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Executive Summary

The vocational and technical qualifications (VTQ) market is probably less understood

compared to general qualifications. For general qualifications, centres! tend to be
focused on the quality of the qualification
rather than factors such as fees, but it is not known if the same themes are driving

choices of vocational and technical qualifications and the awarding organisations

that provide them. Previously, Ofqual sampled a small number of schools and

colleges (as well as industry bodies) about factors that influence purchases of

gualifications as part of a larger survey (Ofqual, 2015). This current research builds

on that initial effort by using a new survey to target a larger sample, representative of

all the main types of provider of VTQs to 16-19 year olds.

The survey, carried out by YouGov, comprised 3 main sections covering the
background of respondents and the centres they represented, the drivers of choice
of VTQ offerings and awarding organisations, and how centres manage their
offerings (through review and changes to their offering). More than 500 responses
from across England were received from people in a range of roles and from all of
the main types of provider of VTQs. Responses related predominantly to level 3
gualifications (not surprising given the focus on learners aged 16-19) and to a range
of subject areas.

The results highlighted how centres take a broad view when it comes to making
choices about the VTQs they offer. Factors influencing choices may be categorised
according to the group under focus: learners (for example, their interests and
prospects), the centres themselves (for example, capacity), and employers (for
example, qualifications equipping learners for work). Centres often appear to be
balancing all 3 categories when making choices, but seem particularly committed to
meeting | e a r mexds.sLéarner interests, the intrinsic educational value of
gualifications, and how qualifications position learners for further study commonly
and consistently influenced choices across centre types. This commitment to
meeting | earnersdé6 needs and interests somet.
financial burdens on centres since it may prompt them to continue to offer courses
that are not commercially viable.

While learner interest was overall the most influential driver of qualification provision
according to this survey, there appeared to be a difference in the relative importance
of drivers across different types of centre. Certainly, employer-focused
drivers/factors (though subject to positive net rates of agreement) were often of lower
prominence across the results overall, noting that colleges and training-providers
seemed more attentive to employer needs than schools. Colleges appear to consider
a very broad range of drivers in their choices of VTQs, but seem clear that VTQ
choices can maximise their student recruitment ability and fulfil a remit to prepare
learners for next steps (further study or employment). Schools generally exhibited
lower levels of consensus about drivers of choice, which suggests a less clearly
defined role for VTQs in schools (where our results indicated that VTQs are often
taken up by small cohorts of 16-19 year old learners). Priorities, and therefore
drivers, may vary more from centre to centre, perhaps responding to the specific
context of a school, including factors such as the nature of the cohort, the availability
of other local educational providersort he school 6s facilities.
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When choosing awarding organisations, very similar sets of factors were reported

across the different centre types. Course content and the ability to tailor it to

learners, results and the reputation of the qualification and awarding organisation

were the main reasons that centres chose a p
gualification.

VTQ provision within centres appears to be dynamic with centres reporting that they
actively manage their offering. The majority of centres undertake regular reviews
whilst more than one-third of centres had recently stopped offering a VTQ and one-
guarter returned information about at least one new or proposed qualification. This
suggests that centres are implementing findings from their review processes and
frequently making changes to their offering. When adding new qualifications to their
VTQ offering, centre type was not an indicator of the sources of influence that might
have input into choices, with as much variation between individual centres as
between centre types. Centres usually seek the expertise of their own staff (teachers
and senior management), but private training providers and FE colleges will just as
frequently look outside to employers and industry bodies.

Our results provide preliminary evidence of the factors operating in the VTQ market,
highlighting the key drivers of choice and how this may vary in different educational
settings. The needs and interests of learners appear to be at the heart of decisions in
many cases and contexts. We are planning to conduct further work to understand
drivers of qualification choice fromlearner s 6 per specti ves.
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1 Introduction

Quialifications in England are provided in a market. Schools, colleges and training
providers (referred to in this report as centres?) can choose which vocational and
technical qualifications (VTQs) they offer. They can also choose which awarding
organisation (AO) they use to offer the qualification. The choice of qualification
taught in centres can be influenced by various factors. These may focus on the
benefit for the individual student, such as meeting their interest or the demand of
certain skills in the local job market. There are also institutional factors to consider,
such as the availability of teachers or having the correct facilities in place.
Performance table/accountability measures and funding considerations may also
contribute towards the decisions that centres make (Ofqual 2019a).

