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Abstract

This book amplifies the stories of young people classified as “low ability” by
drawing on the author’s “person-centred”research into the long-term impacts
of “low-ability” classifications on young people’s academic performance
and journeys beyond school. The study traced “low-ability” learners from
the starting point of their vocational media Further Education (FE) journeys
with a deliberate focus on eliciting learner voice and experience — alongside
staff perspectives on systemic barriers to learning, teaching, assessment, and

opportunities for classified learners.

Young people classified as “low ability” share in their own words their stories of
negative school experiences, the impact of being classified, and experiencing
vocational media education in FE while labelled as “non-academic”. Different
learner accounts reflect larger issues surrounding their social classifications, and

how they navigate intersectional identity amid their own identity formation.

This book brings the voices from FE that are usually omitted from educational
research by providing direct insights into the narratives of young people
classified as “low ability”in their own words over a sustained period. In doing
so, readers are given insights into the lived experiences of young people
who have been negatively classified while at school and the impact this can
have on their self-identity formation, lived experience, quality of learning, and

academic/professional outcomes.

Keywords

Low-level learners, negative classifications, learner experience, media education,
vocational training, Further Education, socialised identities, GCSE failure, low-

ability learners, learner journeys
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Introduction

This book is based on a ten-year-long research project that |
conducted in an English Further Education (FE) college that
| will be referring to as “South College”. During this research, |
spoke to young people classified as “low ability”and FE staff who
shared their lived experiences of studying and working in FE.
Shared experiences that helped me understand the impact that
negative categorisations can have on learners and the role that
FE staff may consciously or sub-consciously play in reinforcing or
challenging this status quo.

This research was inspired by my experiences of learning
and teaching in the FE sector in the UK. My time in FE was
instrumental in helping to shape my teacher identity as an
activist educator committed to recognising the power and
agency of a learner to generate their own meanings and truths.
To affirm that learners aren’t empty vessels to be filled, or passive
participants in education: that they are and should be active
agents within an educational framework of respect, dignity, and
equality. These values ran across all aspects of this research in the
shape of “person-centred” approaches and continue to inform
my teaching to this day.

During my timein FE, I noticed that there were significant changes
being made to the level 2 (General Certificate of Secondary
Education (GCSE) equivalent) qualification landscape, as well
as continued policy changes. Some of these changes included
a shift from the creative GCSE retake options in the 1990s to a
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primarily vocational equivalency model in the 2000s; especially
the introduction and withdrawal of the General National
Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) and the implementation of the
Business and Technology Education Council (BTEC). Alongside
these changes, | noticed a division between "academic” and
“vocational” at level 2; a division that was much stronger than
when | had been an FE learner. As an FE media lecturer, | also
noticed that vocational level 2 learners were being marginalised
in the classroom because of negative classifications such as “low
ability”, “learning difficulties’, or “behavioural issues” and were
often steered into lower-level vocational media qualifications.
This made me wonder if these learners knew how they were
seen and categorised. | also questioned the impact of negative
classifications on these learners'life chances. The more | thought
about it, the more | questioned the role of level 2 vocational
qualificationsin the lives of negatively classified learners. | wanted
to know more about:

- The experiences of negatively classified learners in their
own words;

- The impact of negative classifications on learners;

- Whether educators and institutional management shared
the same vision of the learning, teaching, and support they
were providing young people; and

- Whether teaching staff were equipped and adequately
supported to deliver specialist courses such as media studies.

Motivated by the premise that lived experience is not uniform
across society, and that our sense of social reality in all its
classifications is constructed, | spent ten years trying to find the
answers to my questions. In doing so, | gained valuable insights
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into the young people in this study, in their own voices. | learnt
about their personal and academic struggles, their school
contexts, their sense of self, until | left them after a decade
as young adults in a world very different to the one at the
beginning of the project. | kept the people in this study as my
focus throughout and created a person-centred approach.

Person-centred research can be characterised by its inclusion of
individual subjectivities that are treated as an intrinsic part of an
inquiry (Biehl, Good, and Kleinman, 2007). This type of research
aims to develop holistic understandings that can only be
achieved through access to the personal truths of those affected
by what is being researched (Quinney, 1982; Woodward, 2017).

