WOLF REVIEW OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION

This is a response on behalf of the Council for British Archaeology (CBA), the Archaeology Training Forum (ATF) and the Heritage Alliance. The CBA is an educational charity working throughout the UK to involve people in archaeology and to promote the appreciation and care of the historic environment for the benefit of present and future generations. It has 10,000 members and subscribers of all ages, and nearly 700 institutional members representing all aspects of voluntary, commercial and public sector archaeology and heritage management. The (ATF) represents all those organisations which have an interest in the issues of training and career development in archaeology. These include the Council for British Archaeology, Institute for Archaeologists, Association of Local Government Archaeological Officers, English Heritage (and the cognate bodies of Historic Scotland and Cadw), Standing Committee for Archaeology, which is the representative body of all Further and Higher Education Institutions offering archaeology programmes, and other institutions. Archaeology is increasingly viewed as part of a much larger grouping of ‘Historic Environment professionals’ that includes Conservation Officers, Museum Curators, Conservation Architects, Curators of Historic Houses and Gardens, National and Regional Park authorities, and many others. What unites this diverse group is an interest in, and active engagement with, the Historic Environment in all its forms. The Heritage Alliance is the largest coalition of non-government heritage interests in England, bringing together over 85 organisations who between them represent approx 5 million people across the country. Together our members own, manage and care for the vast majority of England’s heritage. They range from specialist advisers, practitioners and managers, volunteers and owners, to national funding bodies and organisations leading major regeneration and access projects.

In this response, we will address four questions of greatest relevance to our sector.

· What is role of the third sector, private providers, employers and awarding bodies?

· How can we respond to the needs of labour market?

· How can we provide a positive incentive to young people?

· How can we improve progression to work, apprenticeships, FE, HE?

Firstly though, we need to ask, what is vocational education? Is it the same as technical education? Is it only concerned with developing practical skills? The definition used by DIUS is that vocational education's purpose is:

· to provide learners with knowledge, skills and/or competence directly relevant to work or employment, either within one or more sectors or for specific occupations; 

and/or

· to provide enhanced labour market opportunities for those currently in work or employment.

The independent education foundation, Edge, which promotes vocational education defines vocation qualifications as  recognised awards designed primarily to give entry to or advancement in a specific set of occupations. They assess a person’s knowledge and/or skills associated with a particular area of work, and its achievement may be a necessary condition for continued employment.

In the case of archaeology and heritage such definitions are too restrictive. Archaeology and engagement with heritage are not only occupations, they are vocations followed by over 200,000 people in their leisure and spare time. Vocational learning in a looser sense can be seen as applicable to learning the practical skills relevant to a discipline, craft or trade. Both archaeology and heritage involve practical skills within their disciplines, and can both be seen as a craft (even if with academic underpinnings).

Archaeological practice involves the study and care of the physical remains of human activity in the past. It is linked closely with heritage management and conservation. The physical remains can be traces under the sea or below ground, and may need excavation. They can also be above-ground features and buildings, not only ruins but standing buildings still in use. Many heritage sites are open to the public, many other historic buildings form the fabric of the urban and rural landscapes. These landscapes give Britain its historic character and attract tourists from all over the world. Heritage tourism generates £20.6 billion towards the economy and provides 195,000 jobs (HLF 2010).

The role of different providers

Training in archaeological and heritage skills is currently provided by a wide range of organisations among universities, colleges, employers and voluntary groups. There is a network of relationships between voluntary and employed sectors in both archaeological fieldwork and heritage management. These relationships are two-way with the voluntary sector making a genuine contributing to research and conservation, and extending activity beyond the reach of the employed sector. Expertise in different aspects of archaeology and heritage management can be found dispersed among various  potential providers of vocational training, including the voluntary sector.