In 2015, an Ofqual reportt i t | ed 6 School and col, l(Gigga, pur c h:
2015) highlighted some common reasons for switching AO, which included the
course content/syllabus, the advice of colleagues, and meeting the needs of
students. When choosing qualifications, staff placed more importance on the content
and structure of the qualification and whether it matched student needs rather than
the fees an AO charged or their marketing materials. Similarly, in a report
commissioned by Ofqual, Frontier Economics (2015) found that schools focused
more on the quality of the syllabus which exam boards offer rather than the price.
They also found that schools or colleges switched providers following relatively large
changes in the quality of the qualification that the AO offered. Both reports conclude
that the quality of the qualification offered is the key determinant for schools and
colleges when choosing their provider, with price being a less important factor.
However, these pieces of work were undertaken in light of the reform to GCSEs, AS
and A levels and, as a result, focused on the drivers that influence the general
gualifications (GQs) that centres choose. Much less is known about the drivers that
influence choices in the VTQ sphere.

More recently, Ofqual issued a Call for Evidence (Ofqual 2019b), with a component
focused on aspects of the decision-making process when making choices on
gualification purchases, which included both VTQs and GQs. When qualification
purchasers and industry bodies (whose views represent additional purchasers, such
as employers) were asked about the factors that influence decisions, the most
frequently cited factor was the content of the course. This was followed by the level
of service and support the AO offered. Approximately 22% of respondents
considered price to be a very important factor in determining their choice of
gualification. There was a low response rate from qualification purchasers (with 6
schools and 3 colleges or training centres responding), so it cannot be assumed that
these views are reflective of all centres that purchase these qualifications. However,
the comments and responses of industry bodies generally aligned with the views of
the qualification purchasers. In contrast to the views of qualification purchasers,
industry bodies suggest that the importance of qualification cost is likely to increase
due to the growing financial pressures on centres.

This new research aims to provide a broader and stronger evidence base around the
reasons why centres choose to offer the vocational and technical subjects that they
do to 16-19 year olds and the reasons centres choose the qualifications of particular

1 An organisation undertaking the delivery of an assessment (and potentially other activities) to
learners on behalf of an awarding organisation



Drivers of centresd® choice for vocat

AOs. The research also covers the drivers of choice of new or proposed VTQs and
behaviours around how centres manage their VTQ offering.

2 Methodology
2.1 Survey design

Ofqual commissioned YouGov to carry out a survey on the drivers that contribute
towards the choices of Vocational and Technical Qualifications (VTQs) offered to 16-
19 year olds in centres. The survey comprised 3 major sections:

1. background information about respondents and the centres they represent,

2. drivers of choice of VTQ offerings (excluding functional skills training) and
factors affecting AO choice for the largest 2 VTQs (highest uptake) already
offered. In addition, the same set of questions were asked for up to 2 recent
and/or proposed offerings,

3. how centres (represented by respondents) manage their offerings over time.
This last section included reasons centres might switch AO, how often they
review their offering, the commercial viability of courses, reasons for ceasing to
offer a qualification, and the identities of influencers of choices of new offerings.

Ofqual was responsible for the overall design of the survey, while YouGov was
responsible for the programming, hosting and administration of the online survey. A
complete copy of the survey template is included in Appendix A.

2.2 Pilot study and fieldwork

A pilot study was used to test the functionality and routing of the survey template and

determine the average completion time. Thirty respondents on the YouGov panel

completed a draft survey online in March 2019 and feedback was solicited to identify

possible areas of confusion. The pilot confirmed that the questions were well

understood and that the routing worked as intended. Subsequently the survey was

fully | aunched using YouGovds proprietary su
received online between April and June 2019.

