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The past 30 years have seen repeated overhauls to assessment and learning outcomes in vocational 

education in the United Kingdom, with further changes proposed by the new government.  Unlike 

other European countries, the purpose, content and progression opportunities of general vocational 

education in the UK  are not clear-cut.  A particular feature is that the status and scope of ‘vocational 

‘ knowledge and skills have  become very diluted, eroding older, more robust connotations, 

especially at lower levels of the qualifications framework.  The recent introduction of ‘work-related 

learning’ has exacerbated the problem, so that both notions now encompass a widening array of ‘life 

and social skills’, general work-related dispositions, and the development of positive attitudes to 

‘learning’, ‘inclusion’ and ‘participation’.  The association of ‘vocational’ with ‘disaffected’ and 

‘demotivated’, ‘low ability’ students is therefore widespread amongst teachers, students and policy 

makers. 

In addition, the necessary expertise to debate these matters (and perhaps to resolve them) has also 

declined.  Many organisations and groups are required to specify knowledge, curriculum content, 

teaching and assessment methods, and to conduct quality assurance activities.  A growing number of 

these ‘stakeholders’ have no experience of older models, and the pressure of repeated political 

changes to qualification design and regulation led to the declining influence and expertise of 

awarding bodies. 

This paper draws on two British research projects, led by the author.  First was a large, in-depth 3-

year study that explored teaching and assessment in vocational education courses, completed in 

December 2009 (Ecclestone 2010).  The second explores the role of stakeholders in qualification 

design, and teachers’ implementation, and is funded by a leading awarding body in vocational 

education and started in October 2010. The paper outlines some of the key changes to vocational 

education, and the political and educational goals behind them, and evaluates their effects on the 

status of vocational knowledge, and on teachers’ and qualification designers’ perceptions of the 

aims and outcomes of vocational education. 
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