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Fifth Special Report

The Committee published its Fifth Report of Session 2006-07 (14-19 Diplomas) on 17 May
2007.! The Government’s response was received on 26 July 2007, and is published as
Appendix 1 to this Report.

The Committee published its Eighth Report of Session 2006-07 (The future sustainability
of the higher education sector: international aspects) on 5 August 2007.> The
Government’s response was received on 3 October 2007, and is published as Appendix 2 to
this Report.

The Committee published its Sixth Report of Session 2006-07 (The Work of Ofsted) on 12
July 2007.> The Government’s and Ofsted’s responses were received on 11 September 2007,
and are published as Appendices 3 and 4 to this Report.

1 Fifth Report from the Education and Skills Committee, Session 2006-07, 714-19 Diplomas, HC 249.

2 Eighth Report from the Education and Skills Committee, Session 2006—07, The future sustainability of the higher
education sector: international aspects, HC 285-1 and II.

3 Sixth Report from the Education and Skills Committee, Session 2006-07, The Work of Ofsted, HC 165.



Appendix 1

Government’s response to the Fifth Report from the Education and
Skills Committee, Session 2006-07

The Committee’s conclusions and recommendations are in bold text. The Government’s
response is in plain text.

Recommendation 1 and 2 (grouped)

1. The disappointment many expressed after the Government decided not to fully
implement Tomlinson’s proposals—which had strong support—has not yet dissipated.
Like others at the time, we felt that the creation of the unified, overarching Diploma
award proposed by Tomlinson held the promise of a less hierarchical, less complex, and
ultimately more coherent qualification system for young people. We remain concerned
that the Government’s decision to introduce 14 new discrete Diplomas, each at three
different levels, has the potential to compound existing problems of over-complexity
and stratification of qualifications, and may just cement existing hierarchies.

2. One of Tomlinson’s achievements was establishing a large and pressing consensus
for change. This still exists. Now the Government has embarked on its chosen route,
most appear to be taking the pragmatic and positive stance that what is important is
ensuring the Diplomas are of a high quality, and are a complete success. We understand
and welcome that approach, but we believe that the changes to the 14-19 curriculum
would have been better structured and more coherent had Tomlinson’s proposals been
adopted.

We fully acknowledge Sir Mike’s achievements, and have built on his major
recommendations, such as need for a strong core to all young people’s learning, increasing
stretch and challenge at all levels and a radical transformation of the vocational pathways
available to young people. Whilst Sir Mike Tomlinson himself would acknowledge his
disappointment that we did not implement in full his proposals, he recognises that we are
implementing the majority and have gone further in some respects e.g. reform of KS3.

We believe that far from compounding over-complexity, Diplomas will provide a coherent
and clear set of choices for young people alongside the A Level and apprenticeship routes.

3. There is an enduring risk that a programme as complicated as Diplomas could face
problems and it would have been disingenuous for the Minister to pretend that this was
not the case. However, having made the decision to pursue the line it has taken, the very
least that can be expected is for the Government to invest its full energy into making the
reforms work. It is now imperative that ministers deliver strong leadership, by
displaying the courage to intervene swiftly to address identified problems and showing
public commitment to producing programmes of the highest quality.

The Government is fully committed to the Diplomas initiative. And the Government is not
alone—a great many people across the spectrum, from employers to teachers, support the
Diplomas and want to make them work. Involving so many people in different ways makes
for a major, complex and radical reform. We were, and are, under no illusions. Changing



the face of 14-19 learning in this way was never going to be easy, but despite the scale, we
are on track to deliver.

We should also reflect on how far we’'ve come in such a short time. Qualification
development is not easy. Despite tight timescales, all qualifications have been delivered on
time. This is a testament to the dedication and expertise of all partners who have worked
effectively together to endorse, submit and accredit them so that we will soon have real
qualifications that people will be able to see and a real programme of development to
support delivery.

Ministers keep a constant check on progress, taking account of all aspects of the work, so
that I can be confident that it is coming together in the right way. We have systems,
operating across our partners, to constantly review our state of readiness and assess the
level of risk associated with first teaching in 2008.

The size of the task shouldn’t deflect us from the goal—a uniquely coherent qualification,
designed by employers—which will improve the life chances of many learners.

4. Our view is that the Government’s decision to consider A levels in isolation in its
2008 review is a missed opportunity. More would be gained from considering A levels
in their wider context, and in particular, in the light of experience of the Diplomas,
which will have just started in September 2008. We would urge the Government to
consider rescheduling the review and changing its terms of reference so that it can
consider A levels in their wider context and after more known about how Diplomas are
working in practice.