The value of subjective experience and personal truths was
the strength of this project. Furthermore, the presentation of
individual voices without editing or reinterpretation was an
additional strategy used to ensure that participant narratives
were presented as close to how they were shared. The ideological
framework that underpins this study is nuanced in its focus
and considers the various elements that make up the human
experience within education structures.

Marx et al. (2017) observe that education mirrors society and
its hierarchies of privilege and marginalisation and that lived
experience and personal stories can highlight individual impacts
of these hierarchies. The positioning of the educational institution
as a reflection of society challenges the educational researcher/
practitioner to make sense of their lived experiences within the
broader praxis of the educational space (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2010;
Fraser, 1997: Frost et al., 2010).
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Thisbookreturnstomy study todelve deeperintothe experiences
of young people and staff to identify how inequality can play out
in the British education system — but also with a purpose to tell
the stories that may not otherwise be heard. Stories of negatively
classified learners and stretched FE staff in their own words.

| have used aliases for the college and all individuals to maintain
anonymity and have framed each chapter with learning
objectives so that readers can take something tangible away
for their practice and reflections. Finally, this book is my parting
gift to FE, as | try to bring the voice of the individuals within the
system to broader discourse on policy, education, and the FE
sector.
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The further
education
policy context

This chapter sets out the South College landscape that the young
people were studying in, as well as introducing the English FE
sector that South College is a part of.

Learning objective:
Understanding the FE landscape

To facilitate a broader awareness of the FE landscape and the
significant part that policy plays in defining the sector and its
provision.

To enable broader awareness of the crucial part that FE plays
in supporting diverse learner groups.

To raise awareness among FE decision makers on issues
surrounding the employment of unqualified sessional staff
and the potential negative impacts of this on learners.
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Understanding the English
FE sector

The sizeable FE landscape differs widely in its provision and
blend of funding organisation and channels (Briggs, 2005;
Lingfield, 2012). The sector offers provision to 14-plus, adult,
lifelong, and community learners in the shape of vocational and
general education, short courses, higher education (HE), and
apprenticeships and hosts diverse learner groups of all ages and
experiences (Corbett, 2017). Bathmaker and Avis (2005) aptly
profile the FE learners as

[fJull-time students, workers and trainees doing part-
time off-the-job learning, mature students returning
to learn, people taking night classes, learners following
individualised study programmes, as well as groups of
students learning in the community.

(2005, p. 8)

Figures released by the Association of Colleges (AoC) in 2017
reported that the sector was servicing 2.2 million people,
including 16,000 14-15-year-olds and 712,000 16-18-year-olds
that were enrolled into 280 colleges of which 186 identified as FE
colleges (Association of Colleges, 2017). AoC figures also reported
that the average college trains 1,200 apprentices and, in 2017,
77,500 16—-18-year-olds were recorded on apprenticeships with a
global figure of 313,000 students on apprenticeship provision in
colleges (ibid.). The report also stated that 1.4 million adults were
studying in colleges, of which 151,000 people were studying
higher education in a college (ibid.). In 2015/2016, sector income
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totalled £7 billion (ibid.). These figures support assertions from
Norton (2012), who states that the diverse English FE sector
plays a crucial role in servicing its local, regional, and national
communities with lifelong learning opportunities.

The FE sector is frequently positioned as a second-chance
provider for 14-19-year-olds (see Foster and Park, 2005;
Hodgson and Spours, 2017; Mehaffy, 2012; Tolland, 2016) — and
is recognised for the positive role that it plays in the academic
development of the secondary failed learner (Department for
Business Innovation and Skills, 2015).

Students whom no one else wants to teach, namely,
those who have failed to gain five good GCSEs at the
age of 16, and, through sheer hard work and through
forging more respectful and inclusive relationships, (FE)
restore(s) them as human beings who begin to see
themselves again as worthy of respect and who can
and do succeed in gaining qualifications.

