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PSE: What does this book have to say that’s
new?

Bill: It explains why we’re facing a new divide in

post-16 education systems that already perpetuate

social inequality. Qualifications reforms like the T-

levels, the possible scrapping of BTECs and

apprenticeship standards are presented as new

opportunities for youth, to learn at work and to study

to higher levels. Our analysis suggests the results of

this will be uneven at best.

Liz: And it seems likely that the scrapping of

BTECs will not only be deeply problematic for those

young people unable to meet the entry (or

progression) requirements for T-levels but will add to

the inequalities we highlight in the book.

PSE: So, what’s this about ‘technical elites’ and
welfare vocationalism’? That sounds more of a
divide than we see in most colleges, doesn’t it?

Liz: Yes it is, and it’s the different experiences of

work on offer that threaten to widen this divide. At its

lowest levels, this type of work experience is about

socialising young people into certain attitudes and

behaviours perceived to be appropriate for the

workplace. At its higher levels, work experience can

be about developing the practical skills needed for

that occupation, whilst being inducted into forms of

professionalism.

Bill: For probably the majority of students in FE and

especially those destined for care and other service

roles, learning is becoming increasingly restricted to
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rehearsing the routines of working life, ready for

when the labour market needs them.  They’re

preparing for roles in what’s left of the welfare state

but at the same time this ‘warehousing’ is itself a

form of welfare. We explore this as ‘welfare

vocationalism’.

The ‘technical elites’ is a partly ironic term. It’s true

that students on STEM-based courses may gain

access to specialist knowledge at work and gain

much more from these experiences. However, this

isn’t guaranteed, while the higher levels of study

they are being pointed towards may well not benefit

them in the long term. So their positioning is partly

illusory. The real elites go to selective universities, of

course, and it isn’t hard to see recent reforms as

diverting these applicants away from more privileged

institutions, whilst contributing to the illusion of

‘levelling up’. And then there are those creative areas

that don’t fit very well into this agenda at all because

their precarious employment structures don’t fit

prescriptions for ‘industry placements’.

PSE: And how did you come to those
conclusions?

Liz: The book came out of a research project a

couple of years ago. With the introduction of T-

levels, we were interested to explore how the newly

mandated industrial experience might impact on

learning at - and about - work. We ran a project

entitled How is the further education sector changing

as young people’s transitions are reshaped by the

promotion of learning at work? This involved

interviewing staff and students across a range of

programmes in half-a-dozen different colleges. Our

data was very interesting, and very different

according to the level or type of programme the

students were engaged with. We observed clear

gender differences in work experience, and also

clear differences between students on lower-level

and higher-level programmes.

Bill: And we started by analysing that data in the

context of contemporary policy change, widening

inequality and the historical development of further

education in England. But to understand this fully,

we need to see these changes as part of a

realignment of all post-16 education and labour

market entry, with the boundaries between FE and

HE, as well as between education and work being

recast. And this isn’t simply an English

phenomenon: to understand this better, we have to

analyse what’s happened in countries with

education and employment entry systems that are

in many ways quite different: these systems too are

changing, in ways that help us make sense of

what’s happening in England.

PSE: Why should people who work in FE care
about all that?

Liz: The English FE system is acknowledged to be

classed and gendered. Colleges are attended by

largely working-class young people, who have had

fewer material and educational advantages than

those attending school sixth forms. Of the young

people attending colleges, most engage with

programmes relating to gendered occupational areas

(for example, construction and hairdressing).

Characteristics such as class and gender (as well

as race) have implications for relative success in the

system, according to the type and level of

credentials gained, as well as for probable futures in

the labour market. One of the few ways the

inequalities experienced by FE students can be

addressed is if the professionals involved in their

education are aware of the structural barriers the

young people face. A critical awareness of these

barriers is essential if FE professionals are to be

empowered to de-construct some of those barriers

and help create greater and more meaningful

opportunities for their students.

