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VOCATIONAL EXCELLENCE   in association with

Why is careers guidance in 
schools so important and 
how can it be improved? 
Dawn Baker introduces 
a new free careers advice 
hub aimed at learners who 
want to follow vocational 
pathways

F
or the past few years, careers guidance 
in schools has often been criticised as 
being inadequate but, having been 
given an even higher priority in 
school inspections by Ofsted since 
September 2013, it is a part of school 
life that can’t be ignored.

With a huge number of career options to inform 
young people about, pressure to encourage entry 
into STEM subjects, pressure on students to go to 
university despite mounting tuition fees – not to 
mention budget constraints in schools – advising on 
careers is challenging, yet more vital than ever. 

The latest guidance from the Department for 
Education (DfE), issued last year (see box below), 
emphasises the importance of high-quality, 
independent careers advice in helping young people 
to emerge from school fully rounded and ready for 
the world of work.

We are entirely in agreement with this guidance, and 
this is where vocational qualifications come into their 
own. NCFE and REED NCFE qualifications, such as 
CV Writing and Job Search and Interview Skills, help 
to get learners career-ready and boost their chances 
of gaining employment by equipping them with  
the valuable skills they need to find and secure the 
right job. 

The portfolio-based format of these qualifications 
means that they are flexible and can be delivered 
around the existing curriculum too.

A key point made in the DfE paper is that 
young people want and need to be well-informed 
when making career decisions. Furthermore, young 
people who are uncertain or unrealistic about their 
career ambitions are three times more likely to 
spend significant periods of time not in education, 
employment or training (NEET), so schools have a 
crucial role to play in preventing this from happening.

We appreciate that careers guidance – which is 
required to inspire every pupil to fulfil their potential 
and to help them consider a broad and ambitious 
range of careers – can sometimes be difficult for 
schools to deliver due to time, resource or expertise.

In order to help with this, we have launched a new 
careers advice hub – CareerHow (www.careerhow.
ncfe.org.uk) – aimed at learners aged 14 to 19 
who want to follow a vocational rather than purely 
academic pathway. It is a simple, straight-talking 
and intuitive careers website, which is intended to 
take learners on a personalised journey to guide them 
towards getting the career they want.

CareerHow will provide guidance on what learners 
can do with their existing qualifications, which 
qualifications they need to pursue their preferred 
career, and where they can study these. It will also 
give an insight into jobs within different industries 
and how to get into each sector, the earning potential, 
the positives and the genuine pitfalls.

We have made sure that CareerHow fits with 
the DfE’s requirements that the guidance should be 
impartial, informs pupils of Apprenticeships and 
other vocational pathways, and promotes the best 
interests of each pupil.

Recent research into the career aspirations of 
teenagers has shown that there is a need for this type 
of tool. A study undertaken by the Edge Foundation 
found that while the majority of the 1,100 14 to 
18-year-olds involved in the research were confident 
in their career choice, they did not know what 
salary to expect in various industries, miscalculating 
earnings by up to 38 per cent.

In addition, the top career path identified by those 
questioned was teaching (12 per cent), but this may 
be because teenagers are more familiar with what 
teaching involves compared with other careers, such 
as in public administration or financial and insurance 
services.

This research shows how vital it is for learners to 
be better informed about the career choices available 
and exactly what each one involves. 

As our user base grows, all the content on 
CareerHow will be tailored to user requests and 
interests – our goal is to make the site the go-to hub 
for careers advice and practical recommendations on 
the steps needed to enter, and succeed in, a particular 
industry.

We are, of course, passionate about helping 
learners who do not necessarily want to go on to 
higher education to achieve their potential through a 
vocational route, so we would urge anyone advising 
pupils on careers to provide as balanced a view as 
possible of their vocational and academic options. 
This is particularly important in light of the new 
government’s intention to prioritise academic 
subjects.

VQ Day takes place on Wednesday (June 10) 
and this is a great opportunity to emphasise how 
vocational learning can provide young people with 
the skills and experience to get ahead, and how 
vocational qualifications can work hand-in-hand with 
their academic counterparts. 

With an increasing number of vocational options 
available at key stages 4 and 5, there remains lots 
of opportunity for pupils to make informed choices 
on where they would like to take their careers and 
the qualifications that will enable them to progress. 
So, what’s the way forward? Ensuring vocational 
qualifications are at the heart of what schools offer is 
key, as this enables young people to reach their potential 
no matter what their individual skill-set.

High-quality careers guidance in schools is 
undoubtedly a priority, and that is where 

we can help with CareerHow. As the 
website develops in line with what 

learners tell us they want to know, we hope that it will 
go a long way to help schools improve their careers 
provision and, crucially, set our young people up for 
future success in life and work.

