Whither work-related learning?   
Thank you for inviting me to speak this morning.   I accepted the invitation back in the Spring of this year.   We were gearing up for a General Election.  We knew change was to come.  But I don’t think anyone was expecting quite the rate of change in education policy that we are now facing.

I’m angry.    And I’m fearful for the future of work related learning.    I think we have an opportunity to save it – and even embed it even more deeply than it already is into the psyche and culture of our schools.    But in order to do so, I believe we are going to have to think and act differently from the ways in which we have worked for the last ten, twelve, fifteen years or so…

This morning, I want to do three things.   I want to explore the richness of work related learning and how it contributes to both the attainment of young people and the professional development of teachers.   I want to explore some of our immediate challenges as we gear up to face this week’s forthcoming Schools White Paper.   And I want to suggest how we might take our work forward successfully, in the environment of education policy that will turn upside down many of the tenets we have held about WRL over the past few years.
Firstly, let me celebrate the richness of work related learning.

Twenty five years ago, as a probationary teacher in a school about 40 minutes drive from this room, I had a revelation.   I was working with a group of 4th year juniors, my first ever class – and I was struggling to get the boys to write.   This was long before the days of primary literacy strategies, long before writing with a purpose, long before the National Curriculum.    Keith Joseph was the Secretary of State for Education and Science.   Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister.   I hadn’t heard of Sanctuary Buildings, Key Stages or BTEC.
Jonathan Miller (ten years old, tall, gangly, frighteningly bright.)    Daniel Budd (mad keen on Wolverhampton Wanderers and very little else).   Tony Emms (quiet, methodical, master of Lego technic.)    All three of them would only put pen to paper if I stood over them and neglected the rest of the class.

About six weeks before Christmas, around about now I guess, a new McDonalds opened in Lichfield.   The news of this electrified my class.   Most, if not all, had enjoyed a Big Mac in Birmingham, but were truly astonished that anything so sophisticated could come to Lichfield.   The opening of the restaurant made page 3 of the Lichfield Mercury.   For two weeks running.   Pushed off the front page only by the ongoing saga of the council’s bin collection challenges and vandalism at Trent Valley station.

Anyway, the long and the short of it is that I contacted the restaurant, and asked if I might create a project with them to help engage and motivate the children in my class.    This was in the days of topic work – so we spent half a term calculating how many hamburgers were sold every hour, designing point of sale materials, researching the history of the French Fry (Belgian invention, incidentally)    Doing a survey of customers and reporting our findings to the manager of the restaurant.    The project was a great success.   Jonathan, Daniel and Tony (along with Helen, Raksha and Emily) began to write reams – because they were writing things that would be read by ‘real people’ rather than their rather gauche teacher.   Their parents reported a complete turnaround in their attitude to school.   I discovered the simple truth that education business partnerships raise attainment.   And a man called John Price, working for an outfit called SCIP, found me.  
Over the last twenty five years I have discovered much more about the benefits of what came to be called work related learning.   As a headteacher, I introduced 12 and 13 year olds to mini-enterprise activities and watched as their desire to become accurate in using their arithmetic skills blossomed.    I worked with Tesco and BT to write teaching materials that helped develop young people’s communication and presentation skills.    I finally left school in my mid thirties to go and work for The Prince of Wales and Business in the Community.   I discovered real organised employee volunteering in schools for the first time, helped to create mentoring programmes for disenchanted 14 year olds, developed an understanding of work experience (and, because I was at BITC, got knocked about a bit by the now grown-up and confident EBP movement, who found BITC’s isolationist tendencies a little difficult to take.)
I met Pru Huddlestone.   Faith Muir (at Hackney EBP).   Andy Miller.   And was inspired by them.    

I went on to explore work experience and internships at Career Academies UK.    Helped to write BTECs in business studies.    And I realised that work related learning, in all its many guises, changed children’s lives, raised aspirations and challenged people’s preconceptions about the academic vocational divide.

And a year ago, I picked up responsibility for Young Enterprise and its legacy of learning by doing…  The company programme, helping teenagers learn about running a business.   Financial literacy.   Enterprise education activities for primary school children.   Almost a full circle turned, since learning to love the golden arches of McDonalds in Lichfield.

And I tell you, perhaps rather self indulgently about my career journey, because I now find myself and the passion we share for work related learning, at a crossroads – with some stark decisions to be made.