(Coffield et al., 2007, p. 724)

While some have acknowledged the role of FE as crucial
in supporting and developing students that have failed in
the mainstream system (see Appleby and Bathmaker, 2006;
Department for Children, 2008; Hayward et al, 2005; House of
Commons Education Committee, 2011), there are others that
have problematised the positioning of GCSE failed learners in FE
on predominantly low-level vocational courses and questioned
the credibility of GCSE examinations as a “reliable indicator of
achievement”(Sheerman and Silver, 2013, p. 24). For example, the
Nuffield Review of 14-19 Education and Training in 2005 reported
that GCSE-failed learners belonging to low socio-economic
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groupings were mostly attracted to low-level vocational courses
in FE and challenged the assumption that learners achieve
general qualifications based on ability. The Review stated that
“the struggle to renew students’ interest in learning does not
get reflected in the values implicit within the tables by which
providers are judged — even though ‘social inclusion’is at least
formally an aim of government policy” (Hayward et al, 2005,
p. 196).

Despite a substantive remit, FE is often identified as the Invisible
Man or Cinderella to account for its perceived marginalised
status (Hyland and Merrill, 2003; Norton, 2012). Steer et al. (2007)
and Atkins (2009) have cited both the nature and frequency of
educational policy change as accounting for FE's marginalised
status.

FE and policy

Many have acknowledged the challenges for FE in implementing
ambitious policy changes with ever decreasing funding (see
Ainley and Bailey, 1997; Hayward et al, 2005). A 2015 survey
conducted by FE Week revealed disaffection among FE staff due
to funding cuts, a singular apprenticeship government focus,
and an increase in retake maths and English GCSE offer. The
report stated that

there was a clear sense from everyone in the follow-up
survey that government reforms will have unintended
and damaging consequences. These reforms appeared
to be based on little or no evidence, it was viewed — if
impact assessments had been carried out, they hadn't
been communicated to the people interviewed.
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(Burke, 2015)
The article concluded that,

despite the determination of everyone to provide
a professional and effective service, the deep cuts
and contradictory policy demands will inevitably hit
learners — with the most disadvantaged being the worst
affected. Provision to school leavers who — through no
fault of their own — fail and need the help of FE will
almost certainly deteriorate.

(ibid.)

Connecting the demands made on the sector with a lack of
funding represents policy expectations that could be argued
as ambitious and unrealistic (Hayward et al., 2005). Begging the
question: how will FE lecturers be able to successfully guide
learners to qualifications over one academic year, when the
same learners were unable to achieve these qualifications after
11 years in the schooling system (Burns, 2014; Wolf, 2011)?

14-19 policy

During the time of this study, 14-19 educational reform was a
crucial backdrop to the FE lives of staff and learners and some of
the young people in this study had their first exposure to South
College aged 14. FE and school partnerships featured strongly
in the 14-19 reforms as a means of co-facilitating vocational
training. However, findings from Rose in 2012 concluded that
“school partnerships were less defined in their approaches
and were often characterised by informal, personal and ad
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hoc processes” (2012, p. 88). Comparatively, Haynes and Lynch
(2012) noted that cross-sector collaborations were “loose” for
level 2 and, while demonstrating that the “key elements” were in
place, still reflected a “limited drive’, being at their “strongest” for
level 3 (2012, p. 438). Moreover, Hillier (2006) argued that some
schools were exploiting the framework to achieve positive data
and pass off students that were found troublesome or at risk of
disengagement. These assertions were supported by Burgess
etal. (2010).

A teacher survey conducted by the National Union of Teachers
and University College Union in 2012 substantiated this picture
by concluding that

14-19 education and training is a complex, turbulent
and sometimes bewildering area of education to work
in for teachers and lecturers and that there is often no
settled will on key aspects of national policy.