We are intending for this to be a useful free tool for 
schools too – appointed careers advisors can encourage 
pupils to sign up online and register their career interest. 

They can also complete a profile so that CareerHow 
can match them with careers to suit their individual 
skills and aspirations, and enable the future content on 
the website to be fully customised in line with users’ 
preferences – ultimately supporting learners in getting 
to where they want to be via the quickest and simplest 
route. SecEd

• Dawn Baker is head of innovation at 
awarding body NCFE. Visit www.

ncfe.org.uk or read the NCFE 
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Careers advice: A helping hand
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Other careers organisations and resources
The government guidance published last year (Careers Guidance: Advice for schools, Department for 
Education, April 2014 – available to download at www.gov.uk/government/publications/careers-guidance-
advice-for-schools) signposts schools to a number of organisations and resources to help meet their careers 
duties. These include the following:

• Business in the Community provides a framework for developing long-term relationships between schools 
and businesses: www.bitc.org.uk/issues/community/education-and-young-people

• The Education and Employers Task Force supports effective partnerships between schools, colleges and 
employers: www.educationandemployers.org

• The Ideas Foundation has two key projects: “I Am Creative” aims to teach 13 to 19-year-olds about the 
creative industries and gives them an opportunity to have a go at answering a live creative brief. “Incubate” 
brings specialist industries employers into the classroom to work intensively with young people on projects 
from across the digital and media communications sector: http://ideasfoundation.org.uk

• Mosaic inspires young people from deprived communities to realise their talents and potential: 
www.mosaicnetwork.co.uk

• 5th Matrix is a careers and networking platform which encourages young people to investigate and share 
careers ideas: www.youngchamber.com/5th-matrix

• The National Careers Service provides information, advice and guidance on learning, training 
and work opportunities. Support is available to young people via a website, helpline and webchat:  
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk or 0800 100 900.

• All providers of the National Careers Service are accredited to the Matrix Standard. An online register of 
organisations accredited to the matrix Standard is available online at www.matrixstandard.com

• The National Apprenticeship Service supports, funds and co-ordinates the delivery of Apprenticeships 
throughout England: www.apprenticeships.org.uk

CareerHow will 
provide guidance on 
what learners can do 

with their existing 
qualifications, which 
qualifications they 

need to pursue their 
preferred career,  
and where they  
can study these
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Whether it’s finding the right career path, pulling together the perfect CV or 
developing sound enterprise skills, we can help.

Talk to us
0191 240 8822
schools@ncfe.org.uk

 @ncfeschools
ncfe.org.uk/schools

great 
careers 
start here.
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Changes to accountability 
have seemingly led 
many schools to reduce 
their vocational offer. 
Catherine Mastaglio 
argues that vocational 
education can work hand-
in-hand with academia

L
ast month, thousands of UK teens 
received their GCSE results. Pupils, 
parents and teachers interrupted their 
summer holidays and congregated at 
schools across the country to open 
that all-important envelope with 
shaking hands.

And what were the scores on the doors? Overall, 
the 2014 results show a 98.5 per cent pass rate, down  
0.3 percentage points (but with a rise in students 
receiving A*s). Significantly, the number of English 
entries dropped by more than 215,000, while the 
number of maths entries dropped by 76 per cent, from 
170,357 down to 39,292.

It is unsurprising to see some of these changes 
following an unprecedented overhaul of the system. 
It has been a year of great transition in secondary 
school education with a new focus on end-point 
examination, (removing the earlier “January series” 
re-sit and modular examinations). What’s more, from 
September 2013, most vocational qualifications ceased 
to hold GCSE equivalency, so therefore no longer 
counted within school performance tables.

As a result of this change, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
we have seen fewer schools offer vocational courses for 
pupils, demonstrating the strong link between school 
accountability and vocational education. Undoubtedly, 
the league tables have had a real impact on school’s 
buying decisions. At this time last year, there were 
around 700,000 pupils engaged in vocational education 
at school – a number that is likely to dip this year as 
schools battle to balance timetables and accountability 
measures with their pupils’ needs.

However, it is encouraging to see that significant 
growth has been recorded in certain vocational subjects, 
such as computing, business and IT – subjects which 
build useful skills, can often lead to Apprenticeships 
and most importantly, are highly sought-after by 
employers.

So what is the incentive for schools to offer 
vocational subjects at a time when traditional academia 
has been placed at the apex of the education system? 
Is it possible to look beyond school accountability? Is 
there life beyond league tables and data?

Well, at NCFE we believe that vocational 
qualifications can work side-by-side, hand-in-hand 
with academic qualifications.