For the last few years, we have enjoyed the support of an administration that has valued work related learning and enterprise education.   It has been well funded.   We have seen the growth of the National Education Business Partnership network and, more recently, that august body morphing successfully into the Institute for Education Business excellence – the first time the brokerage sector has had a professional body.    
We have seen work related learning become statutory.   The framework for education business links developed by Julia Cleverdon’s Education Business Excellence taskforce.

We are starting a week that is going to see the publication of a schools White Paper which the media is heralding as introducing the most sweeping changes in education for a generation.     I watched Michael Gove on the Andrew Marr show yesterday morning, debating whether his reforms are those of a free market economy or more in line with the policies of North Korea.   As ever, he was charming and common sensical.    Basic skills good.   Modularisation of GCSEs bad.   Freedom for headteachers to spend their budgets as they like, good.   War and Peace length policy from Whitehall on discipline, bad.

Behind the rhetoric, though, we know that the coalition government is proposing a massive shakeup in the way in which teaching and learning takes place.   The curriculum will become considerably more knowledge focused, with History, English and Maths taking a central stage.   Assessment of learning will be much more exam based.   There will be an emphasis on what Gove describes as the ‘craft’ of teaching.

There will be many of us, particularly those of us who are getting more middle aged and reactionary, (and I count myself as one of those)  who say “amen to that”.     High standards.   Inspirational teaching.   Rigorous learning.   Yummy.

But, as usual, the policy makers have swung their pendulums and have committed the very English sin of polarising the education debate.    With a focus on knowledge comes the risk of a de-emphasis on skills.   With an examination based assessment regime comes the risk of a lack of respect of different learning styles.   With a concentration on teaching comes the risk of ignoring the contributions of adults other than teachers to children’s learning.

And it is these three areas – the skills based curriculum; the appreciation of diverse styles of learning; and the contribution that adults other than teachers can make to raising attainment – it is these three areas that I am frightened that the White Paper will dismiss as dogma of the previous administration – rather than recognising that what they actually do is help build the many pathways that are needed to help all children to succeed.

Why is it that politicians find it so necessary to polarise any debate?

We know that work related learning inculcates exactly the skills, behaviours and attitudes that employers look for in young recruits.   Of course, the basic skills of literacy and numeracy (soon, I suspect to be renamed English and Mathematics) are important.      But years of research and experience have shown that employability skills are valued highly as well.   Not more highly.  Not less.   As well.   Let’s not polarise.
Today is not a day to list them.   We can all reel them off.   The excellent UKCES report published in February 2009 on “The Employability Challenge” listed them all – and showed how various bodies had chosen to categorise them.

Today is a day, however, to consider how, in a knowledge focused curriculum, we might continue to see these as important.

Now, as I understand it, Michael Gove and Nick Gibb do not despise skills.   Their apparent single-mindedness comes from a commitment to four principles which will guide policy development over the foreseeable future:

1.
Reducing the role of producing guidance and advice for central government.   

2.   
Letting headteachers decide on matters, not enforcing centrally

3.
Encouraging peer to peer learning rather than telling / supporting from the centre

4.
Slimming down and simplifying the system, including the curriculum to focus on knowledge rather than skills.

It isn’t that skills aren’t important, I understand.   It’s just that it is not central government’s role to enforce their acquisition.    Learning skills like teamwork, presentation, reliability, honesty, integrity, punctuality should be part of the ethos of a school.   They should be learned automatically – on the playground and playing field; in clubs and societies; integrated within the warp and weft of daily life.   But no curriculum time should be spent on teaching them in isolation.
If that is the environment in which we are going to find ourselves working for the foreseeable future then I would suggest that we need now to start recognising that – and to flex ourselves in three ways.

1
To note that schools will still be able to get engaged in work related learning, but that as it won’t be central government who will be pressurising them to do so, we need to help the business community to help headteachers and governing bodies see the need.

2
To note that, as there will be limited funding available, we need to make access to work related learning as cost-effective for schools as possible.  The days of ringfenced grants are clearly over.

3
If no guidance is going to be provided from government on work related learning, we need to ensure that leadership is provided to ensure that what we have achieved over many years doesn’t fragment and dissipate.
Let’s deal with the first of these.   How do we motivate and empower the business community?     Nick Gibb suggested recently that he did see a place for business to contribute to education…   He saw opportunities lying in areas such as ‘providing work experience’, ‘providing governors for schools’, ‘having visiting lecturers speak to undergraduates’.     Apart from the work experience example, which I think he sees as being a post 16 opportunity, he has said very little about schools based work related learning.    

