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What we know 
The Department for Education (DfE) is undertaking an ambitious series of reforms aiming to improve post 16 qualifications. These include restructuring occupational standards, introducing a new technical qualification (T levels) and reviewing and merging existing post 16 qualifications at level 3. 

These reforms are proposed alongside the wider context of the DfE’s Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) and Alternative Provision (AP) Improvement Plan. 

The Education Select Committee published a report on Future of Post 16 Qualifications, which addresses the post 16 landscape. The report concludes that post 16 education fails to equip young people with the essential skills needed for the 21st century. The equality impact assessment for the review of post 16 qualifications, claims those with protected characteristics will be further disadvantaged by qualification reforms.

“The departments Impact Equality assessment acknowledges that some students with protected characteristics maybe disadvantaged by the reforms as they may no longer be able to progress on to level 3. While the department states that it ‘expects this number to be relatively small’ it did not provide an estimated number.”
The future of post 16 qualifications; Education Select Committee 

Most recently, it was announced that a new Advanced British Standard qualification (ABS) will replace A Levels and T Levels. DfE claim this new qualification will provide stability for academic and technical education for 16 to18 year olds. However, the new qualifications will not commence for at least another 10 years. 

What we believe
The DfE’s ambition to improve the post 16 system is welcomed. However, the review of post 16 qualifications at level 3 in England equality impact assessment indicates that SEND learners are likely to be further limited in their progress to level 3 qualifications and more likely to fall into the NEET (not in education, employment, or training) category.

Furthermore, the DfE’s SEND and AP improvement plan does not include sufficient focus on further education. This is a missed opportunity to address the known inequalities in post-16 education. 

The question is, therefore, how equitable and inclusive are these reforms for blind and partially sighted (BPS) young people? 

Our 2022 report ‘Give Me Access to College’ highlights a fragmented and unreliable system, and remains valid. The recent reforms do not address the barriers currently faced by BPS young people within further education.

As a low incidence, high need disability, the needs of BPS young people are distinct and must be considered with care. It is a legal requirement for all young people up to the age of 18 years to remain in education. DfE must ensure the new post 16 system meets the needs and aspirations of BPS young people, enabling them equitable access to opportunity. 

What we do 
Since the launch of the SEND and AP improvement plan and our Give me access to college campaign we have: engaged with officials within the DfE, worked in partnership within the Vision Impairment sector and wider SEND sectors to encourage positive change; and engaged with young people by releasing a series of case studies emphasising the varied experience of BPS young people within post 16 settings. 

We support the Association of Colleges and Natspec’s proposals to embed post 16 in the work of the SEND and AP improvement plan, and will be providing a detailed response to the upcoming DfE consultation on the ABS qualifications. We have also shared concerns over the roll out of T Levels which you can read more about [insert link: Level policy statement]

We continue to work to ensure statuary services are delivered to BPS young people in all post 16 settings and to embed the Curriculum framework for children and young people with visual impairment (CFVI) into policy. 
 
Moving forward we continue to campaign and engage with DfE and MPs to improve the quality and fair access to post 16 education for BPS young people.  

For further information 
For more information please visit our education webpages, or contact us at EducationPolicy@pocklington-trust.org.uk.
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