Education System of England


The new Labour government set about making a series of changes to the education system.
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Pre-school education

The pre-school sector includes a patchwork quilt of places provided by state, voluntary and private nurseries, childminders and playgroups – available to children between the ages of two and five.

At the end of 2000 there were 937,000 pre-school places available – 264,000 in day nurseries, 353,000 in playgroups and other settings and 320,000 with childminders.

The government has promised to improve the quality of education available for this age group and to increase the quantity of available places.

All four year olds are now promised a part-time place of five morning or afternoon sessions per week, and the government has set a target of providing a place for two thirds of three year olds by 2002.

Downside

The push to make more pre-school places available has prompted many primary schools to open nursery classes, offering parents a free place in classes that often become "feeder" classes to the first formal year of school.

While this has benefited the budgets of primary schools, there have been claims that this has forced thousands of playgroups to close.

Between 2000 and 2001 provisional official statistics show there were 300 more day nurseries – a rise of 3%. These accounted for 20,900 more places (8% more).

Playgroups declined by the same number, 300 or 2% of the total – a loss of 22,900 places (6%).

And there were 3,300 (4%) fewer childminders, who had provided places for 15,800 children (a 5% fall).

Five hundred more out-of-school clubs (11%) are reported.

Overall, more places are being created than are lost.

Early learning goals

The government's efforts to raise levels of education in the pre-school sector have met with a mixed reception.

The publication of the level of skills that should be achieved brought criticisms that this was putting unnecessary pressure on the very young.

It contributed to a debate over whether children benefited from an early start to learning or whether there were greater advantages to not beginning formal lessons until children were older, as happens in some other countries.

The move to upgrade educational standards is part of the trend towards greater regulation in the pre-school sector.

There have also been calls for improved training for those working with pre-school children, tighter checks on the suitability of staff and Ofsted inspections of playgroups.

But this will still have to contend with the great diversity of pre-school provision and many informal arrangements based around the needs of working parents as much as the educational needs of children.

Primary schools

Primary education in England begins at age five. Local education authorities must provide all children with a school place no later than the start of the term after their fifth birthday.

The precise age at which schools take children varies from one area to another, but it is common for children to go to school at the start of the term in which they will become five.

A growing trend is for schools to admit new pupils at just one point in the year, which often sees them take children who will be five within the coming school year – September to August; under this system, summer-born children start school in the autumn, not long after their fourth birthdays.

Structure

Primary schools consist mainly of infant schools for children aged five to seven, junior schools for those aged seven to 11, and combined junior and infant schools for both age groups.

First schools in some parts of England cater for ages five to 10 as the first stage of a three-tier system: First, middle and secondary. Middle schools cover different age ranges between eight and 14 and usually lead on to comprehensive upper schools.

Class sizes

The government says research evidence suggests that smaller infant classes enable teachers to spend more time identifying each child's individual needs and difficulties, and offering the help they need to master the basics.

The average class sizes of five, six and seven year olds suggest that the government is on target to fulfil its promise of classes of 30 or below.
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But some parents have complained that reducing class sizes has worsened the problem of trying to get places for their children in popular, over-subscribed schools.

Test targets

The government has also set targets for levels of literary and numeracy, on the grounds that a child who does not learn to read well and handle numbers early on runs the risk of falling further behind in all subjects.

So, in England, by 2002: On average 80% of 11 year olds should be reaching the standard expected for their age in English and 75% in maths.

In 2000, the equivalent figures were 75% (English) and 72% (maths).

There are also wide variations between local education authorities across England.

Since September 1998, all primary schools in England have been strongly recommended – it is not mandatory – to devote at least an hour each day to literacy, with a similar daily numeracy session from September 1999.

Secondary schools

In England, children must continue in full-time education until they are 16 – though now a majority stay on after that.

The "modernisation of the comprehensive system" has been one of the key themes of the government's campaign to raise standards in education.

In state-sector secondary schools there has been increasing diversification, with the emergence of "beacon schools", "specialist schools" and the setting up of action zones in areas of educational underachievement.

By February 2001 there were 536 specialist schools in England out of a total of 3,500 schools – offering advanced teaching in languages, technology, sports and arts – with a further 72 given the go-ahead.
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To qualify, they must raise ₤50,000 in sponsorship, prepare four-year plans with targets in teaching and learning in the specialist subject area, and involve other schools and the wider community.

New specialisms added to the initiative in 2001 were business and enterprise, science, and engineering.