Respondents were sought using the YouGov panel, an external database of contacts
provided by The Education Company, as well as an open link distributed by YouGov,
Of qual and Of ¢nviamtlodlstter neluded mseAppendix B). The sampling
of participants was designed with a view to achieving a sample representative of the
wider population. The sample was designed to gather insight from establishment and
department-level decision makers at schools, colleges and training centres that offer
VTQs to 16-19 year-olds in England. The centre types that responses referred to
were categorised into 6 groups: mainstream (state) schools, independent (private)
schools, alternative and other provision schools, sixth form colleges, FE colleges,
and private training providers (including employers).

2.3 Data verification, cleaning, weighting and analysis

The quality of data was assessed prior to weighting the results in order to obtain a
final dataset for analysis. This involved recoding centre type and job role responses
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to pre-coded lists where relevant. Responses were removed if respondents had not
named a qualification or had reported qualifications that were not within the scope of
the research.

A weighting scheme was constructed based on the number of learners aged 16-19 in
each type of centre during the 2017/2018 academic year in order to provide a
sample representative of the wider population. The number of learners aged 16-19
for mainstream schools, independent schools and alternative provision schools was
extracted from the National Pupil Database. Only learners within these centre types
that were taking VTQs were included in the totals. The numbers of learners taking
VTQs at FE colleges, private/independent training providers and sixth form colleges
were extracted from the Individualised Learner Record (ILR)?. For further information
on the methodology, refer to the Appendix C.

Data were analysed in R using the srvyr and survey packages for manipulation and
analysis of survey data (Ellis 2019; Lumley 2004, 2019) as well as the suite of
tidyverse packages for data manipulation and visualisation (Wickham 2016;
Wickham 2019; Wickham et al., 2019). Uncertainty in results (such as that due to
small sample sizes) was considered and is visualised through the use of error bar
plots (+/- 1 standard error). Multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) was used to
guantify and simplify the variation in responses to whole sets of factors (such as the
drivers of choice of existing qualifications). MCAs were performed on complete
datasets (after imputing missing values using the R package missMDA [Josse &
Husson 2016]) in R using the FactoMineR package (Le et al., 2008). The results of
MCAs were also used to examine potential biases that could affect interpretation of
results such as differing responses according to role, which - if present and not
controlled for - could confound differences between centre types.

3 Results

3.1 Sampling
3.1.1 Number of respondents and weighting

The response rate from the external contact database was 1.7%. After data cleaning
503 individual survey responses were retained with representation from 6 types of
centre (Table 1). The sample was a reasonable representation of the population in
terms of centre types, although sixth form colleges were overrepresented (Table 1)
and saw the biggest change in counts due to the weighting process.

2 Although the number of learners doing A levels and GCSEs has been excluded, some qualifications
may remain in the ILR dataset that refer to qualifications that are not VTQs.

vocat
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Table 1: Number of respondents by centre type that returned data about existing

gualification 1.

Centre type Number of respondents Weighted counts
Mainstream (state) school 230 241
Independent (private) 23 15
school

Alt/Other provision school 22 30
FE college 108 146
Private training provider 32 50
Sixth form college 88 20
Total 503 503

Note. Weighted counts are rounded to the nearest integer.

3.1.2 Respondent background

Background information was collected about the individual respondent (role and
decision-making level) and the centre (single versus group of centres, location, size,
as well as its type). The most common job role held by respondents was head or
manager of a department (n = 122), but Senior Manager, Subject Leader and Vice

Principal were other roles held by more than 50 respondents (Figure 1a). Most
respondents were completing the survey on behalf of a single centre on one or

multiple sites (Figure 1b). The geographical spread of the weighted sample across

Englandds 9 regions
Figure 1c.
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a  Head/Manager of Dept.
Vice Principal
Senior Manager
Subject Leader
Head/Manager of Faculty
Other
Head/Manager of Curriculum
Advanced/Lead Practitioner
Principal
Teacher/Lecturer
Head/Manager of School
Business Manager/Director

Finance Manager/Director
0 25 5 75 100

Count

. A single site centre
. A centre with multiple sites
. A group of centres

. Other

Alt/Other provision school
FE college

Independent (private) school
Mainstream (state) school
Private training provider
Sixth form college

Figure 1: Characteristics of respondents in the weighted sample. a) Frequency of
respondent roles. b) Remit of respondents. c) Regional composition of the sample by
centre type. Pie charts show the proportion of respondents (after weighting) from
each centre type. The size of the pie charts corresponds to the total weighted
number of respondents in each region.