The voluntary sector in archaeology is vibrant. A recent audit by the CBA revealed more than 2,000 local groups involved in investigating or caring for the historic environment. These cover all ages (the Young Archaeologists' Club, run by the CBA, caters for members aged 8 to 16). The private sector consists of contracting field units and services, many of them charitable trusts or limited companies. There are also national bodies and private individuals that own and manage publicly open heritage assets. The sector covers a range of skills that can offer valuable experience for young people. Work placements are offered by a variety of these archaeology and heritage organisations.

Different parts of the sector have different contributions to make towards vocational learning. The professional sector has high order procedural and technical skills as well as technical equipment unavailable to others. The private sector can be active in owning historic properties made available to the public, which need careful management, conservation and interpretation. The voluntary sector has abundant enthusiasm, manpower and accessibility through being widely spread across literally thousands of local societies and groups. It is the partnership between different providers that can give the greatest benefit to vocational learners through opportunities to practice skills in genuine situations, as well as bringing young people into a more adult world learning the importance of responsibility and teamwork.

There is no doubt that the sector could do more to support vocational learning at 14-19. The overwhelming majority of professional archaeologists are university graduates. Education at 14-19 is seen as not even entry level into archaeology, but as a time of exploring interests and hopefully developing an interest in the subject. This is an attitude that needs to change. Instead, we need to see 14-19 as a key time when people are making their future carer choices based on experience and knowledge. A good education at 14-19 could give young people a base level of knowledge and skills that could be built on in higher education. Vocational skills are a part of archaeology and enabling elements of these skills to be developed at 14-19 would benefit the profession. The voluntary is in a key position to work with the profession in providing opportunities to develop these skills.

However, there needs to be better signposting of qualifications to potential employment sectors. It is not apparent to many that a career in archaeology or heritage is an option, nor that vocational skills can form a good basis for later entry to university. There is a degree of confusion about the nature of vocational qualifications among those who are more familiar with the seemingly simple world of GCSEs and AS/A levels. Awards have different names and there is a lack of clarity about the level of qualifications and their equivalences. Awarding bodies need to be better at making links between subjects, for example pointing the complementary nature of an award in leisure and tourism with GCSEs in history or geography. This should be backed up by further linking of qualifications to potential employment sectors.

Providers of vocational opportunities can offer work experience, or better still, lengthy placements. They can offer good case studies for use in colleges and schools. They can also provide training for teachers and lecturers in how their sector offers vocational opportunities. However, the sector cannot do these things without some kind of support from government as a facilitator of partnerships and shaper of perceptions. Government sets the educational framework and must work with the sector to find cost effective or cost-neutral ways of enabling us to support vocational learning.

The needs of the labour market

There is great need to support the acquisition of craft skills in heritage conservation through apprenticeships and training schemes. However, the labour market is a flexible concept. It can too easily be seen simply as full-time employment in private or public sector organisations. In archaeology and heritage, the labour market is much wider than this. The number of people engaging in voluntary activity far exceeds those in employment. The CBA has estimated that there are over 200,000 people involved in some kind of active engagement with physical heritage. The needs of our labour market are not restricted to employment. 

However, this does not mean that young people would have their employability restricted to only voluntary activity in heritage. Many volunteers in archaeology have jobs in other areas of work, and spend their spare time in archaeology. Young people can do this too. A work placement in heritage could give a young person valuable maturity and skills directly relevant to jobs in other sectors, e.g. the retail sector through work in the public areas of heritage sites. The minimum pay off for our sector is that they will develop the enthusiasm to keep an interest in heritage activity in a voluntary capacity outside of work. The maximum pay-off is that the young person is able to progress within further education and into higher education and make a career directly within the sector.

It would help our sectors greatly if vocational education was recognised as having a generic applicability, rather than only being tied closely to particular sectors of employment. There are many practical and methodological vocational skills that are useful for a range of activities. Heritage includes not only craft skills relating to conservation, such as masonry skills, but also more generic skills that can be learnt in meaningful and fun environments, such as working with the public. The structure of vocational education must allow for work experience of a meaningful kind, and welcome outside input into learning not only from employers but also from voluntary groups.

