E2E courses were similar to what the SEU saw as part of what
was socially excluding these young people, with the offer of poor quality courses
and qualifications. By suggesting that young people could then be given a
“supported transition into mainstream training” (Social Exclusion Unit, 1999, p115)
policy indicated that there was a separation between types of education and
training and that NEET young people should only be able to access a particular

kind of training, separate from all other ‘mainstream’ forms of FE.

The academic literature can be used to counter this normalised view of
NEET young people, defined by the SEU and the E2E curriculum as having a
deficit of motivation, aspiration, achievement, skills and prospects. Atkins (2013)
argues that the deficit model used by policy makers is ill defined and leads to a
response of socialising for low skilled and poorly paid employment. This persists
in low level courses aimed at NEET young people that have an ‘employability’ or

‘personal and social development’ content (Atkins, 2013, p145).

Higgins (2013, p185) argues that many young people reject the idea of a
‘deficit’ that policy has placed upon them. They have aspirations for further
study and want to progress. Aspiration in NEET young people was also
identified by Simmons and Thompson (2011b, p172), where most of the young
people had ambitions to continue studying (Simmons & Thompson, 2011b,
p172). Atkins (2008, p202) identifies that Level 1 learners aspire to the same
careers as middle class peers, even though they face more structural
constraints. Atkins (2010, p4) also argues that NEET young people tend to
aspire to specific job roles. However, policy usually refers to aspiration as an

abstract, latent in young people who have high or low aspirations.

40



Atkins argues:

“Despite their over-use in government documents, terms such as
aspiration and opportunity are not defined or problematised.
Aspiration, for example, is normally expressed in terms of raising
aspirations.” (Atkins, 2010, p4)

This intersects with the first two aims of this project. Firstly, what do young people
who have experienced failure at GCSE or have been NEET aspire to, what
courses do they see themselves doing, what parts of the education sector do they
see as unobtainable and are they optimistic about reaching their aspirations?
Secondly, Policy uses abstract and imprecise terms such as low or high to define
aspiration. However, the second aim of this project seeks to identify in policy a
concrete aspiration in terms of qualifications or jobs for these young people, and

how this differs from the aspirations the young people hold.

After completing their GCSEs many young people face making decisions
about where they will go on to study. FE is a complex sector, where class divisions
can manifest in the type of institution a young person attends. Higgins (2013)
argues that how a young person views themselves is mediated by the ‘institutional
structures’ where they learn (Higgins, 2013, p190). This is key to the third aim of
this project, which seeks to explore how learners studying on courses designed for
NEETs comprehend their position within the FE sector in relation to their
aspiration, and what effect studying at certain institutions has on what they see

themselves doing as a career.

Yates and Payne (2006) argue that the use of the term NEET is problematic
as it describes a deficit similar to that of describing young people in terms of how

many GCSEs they have not achieved. They argue that:
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“Ildentifying a substantial part of the nation’s youth by what they
are not (i.e. not in education, employment or training) fails to allow
for the often significant difference in their situation, or to take
account of their reasons for ‘NEET’ and the associated support
needs that they may have.” (Yates & Payne, 2006, p343)

In proportioning the blame on to young people for not having skills, policy can
forget that they are individuals, with individual situations, needs and aspirations.
Some are exercising a choice, whilst others are more structurally constrained.
Many of these NEET young people are accumulating more failure, with generic
responses not meeting their needs. Young people all have different aspirations,
and need different approaches to meeting these aspirations, but they have been
marked as a generic failure, with generic characteristics, as well as with a generic

identifier in the term NEET.

Furlong (2006) provides a critique of the policy idea that all NEET young
people can be characterised as low skilled and disengaged, and why academic

literature has been unable to hold politicians to account for their policies on youth:

“For researchers, one of the main disadvantages of the use of the

term NEET is linked to the lack of an agreed definition, which

makes it extremely difficult to identify trends or to make

international comparisons. In effect this makes it difficult for the

research community to hold politicians to account for their policies

on youth.” (Furlong, 2006, p554)
Furlong identifies a number of possible reasons why young people may find
themselves NEET, including taking time off from learning to peruse other interests
such as music or travelling. This also includes those with caring responsibilities or
who have ilinesses that prevent them from going to college. The current
categorisation of NEET young people is imprecise, and includes people who have

achieved at school, and who are from middle class backgrounds. This critiques the
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generic characterisation of failure to achieve GCSEs, as defined by the SEU and
Kennedy. However, as Furlong argues, the imprecise categorisation has meant
that the literature has been unable to offer effective critiques on government policy,
which, like Kennedy and SEU, associates failure with social disadvantage. The
first aim of this research seeks to find the voice of these young people who have
been labelled imprecisely as NEET, recognise their different backgrounds, and
seek to assess how this affects their capacity for aspiration.