The government intends that almost half of all secondary schools should specialise by 2006.

There has been particular attention paid to under-performing schools, with groups of primary and secondary schools being brought together with business and community partners in education action zones. These are given extra funding and support to pioneer ways of making improvements.

Schools which are seen to be beyond recovery have been closed and given a "fresh start", in which a new institution is opened on the site of the failing school – usually with a new name, headteacher and staff.

The new emphasis is on raising standards for 11 to 14 year olds, with the literacy and numeracy strategies that have been used in primary schools being extended to the lower secondary years.

The government's targets are that, by 2004, 75% of 14 year olds will be expected to reach Level 5 – the level expected for their age – in English, maths, and information and communication technology (ICT). The figure for science is 70%.

By 2007, ministers want to see 85% of pupils achieving Level 5 in English, maths and ICT, and 80% in science.

Selection

A large majority of the three million secondary school pupils in England attend non-selective comprehensives, but there are a number of ongoing disputes concerning selection.

There are 164 grammar schools in England, taking pupils who have passed an 11-plus exam. But in response to calls for the abolition of these remaining grammars, the government introduced regulations for local ballots of parents that will determine whether schools remain selective.

So far there has been only one ballot, early in 2000 – when parents in Ripon voted to keep their grammar school.

A ballot can be triggered only when there are enough names of parents gathered in a petition, with the threshold number calculated by a complicated (and disputed) formula laid down by the government.

Schools that have "partial selection" – where a proportion of pupils are admitted on the grounds of ability – have also been the subject of disputes. These are settled by the school admissions watchdog – the Office of the Schools Adjudicator – which itself has been the subject of legal challenges.

New categories

For mainstream state secondary schools a revised framework was introduced in September 1999. In a reform that removed the "opted-out" grant-maintained sector, the government introduced four new categories of school.

Community schools – the largest category of mainstream comprehensives, largely under the control of the local education authority.

Foundation schools – exercising a greater degree of independence, the governing body is the 'employer' and sets admissions policies.

Voluntary-aided schools – such as church schools, in which the governing body sets admissions policies and in which the charitable foundation which 'owns' the school makes a financial contribution to its running.

Voluntary-controlled schools – these are owned by charitable foundations, but the local authority employs staff and sets admissions policies.

In 2000 the government came up with another scheme to revive flagging schools: City academies.

They are being established with "substantial" capital investment from business or voluntary, religious or private foundations. The state pays the running costs.

They have the right to operate their own curriculum, and freedom to "reinvent" the school day and pay their teachers more.

The government said they would be distinguishable from the Conservatives' 15 "city technology colleges" – though created under the same legislation – by a wider range of sponsors.

Private. In addition to state schools, there are around 790 fee-paying independent secondary schools, which are not required to follow the national curriculum, but which must register with the Department for Education and which are subject to inspections for the purposes of registration.

Pupils in state and independent schools are required to stay at school until the age of 16 – with the starting age of secondary school usually at the age of 11.

Where local authorities operate a "middle school" system, pupils begin secondary school at the age of 12 or 13.

Special needs

Children deemed to have special educational needs may be most obviously those with a condition that hinders or prevents them from making use of the facilities provided for pupils of their age.

But in the broadest sense it covers all those whom the school considers could benefit from extra help with their studies – including unusually gifted children.

The great majority are educated in mainstream primary and secondary schools, which are required to publish their policy on pupils with special needs.

A government code of practice offers practical guidance to all local education authorities and state schools in England on how to identify, assess and monitor these pupils.

The code of practice sets out five recommended stages for addressing the different levels of a pupil's needs. Stages one to three are school-based, with support from specialists from outside the school being used at stage three; the vast majority of children at these stages will have their needs met in mainstream schools.

Stage four involves the local education authority considering the need for, and if appropriate making, a full assessment of the child's needs.

The fifth stage involves a process known as ''statementing'' children, whereby the local education authority assesses and records a child's special needs. A state school named in the resulting statement is required to admit the child.

Parents have a right to appeal to a Special Educational Needs Tribunal if they disagree with the statement.

The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001, which applies to England and Wales and in part in Scotland, reinforces the right of children with physical or behavioural problems to be taught in mainstream classes.

It was backed by the promise of money to improve access in schools and colleges.

The new law makes it illegal to treat disabled pupils "less favourably" than other pupils and requires schools to make "reasonable adjustments" so that disabled pupils are not put at a "substantial disadvantage".