(Hill etal,, 2012, p. 29)

Sector shifts were underpinned by New Labour’s emphasis
on challenging issues of parity of esteem between vocational
and academic. This involved an aim on the government’s part
to enhance vocational choice and excellence by shedding
vocational education’sidentity asa“sink option for failed students”
and aimed toattract the"brightand able"to applied courses (DfES,
2002, p. 4). Some, such as Hillier (2006) and Haynes and Lynch
(2012), problematised the access to opportunity for learners
classified as low ability in their appraisal of the reforms. It has
been argued by some that the 14-19 framework has promoted

a plethora of middle-track qualifications (Hodgson and Spours,
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2008) that have potentially compounded the marginalisation of
young people most likely to undertake them (Atkins and Flint,
2015). This discourse has highlighted an “unintended” (Hodgson
and Spours, 2009, p. 6) policy-levered marginalisation of second-
chance learners. Atkins (2013) has supported these assertions
by extending FE's invisible identity to the low-level vocational
learner.

Media educationalist David Buckingham has described the
14-19 reform as “one of the most misconceived and expensive
educational disaster stories of recent times” (2017, p. 32). He
positions this within the context of a still complex vocational
landscape that he ascribes to “policy hyperactivity” (ibid., p. 27).

Given the demise of the diploma system, it is possible to
conclude that the only functioning legacy of these reforms is the
continued inclusion of 14-plus learners in FE, which, according to
Elwood (2013), is shaped though a range of discrete partnership
programmes that are no longer representative of the nationwide
policy-driven narrative.

FE and the creative arts

In 2010, a coalition between the Conservative Party and the
Liberal Democratsreplaced aNew Labourgovernmentand policy
focus was moving away from the 14-19 vocational strategies in
favour of new reform (Young, 2011). The change in government
led to a notable shift in policymaking with a marked emphasis
on “academic rigour” (House of Commons Education Committee
2011, p. 61), marked by reforms to the national curriculum, a
reduction in GCSE/A Level re-sit opportunities and the launch of
an English Baccalaureate (EBacc). Policy emphasis on the value of
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academic subjects demonstrated a notable omission of the arts,
including media studies, which are often classified as soft subjects
(see Hayward et al, 2005; O'Connor, 2000; Ofsted, 2010; White,
2013). Hodgson et al. (2017, p. 36) assert that the policy-driven
“erosion of the Creative Arts subjects’reflects a lower status for the
Arts. Buckingham (2017) has asserted the challenges in locating
low-level vocational media education in FE. An appraisal of the
literature supports these findings and reveals a knowledge gap
in the positioning of media education in FE policy frameworks.
This can also be connected to the generally marginalised status
for arts disciplines under recent policy reforms (Dennis, 2016).

Some have also problematised the position of the media lecturer
in the context of a conflicted identity for media education in a
digitally evolving world (Buckingham, 2007; Shah, 2017). This
prompts us to question whether this identity for the discipline
is negotiated in digital contexts where the learners are often
identified as digital natives and may demonstrate a higher
technical aptitude than their teachers (Buckingham, 2017;
Shah, 2017).

Framing vocational education and training (VET) within the
praxis of market-led policy rhetoric leads to a discussion on
the positioning of industry training and exposure within the
qualifications. Alongside Wolf (2011), some studies have also
problematised the quality of industry contexts to vocational
training. For example, findings from a study conducted by
James (2002, p. 400), which focused on the GNVQ teaching
experiences of a Business Studies lecturer, concluded that
learners demonstrated a “source of tension” because of the
“tenuous links between the course and eventual employment
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(and) students felt that a business studies qualification should
lead directly to a good job” The study concluded that learners
felt disaffection at learning that their business “course had no
work experience provision and there was no clear progression
route into employment” (ibid.).

In his appraisal of the Creative and Media Diploma, Buckingham
(2017) highlights the lack of media industry/employer input
into the generation of these diplomas. Although Buckingham
(2017, p. 37) recognises some positive media teaching to have
emerged from within the short life span of the diplomas, he
concludes that broadly speaking the diploma was unsuccessful
due to an insufficient balance of vocational and academic focus.
Buckingham (2017, p. 32) observes that in recent years there has
been a notable increase in the disciplines vocational and higher
education offer, which, although positive for the status of the
subject, has also been problematic in respect to the increase in
graduatesrequiring mediaemploymentinacompetitive industry.
Educationalists have continued to argue that media education
remains removed from industry (see Buckingham, 2007, 2017;
Buckingham and Scanlon, 2005; Kirwan et al, 2003; Thornham
and O'Sullivan, 2004), raising questions in connection to the
recruitment of young people onto media courses. What attracts
GCSE failed learners to GCSE-equivalent media qualifications?
What do they hope to achieve because of undertaking media
qualifications? Are young people taking these courses to enable
educational progression or access to the industry?