In fact, vocational education within schools has 
long been associated with increased engagement in 
crucial maths and English attainment. In a study of 
“disengaged” pupils for the Department for Education 
(DfE), it was found that those taking vocational 
subjects were 70 per cent more likely to achieve five 
A* to C grades at key stage 4 than those who weren’t 
studying a vocational qualification (Ross 2011).

Young people’s lack of basic skills upon leaving 
school has been widely reported as a barrier to them 
finding work. However, for those students who are not 
naturally academically inclined, a vocational course 
alongside their maths and English can help them to 
put their literacy and numeracy skills into practice in 
a practical way.

The inclusion of vocational education also reduces 
the risk of pupils leaving the education system early 
with no qualifications. Most schools have personal/
social/health education timetabled into the curriculum 
at some point, even if it is within registration time. 

During this time, students could be completing a 
short vocational qualification (for example in personal 
effectiveness or thinking skills) to support them in 
their wider learning. These qualifications may not be 
included in the league tables, but they do offer pupils 
a range of benefits, offering them a well-rounded 
education and increasing their transferable skills.

There is significant evidence to suggest that 
European countries with a greater proportion of students 
in vocational education at secondary school tend to 
have lower rates of youth unemployment. What’s 
more, the Leitch Review demonstrated that in the UK, 
those young people with Level 2 qualifications are 50 
per cent more likely to find a job than those with no 
qualifications. This shows that high-quality, rigorously 
assessed vocational qualifications at even a slightly 
lower level do have good economic returns.

On behalf of the Edge Foundation, the IPPR 
carried out some research this year highlighting that 
many of the jobs expected to drive economic growth 
and mobility in the future will be accessible with a 
vocational qualification.

By 2022, there is set to be an additional 3.6 million 
job vacancies in mid-skilled occupations (such as 
accounting technicians, child-care supervisors, legal 
executives, radiographers), all of which employ high 
numbers of people with vocational qualifications at 
Level 3 – the standard reached through advanced 
Apprenticeships and many further education courses. 
Additionally, the skills required for nine of the 10 most 
in-demand occupations of the future can be attained by 
completing vocational qualifications.

Despite these statistics, it is unfortunate to find that 
research from the Edge Foundation revealed that nearly 
a quarter of young people have been told by parents and 
careers advisors that they were “too clever for vocational 
education”. Schools can help to challenge this myth by 
including vocational qualifications at the heart of what 
they offer to pupils, ensuring that young people can all 
reach their potential, whatever their skill-set.

Of course, for all schools, the ultimate aim is to be 
able to offer high-quality vocational provision while 
also maintaining school standards, rigour and quality. 

With this in mind, it is interesting to note that there 
is a growing range of vocational options available which 
carry performance points in the 2015 and 2016 key 
stage 4 performance tables and hold GCSE equivalency, 
such as the range of NCFE V Certs in creative and 
other subjects. These are seeing an increased take-up as 
schools seek alternative options.

As the dust settles on the recent DfE reforms, there 
is now a good number of vocational qualifications 
that continue to attract performance points and that 
will count in the new Progress 8 measures. These 
qualifications have been redesigned to meet the DfE 
criteria of which V Certs and BTECs are included. 

It is interesting to see certain case studies in the 
media of schools taking matters into their own hands to 
ensure their pupils receive a broad education. 

Keith Budge, head of Bedales School in Hampshire, 
has spoken openly in the press about teaching “driven 
by assessment” during secondary education, thus 
hampering pupils’ creativity. He has stated that “what 
you need is students who learn to think for themselves, 
study independently and enjoy school in these years”, 
commenting on the need to “stimulate curiosity” in 
young people. As a result, Mr Budge has sought 
alternative qualifications for his school rather than 
simply focusing upon GCSEs. 

Overall, it is likely that we will see schools 
continue the age-old battle of balancing the curriculum, 
meeting each individual pupil’s needs, and meeting 
accountability measures.

However, it is also seems likely that we will see 
more schools questioning the status quo. With the 
increased recognition given to alternative curriculum 
within the new Progress 8 measure, we may even see 
some increased uptake in vocational qualifications with 
more schools seeking to support their pupils in all areas. 

Young people are not statistics and the choices given 
to them at school can be life-altering. Let’s help them be 
more than a number. SecEd

• Catherine Mastaglio is qualifications development 
leader with awarding body NCFE.

Further information
If you would like to find out more information 
about the NCFE V Certs qualifications, call 0191 
239 8000, visit www.ncfe.org.uk/vcerts or email  
schools@ncfe.org.uk. You can also visit the NCFE blog 
at www.ncfe.org.uk/blog

Working hand-in-hand
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