A new code of practice intended to accompany the new law has brought complaints from campaigners that "statementing" would be less clear about a child's entitlement to help.

Inclusion policy

The government has made it clear that it wishes to see more special needs children entering mainstream schools.

In 2000, 60% of pupils with statements were in maintained mainstream schools, 35% were in special schools and 5% were in independent schools.

There are about 2,000 special schools (both day and boarding) for pupils with special educational needs. Some of these are run by voluntary organisations and some are in hospitals.

The pupil-teacher ratio in special schools is 6.5:1 compared to 18.6:1 in mainstream state schools and 9.9:1 in independent schools.

Some independent schools provide education wholly or mainly for children with special educational needs, and are required to meet similar standards to those for maintained special schools. It is intended that pupils should have access to as much of the national curriculum as possible.

Religious schools

At first, education was largely conducted by the religious establishment. The cornerstone of the modern system was laid by the Elementary Education Act of 1870, which enshrined the principle that the system of elementary schools should be the responsibility of the state.

The 1944 Education Act continued this work, although Church of England and other religious schools have remained in operation. The 1944 Act required every state-aided primary and secondary school to begin the day with collective worship on the part of all pupils, and with religious instruction in every such school.

Religious instruction continues to be given in both fully maintained and state-aided voluntary schools, and opportunities exist for religious training beyond the daily worship and minimum required instruction.

In many schools, the religious offering has become non-denominational, and in areas of high non-Christian immigration, consideration may be given to alternative religious provision. For example, in the summer term of 1998, Islamia primary school in Brent became the first Muslim school to join the state sector.

The government has decided that proposals from independent promoters to set up schools in the maintained sector will be considered on a number of grounds, including:

· provision of a good standard of education

· delivery of the national curriculum

· the appointment of qualified staff

· equal opportunities for girls and boys

· competent management and viable finance

· suitable buildings for the school

· the extent of parental demand and the need for new places in an area

· cost implications.

The range of religious schools includes Church of England, Roman Catholic, Methodist, Jewish, Muslim and Sikh.

The government has said it is happy to see more single faith secondary schools.

The Church of England is hoping to create 100.

Independent schools

Fee-charging schools are sometimes described as ''private schools'' or traditionally in England (somewhat confusingly) ''public schools". Independent schools receive no grants from public funds and are owned and managed under special trusts.

Most independent schools offer a similar range of courses to state schools and enter pupils for the same public examinations. The independent sector is not obliged to teach the National Curriculum and comply with the associated education targets.

Primary schools

Independent primary schools fall into two main categories: pre-preparatory, for ages two to seven, and junior or preparatory ('prep') schools, for ages seven to 11 or 13. The preparatory title is used because the last two years in the school are often devoted to preparation for the Common Entrance examination; a pass is required for admittance to many independent secondary schools.

Fee-charging schools come in a variety of forms. Some are privately owned and run for profit, others are charitable foundations. The Independent Schools Information Service offers a guide giving the name and addresses of schools, as well as entry requirements.

According to ISIS, the average class size for preparatory schools is 15 to 20 pupils per teacher.

Fees range from about ₤600 to ₤1,100 per term for ages two to seven and ₤950 to ₤2,500 for day pupils aged seven to 13 – ₤2,300 to ₤3,500 per term for boarders.

Secondary schools

The majority of independent secondary schools have classes or teaching groups of between 20 and 25 pupils, even lower at sixth form level. They admit pupils at any age from 11.

Many will require them to take an examination. Sometimes the school sets its own examination, but many use the Common Entrance Examination, which can be taken for entry to the school at 11, 12 or 13. The exam is set centrally and marked individually by the senior school. Each school has its own pass mark.

All independent schools in the UK are open to inspection by approved inspectors and must register with the appropriate government education department.

The education departments lay down certain minimum standards and can make schools remedy any unacceptable features of their building or instruction, as well as excluding any unsuitable teacher or proprietor.

Fees at independent schools vary widely. They depend on whether schools are educating older children or younger ones, day or boarding and, sometimes, on the part of the country in which they are situated. The figures below are the latest figures for 1997-98. They are broad ranges: some schools will be lower or higher. In 1998 they will increase, possibly by about 5 per cent.

The approximate range of fees per term is from ₤1,300 to ₤2,700 for girls' day schools, ₤2,700 to ₤4,400 for boarding girls; ₤1,300 to ₤3,200 for day boys and ₤2,800 to ₤4,600 for boarders.