So, we need to encourage large organisations that have the ears of employers to articulate our case more widely than ever before – and, importantly, to see business as part of the solution rather than simply an unhappy recipient of poorly prepared work fodder.    Of course, many companies have been carrying the torch for this approach for years – but if we are going to move the need for work related learning out of the education conversation and into the very soul of business, we need Business in the Community, the IoD, the CBI, the Federation for Small Businesses, the IEBE and even organisations like my own to step up to the plate and join a concerted campaign – rather than just concentrating on their own short-term needs and goals.

I believe the Employers Education Task Force has started well with some good research and a lively campaign to get business leaders into schools.   But it needs to work with the other organisations and help them to make the case themselves (loudly and in concert) rather than taking on the responsibility itself.   We need everyone shouting loudly and consistently about the importance of work related learning, not abdicating responsibility (or allowing any single organisation to take on the mantle of universal ownership of the agenda) .

And, whilst the Department for Education may not at present be in a position to adopt vociferous support for the agenda, we can at least  work hard to gain support from the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills.   John Hayes and Mark Prisk have both publically voiced their support for our work.   We need to help them to make the case within government by getting business to put on the pressure.

If we are going to help business see this as really important, we have to stop using education-speak to quite the extent that we have over recent years.    Recently I was looking at how enterprise education specifically is defined.   It is, of course, defined differently in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland – and in all four cases is expressed in terms that are much more understandable to the education profession than to business.    At YE, therefore, we have begun to use our own definition – and this is proving to be very popular with the busineses with whom we do work…    Enterprise education is about three things – entrepreneurship, employability and the empowerment of young people.    Business gets this.   And it can sign up to the agenda.

The second issue we need to face is how to cut costs.   I’m going to sound rather heretical now – and I apologise if I offend anyone in the room.

But, I think as brokers of work related learning, some of us lost the plot a bit over the last few years.    For me, the role of brokerage is an essential one in the world of education business links.  The core task of a business is to its business.  The core task of a school is to teach.   (I am beginning to sound like Gove…)     To bring the two worlds together needs a broker – wherever that broker might be employed.    (So I could argue, though I won’t this morning, that whilst schools may have a core duty to teach, they also have a duty to reach out into the community and broker relationships with businesses who will then help support learning.)   Brokerage is essential.   However it is paid for.

But what that brokerage does is it brings business and education together to deliver work related learning.   It doesn’t deliver that learning itself.    Because it has been publically funded, we have seen a growth in enterprises that have gone into schools and taught materials themselves, often with no true business engagement.   What has been delivered has been effective work-related learning – by expert, paid, specialist facilitators, rather than business volunteers.    This has been not unlike a school getting a theatre in education team in, or an artist in residence.    Fine.   And terrific when funding has been available for headteachers to do this.   

But what this practice has done is to develop a new service to schools which has ignored the major benefit of having business volunteers engaged – that they are truly from business and the world of work.    I know that engaging volunteers leads to other costs and issues of quality assurance.   But to my mind, particularly in a difficult funding climate, but actually in any event, I would rather spend time and resource on ensuring that children and young people get a great experience with a volunteer, rather than duplicating tasks that could be undertaken by well trained teachers.

Volunteering England has recently called on the Government to strengthen volunteering. Dr Justin Davis Smith states in his introduction to their document, ‘Volunteering is a central, indispensable part of the fabric of civil society’. It is something that needs to be encouraged and embedded in society – Government alone cannot make the difference, we all need to realise the role volunteering can play and the role we have in driving this forward.
So, I believe we all have to work hard to reinvigorate the world of business volunteering.   Make it effective.   Make it suitable for the pressures of working life today, rather than those of 20 yaers ago.   To create a support structure for 21st century volunteering.   And work to ensure that the volunteering enhances rather than displaces the core learning going on in schools.    That may well mean more extra-curricular activity than we have seen in previous years, particularly with older students; but it also means showing once again, over and over again, the lessons I learned in Lichfield – that volunteers from business can enhance core learning.

So what does that mean in practice?    It means creating a really effective training and support programme for volunteers, so that they feel that they are part of a shared mission – that they are contributing to a mission.   This needs effective recruitment, induction, training and evaluation.   At YE, we are now developing just such a programme, in partnership with the Open University, so that, in addition, should they want it, employees can accredit the learning they get from their volunteering experience.   
I’d be happy to share our experiences in this matter with any of you here off-line if you’d like to do so.