We are aware of the issues in relation to the proposed A level review and will take account
of the views reflected in the Select Committee’s report as we take the review forward.

5. Itis far from clear that those in charge of developing the different Diplomas share a
common understanding of the kinds of learning they will demand and the purposes
they will serve. We welcome the introduction of more practical learning into the
curriculum but there is a risk that the pressure over time will be to introduce more and
more desk-based, theoretical material into practical, vocational curricula in pursuit of
parity with academic qualifications. It is important that this is guarded against in the
case of the Diplomas, and we will be looking for evidence that the new programmes
contain sufficient practical content to motivate and appeal to learners who may be ill-
served by academic courses.

We are confident that those in charge of developing the Diploma share a common vision
of Diplomas. Diplomas will be a unique blend of theoretical and practical learning that
gives young people the opportunity to develop the skills and knowledge which are truly
relevant and really valued by employers, and which will help them continue in learning to
the highest level they can achieve.

The mandatory principal learning component of the Diploma states that at each level, a
minimum of 50% must be concerned with the application of skills and knowledge through
tasks, problems and situations that are related to work in that sector. Assessment
approaches must reflect the applied.



6. The DfES must ensure there is a real, shared understanding of the kinds of learning
and teaching that Diplomas will involve among those responsible for their design,
development and delivery. Consensus on this should have been established at the outset
and the failure to do this it is a matter of deep concern to us. Secondly, and with some
urgency, the Department must decide on a coherent and easily communicable
definition of Diplomas. Communications must not further complicate what is already a
complicated award, and must encapsulate what is different and distinctive about
Diplomas, compared to existing routes.

The Government recognises the importance of developing a clear shared understanding of
what is distinct and different about the applied learning route that Diplomas offer. We
have been working closely with a range of partners in developing the Diplomas to make
sure that Diplomas will offer a genuine and attractive alternative to traditional learning
routes for 14-19 year olds.

There has been a lot of good work done already to inform and raise awareness amongst all
audiences, using various innovative methods. These include appearances on Teachers TV
which have been very well received, and excellent work by the DDPs, such as the DVD
produced for the Construction and Built Environment Diploma. We are sending monthly
newsletters to partner organisations, delivery consortia and HE institutions. We also
provide updates on our website. We have held nationwide and regional conferences to get
our message across, and we have core messages agreed by all partners and used in
communications and presentations.

Inevitably the language of qualification development has been technical, but now that we
are a stage where it is appropriate to communicate more widely about Diplomas,
particularly to young people and their parents, we will bring the Diploma to life through
illustrative case studies and clear examples of progression routes. We have already
produced a short leaflet on Diplomas that has had widespread coverage, and materials for
schools and colleges to use in their own marketing. At national level we will reinforce local
activity with national and regional marketing.

We will be monitoring awareness and understanding of Diplomas through a tracking
survey every six months.

7. It is absolutely essential that the first Diploma cohort is very limited in size, and
that thereafter expansion takes place at a slow and controlled rate, with sufficient time
for development and assessment. Too often in the past, initiatives have been rolled out
too quickly, with serious negative effects on quality. The Government says it will place
quality above all other considerations, and intends to take a measured approach: we
very much welcome this, and will look for evidence that this is happening in practice.

A key element of the Diplomas is the planned management of the roll-out in a gradual way,
ahead of full delivery in 2013.

The Department is committed to securing the highest quality consortia to deliver the
Diploma from 2008.

In the first phase, announced on 28 March, there will be 145 consortia across 97 Local
Authorities, delivering 250 diploma lines from September 2008. The number of forecast



learners is 38,000. Ten consortia will be delivering all five diploma lines from 2008. This
represents less than 25% of the bids submitted. A further 112 consortia were recommended
for deferred approval to deliver in 2009. The remainder, representing around half the bids,
would need to reapply. The applications were subject to a thorough assessment to ensure
that only the highest quality were successful. The Department is providing extensive
support and training to consortia to ensure that they deliver the highest quality from day
one.

We will also be evaluating the first year of the Gateway process in designing arrangements
for future years. At present we envisage further Gateway exercises, although the details will
be dependent on the results of the evaluation and the outcome of the Comprehensive
Spending Review. We are looking at options for staging the rollout arrangements up to
2013.