More than five children out of six at independent schools are day pupils. They often come from a wider catchment area than those at state schools, and sometimes the children live 15 or 20 miles away from their school.

In 1997 boarders accounted for 6.5% of the 223,000 girls in independent schools and 9.9% of the 250,800 boys. The boarding proportion has declined steadily for many years. In 1982, 27.7% of pupils were boarders.

With boarding education, parents can choose from a wider range of schools and save the trouble and expense of daily travel, but boarding will not suit every child.

Assisted places

From 1981 until 1997, many independent schools in England and some in Wales offered places to children whose parents could not afford the full fees through the government-funded Assisted Places Scheme. The last pupils to benefit from these assisted places entered schools in September 1997, as the Labour government elected in May 1997 is committed to phasing out the scheme.

Some schools are attempting to compensate for the loss of the scheme by increasing the number of scholarships awarded from their own resources, although these rarely cover the full fees. Scholarships are awarded as a result of a competitive examination, usually for academic, musical, artistic or all-round merit.

Curriculum and testing

A national curriculum is compulsory in all state schools in England, Wales and Northern Ireland and for virtually every pupil up to the age of 16.

It is devised by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) and its partner authorities, the Qualifications, Curriculum and Assessment Authority for Wales (Awdurdod Cymwysterau, Cwricwlwm ac Asesu Cymru – ACCAC) and the Northern Ireland Council for Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA).

Although it was introduced in primary and secondary schools between autumn 1989 and autumn 1996, it is an idea that has been common in other European countries for decades.

The main aim of the national curriculum is to raise standards, making sure all children have a broad and balanced education up to the age of 16. In the past, many pupils dropped key subjects such as modern languages or science at 13 or 14.

A second aim is to ensure that schools in all parts of the country are following the same courses. This has particular advantages for children who change schools when families move house from one area to another.

The national curriculum specifies what children must study and what they are expected to know at different ages. This ties in with the national tests that check whether children are meeting these targets.

What a child must study

The core subjects of the national curriculum, which are compulsory for five- to 16-year-olds, are English, maths and science.

The second level of the curriculum is the so-called foundation subjects, which are technology (design and technology, and information technology), history, geography, music, art, physical education and, for secondary school pupils, a modern foreign language.

By law, religious education is also required for all pupils and all secondary schools must provide sex education. Parents have a right to withdraw their children from these subjects.

In Welsh-medium schools in Wales, Welsh is also a core subject. Nearly all primary schools in Wales teach Welsh as a first or second language and about a quarter use Welsh as the sole or main medium of instruction. In secondary schools, Welsh is a compulsory subject for almost all 11 to 16-year-old pupils.

Changes

The curriculum began changing again from the year 2000. The biggest change – adding citizenship as a foundation subject – will not happen until 2002.

The national curriculum is divided into four "key stages", which broadly relate to pupils' ages: KS1 from five to seven, KS2 from seven to 11, KS3 from 11 to 14, KS4 from 14 to 16.

Testing

Four and five-year-old children starting school are now tested on their reading, writing and use of number. This ''baseline assessment'' is designed to provide more information for teachers, as well as allowing the measurement of pupils' progress as they move through the school.

All children in state schools are tested in English and mathematics at the ages of seven, 11, and 14, and pupils aged 11 and 14 are also tested in science. The tests – often known as SATs – are intended to show whether children have reached the national curriculum learning targets. They are usually taken in May each year.

All children in state schools in Northern Ireland are tested formally in this way only at the age of 14 – in English, maths and science.

At Key Stage 4, the national curriculum gives schools the opportunity to offer pupils aged 14 to 16 a wider choice of subjects, for example craft or drama. There are a range of GCSE and vocational courses to cater for these areas.

Before they leave school, most 15 and 16-year-olds also take General Certificates of Secondary Education (GCSEs) or similar qualifications.

GCSEs

This is the major qualification taken by pupils at the end of compulsory education at the age of 16, as a series of exams in the individual subjects they have been studying.

The papers are set by the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (formed by the Associated Examining Board, City & Guilds, Southern Examining Group and the Northern Examinations and Assessment Board), OCR (formed by University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate and RSA Examinations Board), and the Edexcel foundation. They appoint examiners who mark the papers outside the schools.

