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Baroness Morgan of Huyton
My Lords, I declare my interests as set out in the register. There have been so many reports about the importance of vocational education and our inability as a country to deliver. Many of us in this House have been part of these arguments for years—it is good to see the noble Lord, Lord Baker, in his place—and there is real expertise and experience here. This issue is too important for point-scoring or positioning from any of us. The change needed demands detailed work and we need to thrash this through together, not to seek a fuzzy consensus but to get solutions that survive longer than a Parliament.
I hope we can start by agreeing on four principles: first, the importance of aspiration for all students; secondly, the importance of literacy and numeracy for all; thirdly, the need to avoid completely separate vocational or academic pathways; and fourthly, a recognition that a significant group of young people are failed by the current system. I declare an interest as a member of the independent inquiry into white working-class educational outcomes, co-chaired by my noble friend Lady Morris of Yardley and Sir Hamid Patel. Its findings run through what I want to say. I will also draw on the Milburn review and a range of other evidence for which I am grateful.
The facts are stark. About 1.25 million white British pupils are eligible for free school meals, of whom only just over a third achieve a grade 4 or above in GCSE English and maths. Of course, that reflects a gap that starts pre school and is picked up at the phonics screen and at the end of primary. As inquiry members, we did not find a lack of aspiration; rather, there was pride, resilience and solidarity, and young people who want good lives in the places they come from. But we did hear of structural barriers and a slow erosion of trust—a growing sense that the system is not designed for people like them. That said, we found great schools and colleges achieving strong outcomes for exactly these children, so none of this is inevitable.
That brings me to the second principle, and I want to be blunt: no vocational offer can compensate for weak literacy and numeracy. Alun Francis, chair of the Social Mobility Commission, makes the point sharply. FE colleges already have many young people whose general education has been poor, large numbers are resitting English and maths, and a quarter of 19 year-olds still have limited literacy and numeracy. For most of that group, a technical course will not solve the problem. For those with very low grades, endless resitting helps with neither motivation nor prospects. The Government are right to identify that those with very low grades need another way to develop literacy and numeracy. Those who have a good chance of getting the grades should try again: Mr Milburn’s review identifies English and maths at grade 4 as one of the best defences a young person has against becoming NEET.
The answer at key stage 4 is not straightforward and it needs work. We need sustained investment in subject expertise, curriculum leadership and instructional coaching in English and maths in particular. In my view, the full range of GCSEs should remain but not be the only option for all students. There needs to be a new focus on work-readiness skills, and that means that accountability measures will need change.
Thirdly, and most importantly for this debate today, we must not build two separate systems. The idea that we should sort children at 14 or 16 into the academic and the practical is recurring, simplistic and wrong. Academic and technical learning are not alternatives; they are complementary and, increasingly, people need both. Technical jobs require cognitive as well as practical skills. We all begin with a general education and many then move into vocational training. What differs is the stage at which the transition happens: a solicitor after a degree, a construction craft apprentice at 16, a higher apprentice in cyber security at 18, and so on. The danger comes when we conflate technical learning with a solution for disengaged pupils. Britain has done this repeatedly, and each time we have reduced the cognitive content and lowered the bar. NVQs separated competence from knowledge and flattered league tables. Too often, the 16 year-olds who took them were not ready for work and could not progress. It was not fair on the students, so let us remember that lesson.
There is also a delivery question that we tend to duck. We know that health and social care cannot be taught out of a textbook by a biology teacher. Serious technical learning needs teachers with industry expertise, employers involved in curriculum design and delivery, and environments that simulate the workplace. The Wolf review’s answer, that colleges should deliver options for 14 to 16 year-olds alongside GCSEs, probably remains the right one, and strategic authorities or mayors could now broker it across groups of schools. But the offer must be high quality, delivered by specialists and targeted at those who want it—not aimed primarily at disengaged pupils and not there to replace academic progress.
The fourth point is the scale of the failure. Teach First defines persistently disadvantaged pupils as those on free school meals for at least 80% of their education. Its research shows that these students are three times more likely to disappear than their better-off peers. It suggests that the Government should formally define persistent disadvantage, track these pupils’ destinations and name them in the risk-of-NEET guidance. Those are modest asks, and I hope that the Minister will look at them. This matters because of where these young people end up. Alan Milburn’s interim review found more than one million 16 to 24 year-olds not in education, employment or training, at an annual cost to the country of £125 billion—more than we spend on education. How crazy is that?
Further education colleges should be local engines of progression, and they need serious investment in staff, facilities and long-term employer partnerships to become them. Their funding was decimated post 2010, and the 16-19 review of funding for schools and colleges that will happen in the next couple of years is important. The 16-19 cohort is the poor relation in the system. FE colleges enjoy popular support in many communities, more than any other part of the post-16 system, so there is much to build on, but they too need to change. Too much provision is still shaped by what colleges have historically taught and by what recruits students, rather than by what local employers need.
I have found alternatives and want to talk briefly about Wigan. The college there has aligned itself deliberately with the local care sector—one of the borough’s largest employers, which is facing chronic recruitment pressure. Working hand in hand with the local authority, it has built a specialist centre for health and social care. It runs a traineeship, developed with the council, which takes local 16 to 24 year-olds and combines work experience, on-the-job training and recognised qualifications—a direct pipeline into care careers. On campus, it has created a simulated home environment where students train on the care technology and adaptations that they will use at work. Practitioners from the sector teach alongside college staff. Young people leave with a job to go to, employers get the workforce they cannot otherwise find and the public purse spends less on vacancies, agency staff and unemployment.
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