14 – 19 Education in Bedford Borough 

Article by Michael Gleeson 14 - 19 Lead Officer
There have been enormous changes in the educational opportunities for 14 – 19 year olds over the last few years. Gone are the days where all virtually all students did GCSEs (and only GCSEs) whilst a small minority of students, who either found GCSE too difficult academically, or became disengaged with school altogether, left with no qualifications. Similarly students aged 16 -19 are no longer limited to just traditional A levels.
There are numerous different pathways for young people in 2010. Whilst many students may still choose to follow the traditional GCSE or A level pathway, other students are choosing combinations of GCSE and BTEC firsts or A level and BTEC Nationals qualifications. BTEC courses have a far greater vocational element to them and really engage many young people, as well as being popular with employers.

A new 14 – 19 Foundation Learning (FL) pathway is being developed in which learning is tailored to the needs of the individual student. FL includes Personal and Social Development, Functional Skills and Vocational Subject provision and is aimed at those students who find it difficult to access GCSE qualifications as well as those are genuinely disengaged with school.
A third pathway is the new 14 – 19 Diploma Pathway which started to be taught for the first time in Bedford Borough in September 2009. There are about 80 students across the Borough studying for one of the new 14 – 19 Diplomas. 

A range of Higher Level Diplomas (equivalent to GCSE passes A* - C) are available in Bedford Borough:

· Construction & Built Environment Diploma, Engineering Diploma, Hairdressing and Beauty Studies Diploma all delivered by Bedford College;

· Sport and Active Leisure Diploma delivered by Biddenham Upper International School;

· Business Administration & Finance Diploma delivered by Hastingsbury Business & Enterprise College to Year 10 students and by Sharnbrook Upper School to Sixth Form students.
· Information Technology Diploma and Creative and Media Diploma both delivered by Wootton Upper School.

Additionally, students from all Bedford Borough schools can also access a wide range of other exciting 14 – 19 vocational qualifications, gaining BTECs, NVQ and other specialist qualifications in subjects such as Accountancy, Agriculture, Animal Care, Childcare, Catering and Motor Vehicle Studies at Bedford College (including at Shuttleworth College in Old Warden – now part of Bedford College). 
A further pathway for 14 – 16 year old students is to gain a Young Apprentice Certificate in Business or Construction or Hairdressing, or Motor Vehicle. These qualifications require students to spend fifty days in Work Placements during Year 10 and Year11 as well as completing specialist vocational courses in the sector. Older students over the age of 16 are eligible to apply for an Apprenticeship – there is a national target of 20% of all young people studying apprenticeships by 2020.
A number of youngsters are working towards qualifications away from their schools and College whilst based at Work-Based Learning Providers within the Borough. (e.g. Youth Matters, Xers). Some of these qualifications form part of tailored FL programmes for these young people.  

The rationale behind this much broader and personalised curriculum is to really engage all young people in their education and to offer them learning opportunities with built in progression to the next stage.
A few years ago the previous government announced plans to Raise the Participation Age (RPA) from 16 to 18 years of age. Bedford Borough students who start Year 9 in September 2010 will be the first cohort for whom RPA applies. Students who start Year 9 in September 2010 will be required to stay in some form of learning or training until the age of at least 17. Students who are due to start Year 8 in September 2010 will be required to continue in some form of education  or training until the age of 18.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
You will also have read recently of the initiative announced by the new Coalition Government for all 16 year olds to complete two months of National Citizen Service. Little detail is available -at the current time, but clearly this will have a major impact on 14 – 19 education.
Clearly no institution can provide every course and opportunity for all young people and therefore it is imperative that everybody involved in 14 – 19 education works together in partnership. There is already a strong partnership in the Borough but we are really eager to strengthen it further. The partnership does not just involve schools and colleges – it is much broader and involves other key interest groups.
The Third Sector and employers are two groups which have key roles to play in the 14 – 19 Partnership and Bedford Borough’s 14 – 19 Partnership Team is very keen to work much more closely with these groups in the future. With respect to the Community and Voluntary Service (CVS) sector we would like to explain more to you about what 14 – 19 Education is all about and how it could involve you and your organisations in the future. Clearly the sector could have a major role in the National Citizen Service initiative, but also potentially in providing apprenticeship opportunities to older students and other work-based learning experiences. The possibilities are almost endless!

Similarly we would like to hear your views as to what skills young people need to acquire to enable them to play really positive roles in society. The 14 – 19 Team has recently had one meeting with key staff at CVS and CVS represents the sector on the 14 – 19 Strategic Partnering Board. We really look forward to working more closely with lots of different groups in the future and also, we hope, to meeting you personally.