Results are graded A* (the highest), A, B, C, D, E, F and G, with U – unclassified – for those who do not meet the minimum standard.

Some subjects are tiered to cater for different ability ranges. For example, those expected by a school to do best will be entered for papers covering grades A* to D; others will do papers in which the maximum possible grade would be a C. There are three tiers for maths.

New GCSE "short course" qualifications were introduced from September 1996. These take half the time typically allotted to a full GCSE course, and are available in modern foreign languages, physical education, religious education, geography, history, design and technology, and information technology.

They are popular with pupils wanting another qualification and who want the flexibility of a less intensive course, which can be studied alongside full GCSEs.

GNVQs

A new vocational course for pupils aged 14 to 16 was announced in November 1994. The Part One General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) is broadly equivalent to two GCSE courses.

Initially, it covered three subject areas: business, manufacturing, and health and social care. New GNVQs introduced in 1996 were art and design, information technology, and leisure and tourism, while engineering was introduced in September 1997.

New, vocational GCSEs being introduced in secondary schools from 2002 will replace GNVQs.

They will mean that 14 to 16 year olds can opt to pursue work-related skills, studying part time in workplaces.

Both GCSEs and GNVQs can be taken at broadly equivalent foundation and intermediate levels.

National traineeships – which lead on to modern apprenticeships – are being replaced with new "foundation apprenticeships".

These will offer an alternative for those who lack the academic ability to tackle vocational GCSEs, and will be a way on to new, "advanced apprenticeships".

All this is being debated once more as part of a government drive to get people to think in terms of a 14-19 curriculum, with GCSEs as a mid-point assessment rather than a leaving exam, now that almost all youngsters continue in some form of education or training.

Independent schools

Independent schools do not have to teach the national curriculum, although many are already following all or most of it. They say it reflects the broad and balanced curriculum they have always advocated.

Funding and management

Local education authorities (LEAs) in England are responsible for most of the public expenditure on schools.

A large amount is indirectly funded by the government through the Revenue Support Grant made to local authorities.

The government has put enormous political pressure on LEAs to delegate an increasing amount of the money it intends should be spent on education to schools, to spend as they wish.

There are also central government grants supporting spending by local education authorities. These focus mainly on training to improve schools' performance in literacy and numeracy, and on support for information technology. Extra resources also go to inner city schools facing particularly severe problems.

The government has set up "education action zones" in England.

These are local clusters of schools, usually a mix of primary, secondary and special schools in areas of relative deprivation, which work in a new partnership with the local education authority, parents, businesses and others.

There are 73 zones, each of which receives ₤500,000 per year for three years.

State school funding

There used to be four kinds of state school wholly or mainly supported from public funds:

· County schools, owned and wholly funded by local education authorities and providing primary and secondary non-denominational education.

· Voluntary schools, mostly established by religious denominations but financially maintained by the local education authority. Those which assumed greater financial independence and more control over admissions policies were known as ''voluntary aided'', as opposed to ''voluntary controlled'' schools, where the local education authority bore all costs.

· Special agreement schools, where the local education authority might pay between one-half and three-quarters of the cost of building a new voluntary school or extending an existing one, almost always a secondary school.

· Self-governing grant-maintained (GM) schools, which had opted out of local authority control.

Under the former Conservative government, all secondary and primary schools were eligible to apply for grant-maintained status, subject to a ballot of parents.

These GM schools enjoyed a greater degree of independence over their admission policies. They were not financed by local education authorities but by a central funding agency.

Changes

Under the Schools Standards and Framework Act 1998, the government established three new categories of schools:

· community, very broadly based on county schools

· voluntary, formerly voluntary aided and voluntary controlled schools

· foundation, intended to replace GM schools, putting them back under local authority control to an extent.

Local education authorities continue to retain responsibility for various services, including transport, school meals, and co-ordinating services for pupils with special needs.

Governing bodies

All publicly-maintained schools have a governing body, which is usually made up of a number of parent representatives, the head teacher and serving teachers, governors appointed by the local education authority or church authorities, as appropriate, and others to represent the local community.

Governors are responsible for the main policy decisions within schools, including academic matters. They also shoulder responsibility for school discipline, and the appointment and dismissal of staff – although in practice much of this responsibility is delegated to the head teacher.

Governing bodies are responsible for implementing the recommendations of inspection reports, and are required to make those reports and their resulting action plans available to parents.

Inspections

The independent Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) is a non-ministerial government department headed by Her Majesty's chief inspector of schools.