In their second term in office, the New Labour government continued to
review and reform FE through “Success for All-Reforming Further Education and
Training” (Department for Education & Skills, 2002). Success for All, published in
June 2002, aimed to develop and implement a reform strategy that would tackle
the varying quality of institutions and poor strategic planning at a local level

(Department for Education & Skills, 2002, p5).

The consultation paper would measure success as when “there is
widespread public acclaim for further education and training, and the
achievements of learners” and “parents are confident that their fourteen-nineteen
year olds have access to a range of excellent academic and vocational courses”

(Department for Education and Skills, 2002, p5).

Success for All promised extra funding and sought to strengthen links with
industry and employers by increasing the number of apprenticeships available.
However, in a continuation of the imposition of business practises on the sector
that had become common since incorporation in 1992, minimum levels of
performance were imposed on colleges. This meant that colleges could only offer

courses that would achieve high success rates, whilst being forced to close
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courses with lower pass rates, even if there was a demand for those specific skills
locally (Fletcher, Gravatt & Sherlock, 2015, p168). This further narrowed the
choices on offer in FE Colleges for young people, once more limiting what they

could aspire to do.

Following Success for All, further reforms to FE were undertaken by the
New Labour government, keen to improve the skills of young people and respond
to the parity issues that Kennedy had failed to fix. Rather than attempt to tackle the
lack of parity between technical and academic learning, a new approach was

undertaken, where academic and vocational learning would be combined into one.

Led by former chief Ofsted inspector Mike Tomlinson, the ‘Working group on
14-19 reform’ published their report in October 2004 (Department for Education
and Skills, 2004). This was known as the “Tomlinson Report’ (Tomlinson). In
particular, Tomlinson noted that too many young people were leaving school
without the skills needed for work. It argued that the vocational qualifications that
young people were achieving were not meeting the needs of employers, and
aimed to raise the status of vocational qualifications. It suggested the reform of
vocational qualifications and the introduction of a diploma that mixed academic
and vocational learning, bringing parity to each type of learning. This would allow

young people to find the best educational match for their aspiration.

In effect, Tomlinson suggested introducing a diploma system that would
start at Level 1, equivalent to a GCSE at grade D; a change that would have in
effect stopped a system that divides young people into academic and vocational
qualifications, often along class lines. All young people would do the same

qualification irrespective of if they were undertaking academic or vocational
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subjects, and irrespective of class. This would start when they were in school and
continue into post-compulsory education in FE institutions (Department for

Education and Skills, 2004, p20).

Like Macfarlane, this was effectively stopped at the highest level of
government, with Tony Blair rejecting the proposals as they threatened the position
of A-levels (Stanton, Morris & Norrington, 2015, p77). The Tories were mounting a
defence of A-Levels (BBC, 2005b), and there was pressure from the right wing
press (Hodgeson & Spours, 2008, p33), with headlines such as “Another reform,
another betrayed generation” (Daily Mail, 2004 ) being published in the Daily Mail.
This led Schools Minister Ruth Kelly to state categorically that A-levels would not

be replaced (BBC, 2005a).

This was a protection of academic qualifications taken by the children of
white collar professionals aiming for university, just as the rejection of Macfarlane
was a protection of sixth forms. Former Conservative Secretary of State for
Education, Lord Barker argued that New Labour had ‘bottled’ it over Tomlinson as
Blair wanted to protect A-Levels. Former Secretary of State for Education and
Skills Charles Clarke sees the failure to implement the changes as a “key failure of

the Labour government” (Nash & Jones, 2015, p37).

