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 The majority of provision in sixth form colleges is at Level 3. A significant minority of students 
pursue Level 2 courses (mainly GCSE English and maths, often alongside Level 3 
qualifications) with a smaller number taking other GCSEs and functional skills qualifications. All 
this provision is outside the scope of the government’s consultation.  

 However, a small number of our members have a significant number of students enrolled on 
Level 2 qualifications that are in scope. These courses also form a small but important part of 
the curriculum offer in a larger number of institutions. The ten most popular courses in our 
sector are listed below: 

o BTEC First Certificate in Business 
o BTEC First Extended Certificate in Health and Social Care 
o BTEC First Extended Certificate in Business 
o BTEC First Award in Business 
o BTEC First Certificate in Information and Creative Technology 
o Diploma in Health and Social Care 
o BTEC First Award in Principles of Applied Science 
o Extended Certificate in Health and Social Care 
o BTEC First Extended Certificate in Information and Creative Technology 
o BTEC First Certificate in Health and Social Care 

 
 Our priority is to ensure that young people continue to have the choice and opportunity to 

pursue Level 2 courses like these that have a proven track record in helping students progress 
to Level 3 and beyond.   

 We share the government’s ambition that “Every level 2 qualification in scope for funding in 
future should be high-quality, necessary, have a clear and distinct purpose and have clear 
progression routes”. However, it is not clear how a top-down categorisation of Level 2 
qualifications for young people into six distinct groups will help to achieve this. It is also unclear 
if these categories will be visible to young people (with the associated risk this would make the 
qualifications landscape more, rather than less, confusing) or if their purpose is simply to aid 
the qualification approval process.  

 Dividing qualifications into groups according to their “primary purpose” is a simplistic approach 
that primarily appeals to policymakers. Sweeping away Level 2 qualifications that play a 
valuable role (for a group of young people that are more likely to come from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and have special educational needs and disabilities than Level 3 learners) is not 
a price worth paying for a system that looks tidier in charts and diagrams.   

 Our primary concern is not the proposed reduction in the total number of Level 2 qualifications 
(a degree of rationalisation is clearly needed in some areas, and we support the streamlining of 
courses with low or no enrolments) but ensuring that the qualifications that remain are the right 
ones (high quality with clear progression routes).  
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 Rather than attempting to crowbar qualifications into the categories set out in the consultation, 
a better starting point would be to look at the Level 2 qualifications in scope with the most 
enrolments. Focusing on these specific courses first (likely to include a high number of 
students but a relatively low number of qualifications) and engaging in a genuine debate about 
their future would help to allay concerns that the building blocks of the current Level 2 offer 
may disappear.  

 We know from the Level 3 experience that a protracted process of reform can be unsettling for 
students, providers and employers. More than three years into the Level 3 process we are still 
unable to answer the only question that really matters: what qualifications will remain? Starting 
with the main Level 2 qualifications and focusing on specifics from the outset is an approach 
we would strongly endorse.         

 On the detail of the consultation, we agree with the proposals for qualifications aimed at 
supporting progression to Level 3 technical study (small or medium qualifications delivered in 
one year) and some of this delivery will come via the T level transition programme. The 
proposals for technical qualifications enabling entry into occupations at Level 2 rightly 
acknowledge this as a legitimate route for some young people. Students should have the 
option to study two medium sized qualifications as well as one large qualification.  

 However, mandating a two year course is problematic, as the pull of employment can be 
significant for many learners, and some could successfully achieve in one year. Retaining 
flexibility is key.     

 The proposals for qualifications that support progression to Level 3 academic study highlight 
two problems. The first, as we have set out at length elsewhere, is the simplistic approach of 
defining Level 3 qualifications as either technical or academic. The second, is setting out 
proposals in the abstract and not relating them to specific qualifications or providing clear 
definitions. For example, which of the qualifications in the table on page 1 are ‘academic’? 

 This matters, as the proposal not to fund academic qualifications at Level 2 unless they “align 
with, or support progression to, an equivalent specialist qualification at level 3 (as we believe 
that GCSEs, where available, are the best preparation for academic study at level 3)” suggests 
that (say) Level 2 BTEC Business courses would not be funded as there is a GCSE equivalent. 

 Many students that did not perform well in their GCSEs at school have flourished when 
pursuing alternative Level 2 qualifications in a sixth form college and have subsequently 
progressed to Level 3 and then higher level learning. GCSEs will be the best preparation for 
academic study for some, but not all, students.  

 Removing the option to pursue alternative Level 2 qualifications and requiring students to 
repeat their GCSE experience (that will often have been a difficult one) is likely to limit 
progression to Level 3 for some young people. The modular format of Level 2 BTEC and 
related qualifications means learners can gauge their process as the course progresses - this 
can motivate and inspire students that have become disconnected from education.    

 The consultation asks if the Department should continue to fund qualifications that support 
progression to specialist Level 3 academic courses (e.g. performing arts graded qualifications, 
and of course it should) but not the much more fundamental question about whether it should 
fund general academic courses that it deems to ‘overlap’ with GCSEs. It appears that decision 
has already been made, and we would be interested to see the evidence base that supports it. 

 The proposed Academic Progression Programme pilot should focus on the existing Level 2 
offer. The opportunity to make the case for specific qualifications would help to ensure that well 
established progression pathways are not closed off. The pilot should focus on progression to 
all Level 3 ‘academic’ courses, including applied general qualifications.  

 For more information please contact James Kewin james.kewin@sixthformcolleges.org  
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