3.1.3 Qualification and centre background

Respondents provided background information about the qualifications responses
referred to, including the subject area, level and number of learners. Health, Public
Services and Care was the most common VTQ sector subject that respondents
reported on (Figure 2). In all, 21% of responses about the top existing qualification
concerned qualifications in this subject area. The proportions of responses
concerning each subject area was similar for both existing and new qualifications,
suggesting that there had not been any shifts in the appeal of any particular subject
area. The rank order and proportion of responses of each subject sector area closely
reflects the published numbers of certificates awarded (Ofqual 2019c) and provides
further confidence that our sample is a fair representation of the population and VTQ
market. dPreparation for life and work6features less prominently in our sample
because this subject area includes functional skills training, which we specifically
asked survey patrticipants to exclude from their responses.

11
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Figure 2: Subject areas that respondents referred to either as their largest 2
qualifications by uptake (existing 1 and 2) or qualifications they had recently
introduced or were considering introducing (new 1 and 2). Error bars represent +/- 1

standard error.
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Level 3 qualifications represented the top existing vocational and technical
gualification offered to 16-19 year-olds for more than half of the respondents from
each centre type (Figure 3). The exception was alternative and other provision
schools, for whom responses mostly related to Level 1 qualifications. A large
proportion of responses from private training providers (38%) did however relate to
Level 2 qualifications. The patterns observed for subject area and level were very
similar for each of the 2 largest qualifications by uptake (existing qualification 1 and
2). However, when thinking about new and proposed qualifications, the dominance
of Level 3 qualifications only held for sixth form colleges (Figure 3). New or proposed
offerings in other centre types were generally more evenly split between Level 2 and
Level 3 qualifications, with one exception?.

a Mainstream (state) school b Mainstream (state) school
Level 3 = - Level 3 ——i
Level 2 = (52 Level 2 = ——
Level 1 = - Level 1= =04
Entry level = Entry level =
Independent (private) school Independent (private) school
Level 3 = —— Level 3 = ——
Level 2 = —a— Level 2 = —_—————
Level 1 = ——i Level 1 = tr——
Entry level = Entry level =
Alt/Other provision school Alt/Other provision school
Level 3= it Level 3
Level 2 = ——t Level 2 =
Level 1 = b O— Level 1 =
Entry level Entry level 5
Sixth form college Sixth form college
Level 3 = ] Level 3 ==
Level 2= w Level2 = o=
Level 1= ™ Level 1+
Entry level = Entry level =
FE college FE college
Level 3 = =i Level 3 L |
Level 2 = = Level 2 = ——i
Level 1 = g Level 1=
Entry level = Entry level =
Private training provider Private training provider
Level 3 = —_—— Level 3 = ———
Level 2 = —— Level 2 = | S |
Level 1 = —8— Level 1= I
Entry level = Entry level =
T T L] T T T T L] T T
0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00
Proportion of respondents Proportion of respondents
Entry level =—@= Level 2 Entry level =—@= Level 2
Level Level
== Level 1 —— Level3 == Level1 —8— level3

Figure 3: Qualification level by centre type. Vocational and technical qualification
levels for a) top existing qualifications and b) new or proposed qualifications. Error
bars represent +/- 1 standard error.

3 In alternative and other provision schools, only one respondent had new or proposed qualifications
and this was at Entry level

13
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The majority of survey responses providing information about 2 existing
gualifications involved qualifications at the same level. Where established
gualifications 1 and 2 were at different levels, approximately two-thirds involved one
Level 3 qualification and one Level 2. When considering adding new VTQs, 26% of
respondents were thinking of adding a qualification at a different level to that of their
top existing offering(s).