Ofsted's job is regularly to inspect all maintained schools and report on standards of achievement. All state schools are inspected by teams of independent inspectors on contract to Ofsted.

They report on good practice in schools and other educational issues based on inspection evidence. A new inspection regime introduced in 1997 will see schools inspected once every six years, or more frequently if there is cause.

A summary of the inspection report must be sent to the parents of each pupil by the school, followed by a copy of the governors' plan on how they are going to act on the report's recommendations.

Full reports are available on Ofsted's Website.

Failing

If school inspectors decide that a school is ''failing to give its pupils an acceptable standard of education'', the local education authority can appoint new governors and withdraw delegated management from the school.

As an alternative, central government can put the school under new management until its performance reaches a satisfactory level.

After further visits from inspectors, the education secretary decides whether the school has made sufficient progress. If it has not, the school could close. The process takes about two years.

Further education

Further education is provided to people aged over 16: More than 90% of 16 year olds continue in some form of education or training after compulsory education.

All change

From September 2000 a new system has been implemented. The main changes are:

· New AS (Advanced Subsidiary) levels, designed to encourage students to study five subjects to AS-level as well as three full A-levels.

· A-level coursework restricted to 25-30% of the total marks. Students sitting modular A-level courses will be allowed a maximum of one re-sit per module.

· Vocational A-levels replacing Advanced GNVQs.

· A new Key Skills Qualification, testing students on their ability in communication – written and verbal, "application of number" and information technology.

New council

In June 1999 the government proposed a complete overhaul of the way post-16 education and training was organised by 2004.

It set up a national Learning and Skills Council to co-ordinate and fund post-16 education in further education colleges, sixth forms, work-based training and adult learning.

These functions will be administered sub-regionally by 47 local learning and skills councils.

The national body merges the functions of the Further Education Funding Council and the Training and Enterprise Councils, and has separate committees focusing on the needs of 16 to 19 year olds and adult learners.

Employers have the largest single input into the local councils, with trade unions, local government and the users of the service "fully represented".

A-levels

Advanced levels are two-year academic courses which can be taken in a wide range of school subjects, including languages, science and the humanities. The traditional pattern has been for students to take three A-levels, although a choice of two or four is not uncommon.

Courses consist of a combination of internally-assessed coursework and externally-assessed examinations. Some courses are made up of units of study called modules.

A-levels are academically demanding and are the main qualification needed by students who want to go to university or higher education college to take degree courses. The entry requirements are usually four or five GCSE passes at grade C or above.

The most obvious way to sit A-levels is to stay at school and enter the sixth form. However, in areas where schools are organised on an 11-16 basis, some sort of change is inevitable. The straightforward route is through the local sixth form college or further education college. Full-time courses are free to students aged 18 and under.

AS-levels

An Advanced Subsidiary comprises half the content of an A-level. It is both the first half of an A-level and a qualification in its own right.

The government, keen to broaden the range of subjects taken by 16-plus students, is encouraging them to replace the traditional three A-levels with an arrangement such as three A-levels and two AS-levels.

AS-level exams can be taken in the first or second year of post-16 study. Most schools opted in the first year of the new system in 2001 to enter students for them in their first year.

Botched changes

The changes to the A-level system meant that students' workload soared. Although there was widespread support for the principle of broadening the curriculum, there were many complaints about the way it had been handled.

Following an urgent interim review by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, the new Education Secretary, Estelle Morris, said students would have to sit fewer exam papers in future.

A more detailed review is ongoing.

Advanced Extension awards

AE-levels are intended to allow the top 10% of advanced level students to demonstrate their depth of understanding of a subject.

Following trials and pilots in 2000 and 2001, they will be available in 2002 in at least 13 subjects and will be awarded at merit and distinction grades.

GNVQs

General National Vocational Qualifications develop work skills by covering the theory and practice of different vocational areas. Courses include art and design, business, health and social care, information technology, engineering, and media and communication. They can also lead to a Higher National Diploma (HND) course at university or college.

GNVQs are one or two-year courses designed to provide 16-18 year olds with a broad-based education leading to a wide range of jobs, training or further education. All GNVQs include key skills.

The courses are modular and qualifications can be built up unit by unit. There are three GNVQ levels: foundation, intermediate and advanced.

Foundation

Broadly equal to four GCSEs at grades D to G. It normally takes one year and may not need any previous qualifications.