Vocational qualifications offer an alternative to traditional GCSEs and A Levels for many pupils, but can also be studied as part of a mixed portfolio of qualifications. This is ideal for archaeology and heritage, where the practical and the academic are deeply intertwined. We would like to widen the social basis of archaeology and heritage practice, in both voluntary and employed sectors. Having a better sense of the equivalence between qualifications, and better mapping of qualification combinations so that students can choose appropriate courses that best suit them is essential. We reiterate this  point under progression below.

Providing positive incentives

Archaeology and heritage provide activities that are enjoyable and have a point. Learning vocational skills in a heritage setting is to understand the applicability of skills in a real-world environment. Such learning is likely to be deeper and longer-lasting than college-based learning. An experience of working in a heritage environment helps to connect young people with their own identities and localities. It also enthuses them for learning itself. The nature of archaeology and heritage is that they are a mix of the practical and the academic. They are ideally suited to different styles of learning and can enthuse those turned off by traditional academic learning in school or college. They can also provide real-world contexts for learning the uses of literacy and numeracy, and so help to boost the learning of functional skills by vocational learners. Good vocational qualifications could also be at a high enough level for professional practice, even in what are currently graduate-dominated professions, if they were created with suitable high level input into their creation.

Archaeology and heritage are popular. The viewing figures for television programmes (easily reaching 3 million viewers), membership of organisations like English Heritage (700,000) or the National Trust (3.8 million), and the number of visits (over 50 million) made to heritage sites every year demonstrate this. Yet, over two thirds of young people choose not to study history at GCSE. One reason to emerge from research by the University of East Anglia (Hayden 2005) is that history is seen as boring and pointless. Heritage is anything but, and contains the excitement, fun and relevance that many people see as missing from academic history. In itself, this will help to provide an incentive for young people to engage with vocational learning that involves activity in heritage or archaeology.

Progression to education and jobs

Incentives to progress into further education, higher education or employment will not come from the content of the vocational qualifications in themselves, but from the context within which they are offered and taught. Young people can see that there is a world in which they can be part. This is the incentive to progress. Qualifications provide the means for progression. Vocational qualifications need to rated alongside academic qualifications and given proper equivalence, not an equivalence that is costed to make them seem attractive (e.g. higher points scores for school league tables or for entry to university). Equivalence needs to come from an educational understanding learning styles and different kinds of intelligences, and how to translate these into measurable qualification outcomes.

Engaging in practical work within archaeology or heritage could be given greater weight as a factor for admission to higher courses. More flexible learning pathways could be developed for further and higher education, such as part-time, out-of-hours and distance courses. The two year foundation degree needs to be rethought not only as a qualification in its own right but as a bridge to enable non-traditional learners to enter higher education. The age of 19 should not be an upper cut-off point for vocational education. Vocational qualifications should be available for all ages, just as GCSEs or A Levels are available to adults. Also, part-time courses for adults need to be treated more seriously and fully supported to provide young people with a chance to revisit a discipline later in life. Progression need not only by direct from vocational qualification to other forms of education at 16 or 18. Many learners may prefer to gain a job using their vocational skills, only to return later in life to the area in which they did their work experience. Archaeology has a long tradition of accepting mature entrants to the profession and voluntary sectors recapturing a discipline they first encountered in their youth.

Progression needs bridges to become a reality. Where are the bridges between vocational and academic learning? The notion of applied learning that was being developed within the 14-19 diplomas is a useful concept. The ending of development of the last batch of diplomas may be seen in hindsight as a mistake. The Humanities and Social Sciences Diploma would have offered exactly the right kind of bridge that is needed for progression. It was in no way a substitute for traditional subjects like history. Instead, it offered an application of history to real-world situations. The Diploma could useful be revived and reoriented to be an explicit bridge linking academic and vocational learning, and so allow progression for many young people. The GCSE History Pilot would be a very useful model of another kind of bridge where vocational and academic learning can be integrated in one qualification. The lessons of the pilot need to be built upon and extended.
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