There were big differences between types of centre in the number of learners
enrolled for their vocational and technical qualifications (Figure 4). The vast majority
of colleges and private training providers had large cohorts of students studying for
their top 2 qualifications whereas schools often had smaller groups of less than 20
learners. These different settings might translate to somewhat different priorities
when it comes to making choices about VTQ offerings.

Mainstream (state) school FE college
250 4
150 1
2004
150 + 100 4
1004
504
504
). —_— |
Independent (private) school Sixth form college
151 201
e 154
g 104
S 101
5 - - 5 -
0- o
Alt/Other provision school Private training provider
404
404
304
304
204 204
1 O - - 1 D -
04 1 04
20- 100 100+ 20- 100 100+
Cohort size

T <20 [ 20-100 [ 100+

Figure 4: Cohort size variation between centre types. Respondents were asked for
the number of learners enrolled for their top 2 existing qualifications (3 categories:
less than 20 (<20), between 20 and 100 (20-100), and more than 100 (100+)).
Weighted data are used and the responses for the qualifications are combined.

14
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3.2 Drivers of choice around Vocational and
Technical Qualifications

Survey respondents were asked to report on the extent to which a range of factors

ce fo

r vocat

(which we refer to heriafluensed thelr @ecisiodsrto offeea s
gualification. The drivers fell into 3 high-level categories in terms of the group whose
interests are principally addressed: learners, centres or employers (Table 2).
Responses were recorded using a 5-point Likert scale (strongly disagree, disagree,
neither agree nor disagree, agree, strongly agree) but have been collapsed to a 3-
point scale (disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree) in some of the analyses
below.
Table 2: Potential drivers of qualification choice: Shorthand and category of group
principally affected.
Shorthand Complete driver statement Category
Learner We think learners and prospective learners are learner
interest interested in this qualification
Destinations The destinations of previous learners in this learner
qualification have been good
Intrinsic This qualification has intrinsic educational value learner
Further study  The qualification is useful for further study learner
Programme This completes a programme of learning for students  learner
Employment  We think local employers tend to employ people with employer
this qualification
Job This qualification is a requirement for some jobs employer
requirement
Capacity We have the right facilities/teachers/trainers in place to centre
offer this qualification
Funding This qualification attracts good funding centre
Perform table  This qualification receives performance centre
table/accountability measures
It is worth noting that the high level categories are not necessarily fully delineated or
mutually exclusive. For example, one could argue that @ his qualification is a
requirement for some jobséis just as much a learner focused driver as an employer
focused driver given thatitislikel y t o be in | earnersd best

appropriately qualified for employment.

15
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3.2.1 How established and new qualifications compared

All 503 respondents completed information about the drivers of choice for their top
existing qualification and subsets also completed responses about a second existing
qualification (84% of respondents), a new qualification (28% of respondents), and a
second new qualification (12% of respondents) (Table 3). A higher proportion of
respondents from colleges and private training providers than schools responded to
survey items relating to a second existing qualification, which may reflect the
increased VTQ provision in these types of centre. The colleges also yielded a higher
proportion of responses regarding new VTQs whereas the rate of responses about
new qualifications from private training providers was more similar to schools.

Table 3: Number and percentage of respondents by centre type in the weighted
sample that returned data about existing qualifications (EQ) and new qualifications

(NQ).

Counts and proportions of respondents that answered

guestions about different survey categories of qualification

EQ1 EQ2 % NQ1 % NQ2 %

Centre type count count EQ2 count NQ1 count NQ2
Mainstream (state) school 241 191 79 56 23 16 7
Independent (private) school 15 10 70 3 22 1 4
Alt/Other provision school 30 23 77 1 5 3 9
FE college 146 136 94 58 40 34 23
Private training provider 50 46 91 13 25 5 9
Sixth form college 20 18 89 9 45 5 24
Total 503 425 84 140 28 62 12

Note. Weighted counts are rounded to nearest integer.