A survey of volunteers compiled by the Institute for Volunteering Research in 2009 showed that teamwork increased by 78%, leadership by 68% and communication was up 67% from figures recorded in 2008.    Businesses who support employee volunteering can develop valuable skills and experience in their staff and create a more effective and motivated workforce in the present. 
Supporting volunteers to pass on vital business skills not only ensures a stronger work force but enterprising skills and attitudes that lead to the creation of new business opportunities which create jobs and reduce unemployment. 
But this needs funding.   We are now going to go way beyond the corporate social responsibility agenda when talking to employers.   We have to make a real case for supporting brokerage and work related learning with the sort of investment that is seen in the US.   Because if schools are not going to be in a position to pay for brokerage, and no public sector grants exist, then the only other source of income is from the businesses themselves.   We have truly to prove the business benefits of engagement – in a way that hasn’t been done before.    Segmenting markets.   Looking at true return on investment.    And still appealing to the hearts of philanthropic CEOs when appropriate.

Finally, there’s the issue of leadership in this area.    If government is no longer going to define the desired outcomes of work related learning, I believe someone needs to.     I cannot agree with an argument that suggests that they will simply become engrained within the ethos of a good school.   We need to help young people recognise the skills they are developing and articulate them.    We need to celebrate the experiences that students have within work related learning and make them important to them, their parents and their future employers.
If government isn’t going to do it, then we need to.   There’s a lot of talk about the parallel challenges that the school sport network are facing following the announcement that the White Paper will remove their ringfenced funding.   But no-one is suggesting that the rules of soccer or netball should be decentralised and that every school should create their own.
We need to have a framework of expected outcomes set out and endorsed by business.   I believe that one already exists – in the recommendations of the last administration’s national framework for education business links.   This needs developing a bit more, but it is an excellent start.   If we could persuade a group of major busineses to adopt and develop it, rather than it being seen as the unwanted legacy of the labour government, then we’d have an excellent foundation from which to build.  Perhaps there’s an opportunity there.

In the niche of Enterprise Education,I’d like to announce to day that at YE, we have decided to seize the initiative – but not to be exclusive about it.   We have committed resource and support from a major corporate to develop a new recognition scheme for young people’s enterprise experiences – whether they undertake them using YE programmes, programmes developed by other organisations in the sector, or schools themselves.   We are working with a number of education and corporate partners (including one headline education partner)  to define the sorts of enterprise experiences that we all believe young people should have – and the skills, behaviours and attitudes that they should be developing – at primary, secondary and post 16 stages of education.    We are then looking to give individuals, through their schools, colleges and other education institutions, including the informal education sector, the opportunity to gain an award – which will probably be tiered into bronze, silver and gold.  

We intend that this award scheme will be heavily marketed to employers and universities – so that it has real currency for young people – in much the same way as the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, Queen’s Scout or Sporting awards are already.

We’re really very excited about this – and look forward to piloting it in the autumn of 2011.

Our view is simple.   If the Department for Education is not going to put its resources into work related learning, then we must persuade British business to do so – and to own the agenda.   Because it is an agenda that is much too important to bury and forget.

The very spirit of work related learning is to make things happen – the challenge is to ride the waves of change and not to be overwhelmed by them.

It is about allowing all young people the opportunity to make the most of their existing skills, gain experience, build confidence and create themselves a better future. Young people have been dramatically affected by the current levels of unemployment and, while it did reach record highs in 2009, a crowded labour market is not synonymous with this recession and will always be something young people face when they leave school. 
Inspiring and nurturing the next generation of enterprising and employable young people is clearly vital to ensure that we create a sustainable future and prevent future recessions. Michael Gove and Nick Gibb are short sighted rather than single-minded in their vision.    The benefits of sparking this at a young age should not be under-estimated. There are thousands of young people out there with talent to be nurtured and inspired that will help to create long-term sustainable economic growth. 
A Japanese friend helped me to crystalise my thoughts on all of this recently: In Japanese, to teach is "kyo"; but to educate can be said as "kyo-iku" (and iku means ‘to grow’).    In other words, whereas to teach is just to teach, to educate is ‘to teach and grow’ – which is really what work-related learning is all about. 
Equally interesting is the fact that to learn is "gaku" and that a school is "gaku-koh" – and koh means a cage. The learning to which I think we all aspire doesn’t happen in cages!
I leave you with the words of the late, great Robert Kennedy:

"some people see things as they are – and ask: "why?"

Others dream of things as they might be – and ask "why not?""

As we prepare to work within a very different policy environment – I encourage you too, to ask: "why not?"