In a study including BTEC level 2 and 3 creative media students in
FE, Atkins and Flint (2015, p. 35) claimed that learners had joined
their courses by “serendipity”and asserted that
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[rlecent 14-19 policy, structured around models of
instrumental or technical rationality (Hodkinson et al,
1996, p. 120; Wright, 2005, p. 9), mistakenly assumes
that all young people have the ability, support and
understanding to make an informed rational and
unconstrained career choice from an almost infinite
range of possibilities. The data from this study
disputes this.

(ibid., p. 45)

Framing mediaeducationintothis,itis possibletoargue thatsome
learners may be entering media courses in FE without sufficient
information on what the subject involves and subsequently how
their course may benefit them in the future.

In summary, while the decisive role of FE as a second-chance
provider is widely acknowledged in the literature, educational
discourse suggests a complex and often transient FE landscape
because of the policy process, often acknowledging a
disconnection between the rhetoric and reality and asserting
a policy-levered instability and inequality to the sector. Others
have criticised the lack of local actor inclusion and evidence-
based approaches. Taking this criticism of educational research
into consideration, | chose to develop a person-centred research
approach that would address the lack of voices.
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Meet the staff

In this chapter, we meet South College staff who provide insights
in their own voices into how they were navigating learning,
teaching, and management within and beyond the college and,
consequently, how this may have impacted the young people in
this studly.

Learning objective:
Policy enactment

To invite educators to interpret national and institutional
policies in ways that centralise learner advancement and
progression.

To motivate education leaders to engage in holistic decision
making which incorporates staff consultation and considers
student wellbeing as well as long-term impacts.

Meet the principal

David Saunders held the principalship of South College from
2009 to 2011. As part of the interim management team, David
held the post while the college was stabilised in preparation for
the appointment of a permanent principal.

| was asked to come down and meet with the college
because the challenge that South College presented
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required an experienced interim manager, and it was
thought that | was the most appropriate person to
come into the role. Usually, | would have sent one of
my team in, but because of the situation South was in,
it was felt that | ought to come and take the role on.

South College was David's first principalship. Before this, he
had accumulated a range of experience in the business and
education sectors. David drew parallels between himself and the
typical FE student when recalling his former, mostly unsuccessful,
academic career (Bathmaker and Avis, 2005; Hillier, 2006).

Not unlike a lot of our students we get, | hadn't done as
well as | could have done at school and hadn't got the
qualifications. | hadn't gone onto college or university
when I could have done when | was younger.

The impact of David's school failure on his lack of progression
into further and higher education is indicative of the influence
that academic failure holds over a learner’s educational life path
and trajectory. In drawing parallels between his earlier academic
failure and the typical FE learner, David acknowledges that FE
attracts a high proportion of learners that have failed at school.
This supports the idea of FE as a provider of second chances
for GCSE failed learners. David's lived experience enables him
to recognise the value of FE for learners that have failed in their
secondary education, hence placing him to be empathetic
towards the GCSE-failed learner in FE.

David’s post-school journey comprised acquiring industry
experience in the business and advertising fields and returning
to study at his local FE college as a mature student.
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| seized the opportunity, went back to college as a
mature student, and went to my local college.

David's transition from study to industry exemplifies sector
practice that positions the failed secondary learner as vocational
(Wolf, 2011). David's self-identification as a "mature student”
indicates that he spent significant time in industry before
returning to study in FE. David’s shift into FE represents a period
of personal change and uncertainty.

Picked up a business studies course, found it pretty
easy, then moved onto an HND programme, did a HND,
topped up the degree. And during that time when I was
studying, | thought I'd like to work in education and in
fact I'd like to teach, because I'd always been interested
in training. A couple of people encouraged me and |
went and talked to a Head of Department and said,
“look you know if | was going to be a teacher, what do |
need to do to get to that place to be a teacher?” So we
talked and | went off and did it, and fortunately | was
lucky to get a job in the very same college, my college
that I'd started off. | worked initially in the library at the
college and started doing a bit of part-time teaching
and that snowballed.