8. The Diploma development process has clearly been frustrating for many of those
involved, and it is commendable that progress has been made in spite of this. The new
Diploma development partnership approach—with Sector Skills Councils and
employers in the lead—has been experimental, and also highly complex, on account of
the number of players involved. At the same time, we are concerned that there appears
to have been too little direct involvement in or feedback from small and medium-sized
employers who have an important part to play in setting a climate of business
acceptance of the new Diplomas. We recommend focused attention is given to
involving them more prior to the launch of the pilots.

The Government recognises the importance of involving SMEs as we move forward with
Diplomas. Involving and engaging SMEs is key to both business acceptance of the
Diplomas and delivery of work-related learning elements within Diplomas.

SMEs have been engaged through the DDPs, have responded to consultation
questionnaires and attended events, and are represented individually or through various
professional associations. Phase 1 and 2 are in the process of developing and delivering
employer engagement strategies and SMEs are a key target group.

9. The question remains as to whether more use could and should have been made of
existing ‘tried and tested’ qualifications such as BTECs at the outset. What appears to
have happened is that a ‘blank slate’ approach has been adopted, with the promise that
convergence between the Diplomas and other awards would occur at a later stage.
While we appreciate that the aim was to create something new and radical, this
nevertheless seems wasteful to us and makes it likely that old lessons will have to be
learned again. We urge DfES and the awarding bodies to develop urgently a strategy to
make clear how existing qualifications can fold into and relate to the new Diplomas,
and to spell out the equivalence and transfer possibilities of existing qualifications.

We did not start out by requiring or expecting that all Diplomas would be designed from
scratch as wholly new programmes, rather than utilising existing qualifications. Indeed, it
was our expectation that DDPs in at least some sectors would want to make considerable
use of units and content from existing qualifications. The first five DDPs reached the
conclusion that starting from scratch was the right thing to do in order to make the most of



the opportunity, and we warmly welcome the innovative and engaging content that has
emerged as a result on the Principal Learning component of the Diploma.

We recognise that many employers, providers and young people value some existing
vocational qualifications. While it is essential to retain the purpose of Diplomas as
education programmes, we do not want to lose the characteristics of those vocational
qualifications which make them motivating for young people and valued by employers. So
we are currently working with the QCA to map the current qualification offer against
Diplomas to consider how we may retain those positive features and elements of vocational
qualifications within the Diploma structure.

10. It is a matter of concern that awarding bodies have been given such little time to
turn the specifications from the first five Diploma Development Partnerships into
workable qualifications which are tied to coherent learning programmes. As with
teachers and lecturers, awarding bodies should have been more consistently involved in
development work from an early stage; had they been, it is possible that some of the
problems that later arose—for example, the unexpected reworking of Diploma content
which was undertaken in order to bring about consistency across Diploma lines-could
perhaps have been avoided.

We have always listened carefully to what the awarding bodies, alongside other partners,
have to say. In the development process we have brought them into the programme
structures, addressing many of their concerns, and we will continue to engage in discussion
with them, to maintain their commitment and maximise our chances of getting the
reforms right.

11. As it stands, very complicated and detailed work has, in the case of the first five
Diploma lines, been uncomfortably compressed. We very much hope that the learning
programmes and qualifications which emerge will be of a high-enough quality to be
accepted by the groups that matter: students, employers, HE and, of course, those who
will deliver them—teachers and lecturers. Understandably given that awarding bodies
began qualification development so late in the day, awarding arrangements and longer-
term quality assurance procedures are not yet well developed.

QCA has played a key role in making sure the essential high quality of learning
programmes and qualifications is delivered for the first five Diploma lines by instigating a
rigorous quality process with awarding bodies.

This has involved QCA in early and on-going dialogue with awarding bodies to provide
support and guidance during the qualification development process. To make sure this
guidance was robust; subject sector experts were engaged via the Association of Colleges.
This dialogue has been further supported by a review panel for each line of learning which
included individuals experienced in the delivery of qualifications, QCA and the Diploma
Development Partnerships. QCA have also taken views from the HE community to make
sure that the Diploma will enable progression to an HE programme of study.

12. It also appears that although full pilots for certain elements of the Diplomas—such
as the functional skills units—will have begun in September 2007, the full evaluation of
the pilots will not be complete before first teaching begins in September 2008. This is a
matter of concern given previous commitments the Government has made to this



Committee about ensuring qualifications are properly piloted and evaluated before
implementation. We would urge that when the evaluation of the pilots is complete,
urgent consideration be given as to whether the current split of the proposed 14
Diplomas into three sub-sets of qualification level, making 42 in all, is likely to prove
unduly complex and jeopardise acceptance by employers, universities and others.