Intermediate

Broadly equal to four GCSEs at grades A* to C, and normally takes one year. The usual entry qualification is four GCSEs at grades D to G.

The government intends that from 2002, Vocational GCSEs will replace GNVQs in England (and Wales) as the non-academic alternative for pupils aged 14 to 16, or for older teenagers as a way of improving their employability.

Advanced

Now renamed Vocational A-levels with more rigorous assessment.

They are available in three, six and 12 units. The three-unit version is available in business, engineering, health and social care, and information and communication technology (ICT) and is equivalent to the AS-level.

The six-unit Vocational A-level is available in 14 subjects and is equivalent to the A-level.

The 12-unit Vocational A-level ("double award") is equivalent to two A-levels and is available in 13 subjects.

GNVQs can be taken at some school sixth forms or sixth form colleges, as well as at tertiary colleges. Full-time courses are free to those aged18 or under.

NVQs

National Vocational Qualifications are workplace-based occupational qualifications which were introduced into colleges and schools as a vocational alternative to academic qualifications. They are mainly for people already in work, although it is sometimes possible to work towards an NVQ alongside a GNVQ or GCSEs.

NVQs are extremely flexible qualifications; there are no time limits, age limits or special entry requirements. It is feasible to work towards an NVQ as part of a job or training, part-time or full-time.

There are no formal courses or exams – assessments are done in the workplace. NVQs are made up of units that can be completed at the student's own pace. There are five levels, from level 1, covering basic work activities, to level 5, for professional and managerial skills. Level 3 is equivalent to advanced level study.

Modern Apprenticeships

Modern Apprenticeships are designed to enable school leavers to learn the key skills of an industry and gain nationally recognised qualifications, as well as earning a wage.

They offer a chance to train in an industry as well as the educational qualifications of an NVQ to level three. There may also be a training agreement between the apprentice and the employer, offering the chance to move onto further qualifications.

More than 70 sectors of business and industry already offer Modern Apprenticeships, ranging from accountancy to sport. Each industry has its own guidance on entry requirements.

Other job-related qualifications

These are BTec (now awarded by the Edexcel foundation, which was formed by the merger of the Business and Technology Education Council and the London Examination Board), and the City and Guilds qualification. Subjects that can be studied are business and finance, leisure and tourism, engineering and catering.

In order to take a BTec National qualification, which takes two years to complete, students usually need four GCSEs at grades A*-C. For the BTec Higher Nationals, the requirement is usually a BTec National or one A-level.

Higher education

The term higher education is used to describe education above A-levels and their equivalents. It is provided in universities and colleges of higher education, as well as some further education colleges.

Options

Those gaining the required A-level points – or equivalent – can join a degree course. There are now more than 100 universities in the UK providing higher education.

Alternatively, there is the Diploma of Higher Education (DipHE) or the BTec Higher National Diploma (HND).

In the UK, all universities are governed by royal charter or by Act of Parliament, and enjoy academic freedom. They appoint their own staff, decide which students to admit, provide their own courses and award their own degrees.

The number of universities has increased considerably since 1992, when polytechnics were given degree-awarding powers and were allowed to call themselves universities.

First degree courses are mainly full-time and usually last three years. However, there are some four-year courses, and medical and veterinary courses normally require five years.

Universities offer courses in a wide range of subjects, including traditional arts subjects and science and technology. Many universities have close links with commerce and industry. First degrees in most institutions have the title Bachelor of Arts (BA) or Bachelor of Science (BSc).

Special qualifications are awarded for bachelor degrees in engineering (BEng) and education (BEd). Where degrees are awarded with honours, these are divided into four classes: first (highest), upper second, lower second and third.

The Diploma of Higher Education (DipHE) is a two-year diploma usually intended to serve as a stepping stone to a degree course or other further study.

The BTec Higher National Diploma (HND) is awarded after two years' full-time, or three years' sandwich course or part-time study.

Admissions

The target number of students entering full-time higher education has been set at around 30% of the 18 to 19-year-old group. Institutions suffer financial penalties if the number of students laid down for them by the funding councils is exceeded, but the individual university or college decides which students to accept.

The formal entry requirements to most degree courses are two A-levels at grade E or above (or equivalent); for HND courses, it is one A-level (or equivalent). In practice, most offers of places require qualifications in excess of this, with higher requirements usually reflecting the popularity if a course.