David's movement between various courses and employment
within his FE college echoes findings from a study by Atkins (2017,
p. 642), which looked at the career and course decision-making
processes of young people and concluded that young people’s
vocational trajectories and transitions implicated a“serendipity”in
learners' decision making and choices. A serendipitous dynamic

u

also features in David’s “snowballing” metaphor for his transition
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into teaching. David's FE college clearly played a crucial part in
enabling him to retrain and change professional direction.

| ' was very lucky [with] my first college, it was and is,
still is, an outstanding college, and | was fortunate
enough to start my time in FE now with them. Teaching
snowballed in terms of quantity eventually to the stage
where | was appointed as a full-time lecturer, then
into middle management and eventually | left that
college after a number of years, moved into a senior
management role.

David's FE story represents an inclusive FE environment that
successfully supported him through significant professional
change and indeed awarded him a second chance. However,
David’s story is underpinned with a counter narrative of hard work
and perseverance on his part. He sheds light on these features of
his personality and talks about the ambitions that took him away
from his college.

I'm very ambitious and | knew that staying in the
southwest of England was not adequate enough in
terms of career, in terms of me being able to develop, so
| had an offer from a few associates to work with them
as an interim manager, and that'’s taken me to a number
of colleges through that time. I've worked in sort of
East London, Essex, er, in the north of England, North
London, among other places and you get a variety of
experiences. My role with the company currently is as
Managing Consultant, so | lead the curriculum team.
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David recognised the limitations of the college and transitioned
into an FE management consultant role. The shift is indicative
of a possible lack of broader opportunities for ambitious staff
in FE. David's reference to the regional location of the college
also suggests a perceived link between geographical areas and
access to opportunity.

Meet the experienced
media lecturer

Connor Mills joined the South College media department as a
sessional (hourly paid) lecturer in 2001 from industry and was
made a permanent member of the team in 2004. Connor’s pre-
South College trajectory shared notable similarities to David’s
in that, like David, Connor had also represented a serendipitous
path (Atkins, 2017).

| have a varied career path and have worked as a
branch accountant for a fruit and veg company, a
credit controller, bank cleric, and courier, but following
an extensive time travelling around the world, my aim
was to save and work my way through a broadcasting
degree as a mature student. Following that | began a
career in local radio with the BBC. This | continued for
10 years (predominantly on a freelance and part-time
basis) [and then] | effectively fell into teaching.

Connor'sentry into media education through industry represents
the vocational teaching dynamic in FE, which includes trained/
trainee lecturers and non-teacher-trained industry practitioners.
This dynamic has been both encouraged and challenged in
wider debates. While one angle to this has put emphasis on
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the pedagogic value of the trainee teacher and considered
the tensions of training and teaching in FE, another aspect
has challenged the lack of industry practitioners teaching on
vocational courses (see Department for Business Innovation and
Skills, 2014; Wolf, 2011). Colin joined South College as teacher
training was becoming a mandatory requirement for teaching
within the sector. To continue teaching at South, Connor
undertook an in-service Postgraduate Certificate in Education
(PGCE). An experienced member of the teaching team, Connor
wasregarded as alevel 1 and 2 specialist, although he also taught
on level 3 programmes such as BTEC and A Level media.

Joined South College as a sessional in April 2001; started
PGCE in 2003; became FT [full time] in 2004. Started
by teaching solely radio production skills although
this was soon expanded into more theoretical areas
including A Level classes.

Connor's emphasis on A Level as “theoretical”is indicative of the
broader divisions between vocational and academic (Bell and
Stevenson, 2006). The distinctions made by Connor are indicative
of the style of teaching that he would have carried out in his
academic and vocational classes.

Meet the new teacher in training

Michael Pinaccettijoined South College in 2007, some years after
graduating in fine art. Initially in a departmental support role, he
transitioned into the college’s in-service PGCE programme in
20009. Like David and Connor, Michael’s move into teaching had
come later in life. Experiences of failure formed a significant part
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