What was introduced was an additional qualification, the Diploma. This ran
as a vocational alternative to, and alongside, A-levels. Although having a good
reputation, they were “watered down by Labour then killed off by the Coalition
government” (Nash & Jones, 2015, p37), keen to link the New Labour government
with the 2008 financial crisis, a failing economy, a fear of NEET young people and

a crisis in sKkills, just as Blair and Callaghan had done in previous generations.
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A new decade brought with it the new Coalition government, formed by the
Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties, keen to make its own reforms on
vocational and technical education. They assumed joint responsibility for FE,
through the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Skills and the Department for
Education. After the election of the Coalition in 2010, the Secretary of State for
Business, Innovation and Skills, the Liberal Democrat Vince Cable, was reportedly
told by civil servants that “nobody would really notice” if FE colleges were closed
to save money (BBC, 2014). This alleged observation foregrounds the class divide
in post-compulsory education. It also signals the lack of understanding of FE, and
of the young people who attend FE institutions, that is held within government.
Jephcote and Salisbury (2009, p967) argue that the poor reputation FE had gained
was, in part, due to it being associated with 2008 financial crash and the economy
being in a poor state. This meant FE was up for reform once more by the Coalition

government, with the Conservative David Cameron as Prime Minister.

The year before he was elected, David Cameron, in a similar vein to Tony
Blair in 1996, told the Conservative conference that the economy was ‘broken’ and
needed ‘rebuilding’ and that if elected the economy would return to growth by
boosting ‘skills’ (Cameron, 2009). This once more relied on young people gaining
skills or risk facing becoming NEET. Shortly after Cameron became Prime Minister
in 2010, he promised to bring about reforms in education to give “Children the
skills they need and that businesses want” (Cameron, 2010). This argument has
been repeated by Labour and the Conservatives, suggesting debates about skills

and the economy are largely party political, rather than ideological.

According to the Coalition, the reforms New Labour had made to the sector
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had not worked. The economy was still being affected by NEET young people not
having the correct skills. Since the Coalition government came to power in 2010,
Cameron claimed that there had been an increase in apprenticeships (Allan, 2016,
p5). This makes explicit that the Conservative party sees training being delivered
in the workplace as a priority, and that FE has failed to train a workforce via the
means of speculative courses. This was further cemented by a policy commitment
made to increase the number of apprenticeships in the Conservative manifesto in
the run up to the 2015 general election (Allan, 2016, p6), attempting to exploit the
associations that apprenticeships have with employment to political effect. He also
promised to make NEETs undertake 30 hours a week mandatory community
service in return for benefits (Guardian, 2015). Although the effect on the
electorate is difficult to gauge, NEETs were seen a sufficient issue with voters for

the Conservatives that they made them part of their election manifesto.

During the first term of the Coalition, compulsory education until age
eighteen was introduced as a means to tackling youth unemployment (gov.uk,
2010). Known as RPA or ‘raising the participation age’, this was a coercive
response. This was preceded by the withdrawal of EMA payments (National
Archives, 2010). However, as RPA has not been enforced in any meaningful way
(Maguire, 2013, p74) it is unlikely to be an effective strategy to reduce NEET
figures. However, parents of young people who stay in education or training could
continue to claim child benefit for their child up to the age of eighteen (gov.uk,

2015).

On taking office in 2010, the education secretary ordered another review of

vocational education to be undertaken by the economist Alison Wolf, also known
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as the ‘Wolf report’ (Wolf). This review focussed on the value of a range of
vocational qualifications compared to GCSE and the preparedness of school and
college leavers to enter the job market. It arguably repeated the same themes of
previous reports and reviews. For example, echoes can be heard in arguments
made by Wolf in 2011 to statements made by Callahan in 1976, Kennedy in 1997,

SEU in 1999 and Tomlinson in 2004, with Wolf (2011) arguing:

“Large numbers of young people are not on programmes which
will help them to progress either educationally or in the labour
market.” (Wolf, 2011, p44)

Wolf brought about the continuation of study of maths and English until 18
(Skills Funding Agency, 2014a) and the reduction in funding of some vocational
courses that were perceived of as being of little value. It was widely seen as a
break with the New Labour approach. However, there are echoes of Kennedy and
SEU, especially regarding young people’s ill-preparedness for work being caused
by their own lack of achievement, skills and qualifications. Wolf repeated the idea

that an individual had to achieve GCSEs to be seen as a success (Wolf, 2011, p8).

Throughout the New Labour years, national planning, including Kennedy
and Tomlinson, had failed to bring about parity of esteem between technical and
academic education. Wolf took a different position, questioning the value of
achieving parity, and argued that there should be a focus on promoting excellence
in vocational education in colleges and schools in itself rather than in comparison

with other sectors (Wolf, 2011, p21). Wolf Argued:

“Up to now, this report has consciously avoided discussing ‘parity
of esteem’ for vocational and academic a