For admission to a degree, DipHE or HND, potential students apply through a central clearing house, the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (Ucas). All universities and most colleges providing higher education courses in the UK are members of Ucas.

Applicants are supplied with an application form and a Ucas handbook, available from schools, colleges and careers offices or direct from Ucas, and may apply to a maximum of six courses/institutions. The application is completed in the final year of A-levels and must be submitted no later than 15 December – earlier for certain courses and for Oxford or Cambridge entry.

Ucas sends the application to each of the chosen universities and colleges at the same time. Each one then decides whether to offer the applicant a place, usually made conditional on their getting certain exam grades.

Someone who gets no offers becomes eligible for what is known as Clearing – an attempt to match those without places to courses which have vacancies. Those who do not make the required grades for the institution which offered them a place can also enter Clearing.

Tuition fees

Most students who began full-time undergraduate courses at publicly-funded higher academic institutions in or after 1998/1999, or their parents or spouse, have to contribute towards the tuition fees for each year of the course.

The level of the contribution is means-tested. Those on lower family incomes get free tuition. The maximum contribution for those on higher incomes is currently ₤1,050.

Parental income is not taken into account if the student is 25 or over or has been self-supporting for at least three years before the start of the course.

The Northern Ireland Assembly approves scrapping up-front tuition fees, but says this measure would be too expensive to support and would contravene equality measures because offering free tuition to all would benefit the wealthy more than the disadvantaged.

But, over the next three years, 14,000 students from low-income families in Northern Ireland will be eligible for bursaries of up to ₤1,500.

Scottish anomaly

The government decided that Scottish students should not pay tuition fees for the final year of a degree course, if it was a year longer than the comparable course in England and Wales – as honours degrees in Scotland typically are.

The fee is paid by the government in the additional or honours year – usually the fourth year. Students from elsewhere in the UK who are at Scottish universities however have to pay their own fees. This so-called 'Scottish anomaly' has proved highly contentious.

The government got the legislation through Parliament in 1998 only by promising an independent review of the working of fees.

The fees themselves have provoked strong opposition from some students, with a number of temporary sit-ins and refusals to pay.

They became a major issue in the elections to the new Scottish Parliament. In the end, an independent committee on student finance – the Cubie Committee – was set up as a result of the coalition deal between Labour and the Liberal Democrats.

Among 52 recommendations, Cubie said tuition fees should be replaced with a system under which graduates would pay ₤3,000 once they were earning ₤25,000.

The Scottish Executive did decide to scrap up-front tuition fees for Scottish students at Scottish universities, with graduates contributing ₤2,000 to a fund for new hardship grants, starting to pay this when their earnings are at least ₤10,000.

Special cases

There are some other exceptions to the new rules. The government is exempting postgraduate trainee teachers from paying tuition fees, for instance. Medical students do not have to pay in their fifth year. Those on courses such as nursing and midwifery get government bursaries to meet the fees.

There are other special cases, in particular students who fall within the 'gap year' scheme announced on 14 August 1997 to cater for those who had intended to take a year out of education before going to university.

Living costs

Students starting courses from September 1999 get help with living costs by being eligible for a support loan, with an interest rate linked to inflation, from the Student Loan Company. Maintenance grants have been abolished.

The system of paying back the loans depends on the student's income as a graduate.

For those students who need further assistance, an extra discretionary loan of ₤250 a year may be available from what are known as the Access Funds. Local education authorities can supply information, as well as the student support/student services office of the college or university students' union.

Postgraduate education

Postgraduate programmes of study are those leading to higher degrees, diplomas and certificates, and usually require a first degree as an entry qualification. Higher degrees include doctorates, masters degrees and higher bachelors degrees.

Postgraduate studies vary in length. Taught courses which lead to certificates, diplomas or masters degrees usually take one year full-time or two years part-time.

Research degrees take from two to three years full-time and much longer if completed on a part-time basis. Details of taught courses and research degrees are published annually by the Careers Research and Advisory Centre.

For admission as a postgraduate student, universities and colleges normally require a good first degree in a subject related to the proposed course of study or research, but other experience and qualifications will be considered on merit.

Most applications are made to the individual universities, although there are clearing houses. Postgraduate teacher training courses in England and Wales use the Graduate Teacher Training Registry.

Grants for postgraduate study, except for teacher training, are dependent on the institution – and also often on the class of first degree, especially for research degrees.

There is an increasing number of scholarships available from research charities, endowments, and particular industries. Competition for these is intense.