Patterns of responses were highly similar regardless of whether respondents were
thinking about their top existing VTQ offerings or new or proposed offerings (Table 2
and Appendix D.2). Of the 10 drivers of choice listed in Table 2 (excluding
destinations since this driver could not be considered for new qualifications), the
pattern of responses between existing qualifications 1 and 2 and new qualifications 1
and 2 only varied significantly (p = 0.04) for learner interest. This was explained
mainly by differences in the strength of agreement between sets of the responses
rather than the proportion of respondents that agreed (a greater proportion of
respondents Gtrongly agreedéthat this was a driver of choice for new qualifications
rather than existing). Since there was such a high degree of correspondence
between qualifications, we have only reported results for the top existing qualification
below but have provided additional details and figures for the other sets of responses
in Appendices D.2 and E.3.

16
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3.2.2 Key drivers and the effect of centre type

There were very high levels of agreement that learner interest (92%), capacity
(89%), as well as qualifications serving as prerequisites for further study (87%) or
having intrinsic value (83%) drive choices of qualifications (Figure 5). The
destinations of previous learners is also a common driver of choice, particularly in
the case of Level 3 qualifications (89%). In contrast, funding and performance tables
as well as qualifications serving as a pre-requisite for jobs or leading to local
employment appear to be considerably lower priorities (Figure 5). Overall, learner-
focused drivers dominate with those five drivers (Table 2) in the top six factors.
Centre-focused reasons are ranked 2" (capacity, 89% agreement), 8" (performance
table, 61%) and 10" (funding, 40%). The employer-focused drivers have positive net
levels of agreement, but are ranked 7" (local employment, 66% agreement) and 9%
(job requirement, 55%).

We think learners and prospective learners | 2%

are interested in this qualification S

We have the right facilities/teachers/ |

. : . h - 3%
trainers in place to offer this qualification

89%

The qualification is useful for further study 4 3% 87%
The destinations of previous learners in this |
qualification have been good % §3%

This qualification has intrinsic educational | 4o, _ 83%

value

This completes a programme of learning for | 9%

0,
students 70%

We think local employers tend to employ

people with this qualification g6%

7%
This qualification receives performance | 13%

0,
table/accountability measures : b

This qualification is a requirement for some |

0,
jobs 5%

55%

This qualification attracts good funding 419% 40%

-50% 0% 50% 100%
Percent

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither

. Agree . Strongly agree

Figure 5: Overall views on drivers of choice of existing vocational and technical
gualifications (all respondents). Drivers are rank ordered based on the overall level
of agreement (highest agreement at the top). Responses were on a 5-point Likert
scale (strongly agree - strongly disagree). Percentages at the sides of the plot
represent total disagreement (percentage of respondents in weighted sample that
disagreed or strongly disagreed; left-hand side) and total agreement (agreed or
strongly agreed,; right-hand side). The neutral category (neither agree nor disagree)
is split evenly either side of 0%.
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The multiple correspondence analysis revealed a clear effect of centre type on
responses about drivers of qualification choice but other supplementary variables
describing the respondent (role and decision level) or centre (scope [for example
single or multiple sites, etc] and geographical region) had little or no effect on
responses (Appendix D.1). On capacity and learner interest, there were consistent,
high levels of agreement between centre types (Figure 6). At least 4 out of 5
respondents from each centre type agreed that these were drivers of choice for their
top existing VTQ. However, the importance of the employment, destinations, and job
requirement drivers varied considerably more based on the types of centre where
respondents worked, with levels of agreement varying by as much as 42% for the job
requirement driver (Table 4). Independent (private) schools generally had the lowest
levels of agreement (for 6 of the 10 potential drivers) but did have the equal highest
level of agreement about capacity being a driver. Likewise, mainstream (state)
schools generally had relatively low levels of agreement about the importance of
most drivers, but had a slightly higher level of agreement compared to other centre
types that performance tables were a driver of choice. In contrast, independent
training providers showed the highest levels of agreement for 7 of the 10 drivers of
choice.
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Figure 6: Drivers of choice for existing vocational and technical qualifications by
centre type. Percent of respondents (+/- 1 standard error) who agreed that the
drivers listed had influenced choice (responses collapsed to a 3-point scale [agree -
disagree]). Drivers are rank ordered based on the overall level of agreement (highest
agreement at the top). Percentages at the right of the plot represent total agreement
(percentage of respondents in the weighted sample who agreed or strongly agreed).
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