Each of the Diplomas will be evaluated over three academic years following their
introduction, that is, from 2008-11, 2009-12 and 2010-13. Schools and colleges will need
to decide at what point they will be ready to offer Diplomas. Those institutions wishing to
offer one or several of the Diplomas in the pilot phase will need to pass through a gateway
process, which will assess their readiness to do so and help them plan for the full
introduction of Diplomas across their area

The Department has prepared a comprehensive evaluation framework to encompass the
design, implementation and delivery of the Diploma. The evaluation will be carried out by
independent researchers and will inform the roll out of Diplomas in readiness for the
introduction of the national entitlement in 2013. The Department’s 14-19 implementation
plan set out the commitment to a three year programme of evaluation for each
implementation phase of the Diplomas to allow analysis across each Diploma line of
learning.

The evaluation will consider the policy impact of Diplomas: the extent to which the
implementation of Diplomas succeeds in achieving progress towards key targets of
participation and attainment as well as providing an appropriate curriculum to meet the
needs of young people and contribute to improving their ground in English, maths, ICT
and skills for employment while also supporting progression to higher education. The
other areas for evaluation include: considering the effectiveness of the Diploma design as a
new type of qualification that will provides the skills and knowledge to meet the needs of
young people, industry and higher education; assessing the implementation processes and
understanding the factors that contribute to the outcomes associated with Diplomas; and
the value that key stakeholders, including employers, higher education and young people
and their parents come to place on the Diploma.

Although the evaluation is required to capture the impact of Diplomas from development
to national entitlement, it will be phased so that regular reporting will inform both the
development and implementation of subsequent phases and full roll out.

Functional skills will be piloted from 2007-09, but these qualifications have been trialled
and evaluated and are accredited qualifications.

13. We are concerned that in relation to some aspects of Diplomas—for example, on
the issue of grading—there does not yet appear to be consensus between partners on the
approach which should be taken, or even what still remains to be done. We believe it is
important that the higher education sector should be more closely involved in this
process, so that the acceptance of diplomas as an alternative pathway for some into HE
is not compromised.

All partners are agreed that learner achievement in the Diploma will be graded. Once all
the requirements have been met—i.e. all components have been achieved—a final grade



will be calculated from the evidence of the principal learning and the project. In some cases
there may be appropriate prior achievement of components.

QCA published a document in March, Assessing and grading of the Diploma, which set out
the assessment principles for all levels of the Diploma.

HEIs are an integral part of the development of Diplomas. Each Diploma Development
Partnership has had representatives from HE working with them as they have developed
the content of the Diplomas and to ensure that the qualifications are designed with
progression from Level 3 into higher education.

The HE Engagement Board is sponsoring a number of projects that will examine in some
detail the progression from Diplomas to HE programmes. For example, the 1994 Group
has a 12 month project to map Diplomas against HE curricula to identify gaps and
changed skill sets, and to inform HE curriculum change. The information on the full
Diploma qualification will be available in September 2007. HEIs will then be in a position
to publish their indicative admissions policy in principle with regard to Diploma applicants
for 2010 entry, and UCAS will commence the process of determining the tarift points for
the Diplomas, the result of which will be known in early 2008.

14. It is unfortunate that, given the obvious scale and complexity of the Diploma
programme, coherent end-to-end management, governance and reporting
arrangements were not established within the DfES from the outset. We believe that
there was a failure to appreciate the sheer scale and complexity of the challenge in hand.
Our understanding is that now—five months from the point where the awards should
be ready and workforce development is due to begin—a permanent project manager for
the Diplomas has finally been appointed, who will have oversight of all management
aspects. We also recognise that new arrangements have been put in place at the senior
strategic and governance level, whereby Chief Executives of all the relevant agencies—
including awarding bodies—meet regularly. It is crucial too that regular ministerial
input and oversight of the new management arrangements should remain at the
strongest and highest level possible, to ensure that the priority and delivery of diplomas
within the Department’s overall workload does not slip.

We did not underestimate the scale of the challenge involved in delivering a programme of
this nature successfully. This was a new and unprecedented programme of work when it
was started. The initial set up was logical and sensible. As with any new programme, we
kept the arrangements under review.

There has always been a senior civil servant in charge of Diploma development.
Management has always been part of a coherent end-to-end 14-19 programme. We have
adapted and will continue to adapt our governance arrangements in the light of lessons
learned.

We have always had robust plans and governance arrangements for the programme—and
for Diplomas in particular—and we keep them continually under review. We adapt our
approach where we identify gaps, and to ensure it is fit for purpose as we move through the
phases of the programme.






































































