Bill: We think it’s important for people who work in

FE, or support learning at work, to think in more

critical ways about what learning, especially at work

or on work-based routes, is for. We hear so much

about the need for colleges to meet employers’

needs but that’s a very narrow way to think of

preparing young people for working life, to say

nothing of preparing them for adulthood. If students

are going to help create better workplaces and a

better society, they need more than telling to obey

the rules and make sure they take their lunch. This

book explains why.

PSE: What is important to you from the book?

Liz: We both believe that the continuities and

discontinuities we have identified are important

features of the current FE system. However, we have

different perpectives on this. I’m concerned with low-

attaining youth, the way their transitions to work are

mediated by vocational education at its lowest

levels, and the social justice implications of that.

Nothing has changed since I published my first

paper on these issues nearly 20 years ago. Low

attaining youth continue to engage with weakly

vocational, classroom-based programmes whose

content remains almost identical to ancestor
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programmes dating back to the new vocationalism of

the 1980s. Such programmes have no - and in some

cases, negative - exchange value in the labour

market, and offer only an ‘opportunity’ to ‘get back

on track’. However, to progress to and complete a

Level 3 programme from a Level 1 starting point

would take a minimum of four years. The lives of

students at this level are often chaotic,

characterised by multiple forms of exclusion, and

very few are in a position where they have the social

and material support necessary to facilitate four

years in further education. For this reason, a

majority of students who begin study at this level

discontinue study: constrained by their lack of

credentials and by personal circumstances, those

who do enter the labour market (rather than

becoming NEET) are only equipped to enter low

paid, low skilled work, which limits not only their life

opportunities but also those of their children. These

issues reflect significant injustice - that we continue

to have a ‘divided and divisive’ education system (as

argued by Sally Tomlinson back in 1997) which

further marginalises the most disadvantaged

students, denying them opportunities such as

appropriate preparation to engage with the ‘secure

job’ that most aspire to.

Bill: And for me, there’s a bigger picture about the

relationships between FE and the labour market, its

international equivalents and the boundaries and

overlaps with higher education. It’s certainly been

interesting to see the way early experiences of work

are being mobilised, ostensibly to support

transitions into work but also to support complex

discourses that aim to reshape working lives,

society and the political landscape. The T-level

reforms have been a testbed and it’s been a privilege

to be involved in several research projects in this

area. But there are bigger questions out there about

the kind of education a just society needs, and the

kind of working lives we want to create through it.

PSE: And what’s next?

Liz: In relation to those young people we have

characterised as engaging with welfare

vocationalism, it is really important to try and make

a difference in terms of providing more socially just

educational opportunities. With that in mind, I have

been working on a project with Guernsey College

since about 2016 to re-imagine the level 1 vocational

curriculum and evaluate the medium-term outcomes.

The re-imagined curriculum includes a core

vocational qualification, English and maths at the

level of attainment of each student, work-experience

and ongoing Careers Education and Guidance. All

teaching is project-based, and the whole is wrapped

up in extensive extra-curricular enrichment activities.

We have had some fantastic outcomes, and a book

about this project will be published next year. We

are also working in partnership with the AoC on a

longitudinal study exploring the value of enrichment

in further education: it’s really interesting to see the

different ways this is approached by different

colleges, and the way the sector generally sees it

as being really important in helping to address

inequalities.

Bill: These issues go far beyond the critique of

particular reforms, or arguments about what a

socially just technical and vocational education

might look like. The strengthening of employability

discourses has spilled over into higher education,

whilst the imperative for education and training to

increase production is prising away any grip working

people ever gained over their daily lives, including

their own definition and control of skill formation.

Popular interest in post-school education has

tended to look away from these issues, partly

because we’re so much more aware of the

inequalities of ethnicity and gender, and because of

the urgency of the climate emergency. New

theoretical approaches are emerging too, reflecting

these interests. But it’s important to note that this

doesn’t negate the significance of the issues we talk

about in this book and the way inequalities are being

perpetuated and deepened in the name of new

opportunities for youth.
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