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Summary 
 The Sixth Form Colleges Association is the established voice of dedicated sixth form education 

and the hub of a national network of sixth form providers. SFCA represents all designated sixth 
form colleges and 16 to 19 academies in England, as well as a growing number of FE colleges 
and 16 to 19 free schools.  

 SFCA also co-ordinates the Protect Student Choice campaign, a coalition of 28 organisations 
that represent and support staff and students in schools, colleges and universities. The shared 
aim of the campaign is to ensure that applied general qualifications such as BTECs continue to 
play a major role in the future qualifications landscape.  

 This submission is made on behalf of SFCA members and focuses on the following three areas 
of interest identified by the Education Committee: 

1. The benefits and challenges the Government’s proposed changes to Level 3 qualifications 
would bring, with reference to any implications for BTECs and routes into apprenticeships. 

2. The extent to which the Government’s review of level 3 qualifications will impact 
disadvantaged groups, students from minority ethnic backgrounds, students known to the 
care system, and students with special educational needs or disabilities, and what 
measures might be put in place to mitigate any negative impacts 

3. The experience to date of those taking or delivering T Levels, and any changes to T Levels 
that may be needed to ensure they are accessible to all students. 

 In summary, we share the government’s ambition to create a world class post-16 education 
system that helps all students to fulfil their potential and meets the needs of employers. We 
also welcome the introduction of T levels and many of our members have started to deliver 
these stretching new qualifications. But we do not agree with the government’s proposal that T 
levels and A levels should become the “programmes of choice for 16 to 19 year olds taking 
Level 3 qualifications” and that funding for most BTECs be withdrawn.   

 BTECs are popular with students, respected by employers and provide a well-established route 
to higher education or employment – particularly for disadvantaged young people. Removing 
them would be disastrous for social mobility and the economy.  For many young people, 
studying a BTEC (either alongside A levels, or as part of a standalone study programme) will 
be a more effective way to develop their skills and achieve their ambitions than pursuing an A 
level or T level-only study programme. 

 We believe the government should rethink its plan to scrap most of these valuable 
qualifications and provide assurances that a wide range of BTECs will be available to students 
alongside A levels and T levels in the future. Funding should not be removed for any BTEC 
qualification unless an impartial, evidence-based assessment has concluded that it is not 
valued by students, universities or employers. 
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Proposed changes to Level 3 qualifications 
 Young people in England can currently choose between three types of Level 3 qualification at 

the age of 16: academic qualifications such as A levels, technical qualifications that lead to a 
specific occupation, and applied general qualifications such as BTECs that combine the 
development of practical skills with academic learning. 

 In July, the Department for Education confirmed plans to replace this three-route model with a 
two-route model of A levels and T levels - a new suite of technical qualifications - where most 
young people pursue one of these qualifications (or an apprenticeship) at the age of 16. As a 
result, funding for the majority of BTEC qualifications will be removed.  

 A huge number of young people will be affected by this change. We estimate that at least 30% 
of the 864,304 16- to 18-year-olds studying a Level 3 qualification in England are pursuing a 
BTEC qualification (either alongside A levels or as a standalone study programme) – some 
259,291 students. The government plans to start removing funding for BTECs from 2024.   

The main policy driver: boosting T level uptake 
 Fundamentally, the government believes that scrapping the majority of BTECs will increase the 

number of students taking its new T level qualifications. In recent years, the Department for 
Education has become so focused on this output (increasing the number of students taking T 
levels) that it has lost sight of the much more important outcome (ensuring all students are 
pursuing relevant, high quality qualifications that lead to further study and/or skilled 
employment). 

 Lord Blunkett - himself a former Secretary of State for Education - summed this up very 
accurately in the recent debate on the Skills and Post-16 Education Bill “…civil servants have 
worked extremely hard on this…but - I say with some temerity - they need to avoid the 
syndrome I found all those years ago, which is that once people have got on a trajectory, they 
cannot find a way of getting themselves off it. Tonight, we have the opportunity of helping both 
officials and Ministers to get themselves off what could be an absolute disaster”. 

 The current Secretary of State has made a welcome commitment to making evidence-based 
decisions on the future of Level 3 qualifications and in November confirmed that plans to 
defund qualifications would be delayed by a year.  

 But in the same Lords debate referenced above, it was clear from the ministerial response that 
the fundamental misconception that has driven government policy in this area for some time 
remains: “We have tried to learn the lessons from the past, when new, high-quality 
programmes, such as the 14-to-19 diplomas, failed because they were added to the market 
without the removal of competing qualifications. We want as many young people as possible to 
benefit from T-levels, which is why it is important for us to proceed at pace”. 

 The misconception is that BTECs are “competing qualifications”, and an inferior version of T 
levels. In practice, they are a different type of qualification that provide a different type of 
educational experience – one that combines the development of skills with academic learning. 
BTECs are also taught differently (more applied) and assessed differently (more coursework) 
than A levels and this flexibility is vitally important for some students. 

 Under the current proposals, funding will be withdrawn for qualifications that are deemed to 
‘overlap’ with T levels. But the government’s definition of overlap is no more sophisticated than 
qualifications in the same or similar-sounding subjects. It is important not to confuse the 
purpose of a qualification with its content. T levels are primarily designed to help young people 
progress to a specific occupation. BTECs are designed to help young people progress to 
higher education or the workplace, often in professional careers. There is a need for BTECs to 
sit alongside A levels and T levels and this is true even where there is ‘overlap’ in content. 

 The way to boost the number of students taking a new, untested qualification is not to remove 
an existing, well-established one that has a fundamentally different purpose. And while the 
government hopes that scrapping most BTECs will increase the take up of T levels, our 
members are convinced it will actually increase the take up of A levels.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/review-of-post-16-qualifications-at-level-3-second-stage
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/participation-in-education-and-training-and-employment/2020
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2021-10-12/debates/49E8CD08-E5F1-420B-8A15-E9B58AA8EE17/SkillsAndPost-16EducationBill(HL)#contribution-C0523EEA-4FF8-4C1B-9C1A-56ABDC97F07F
https://hansard.parliament.uk/lords/2021-10-12/debates/49E8CD08-E5F1-420B-8A15-E9B58AA8EE17/SkillsAndPost-16EducationBill(HL)#contribution-44AABD58-65FF-478F-B641-CEC62B515BA9
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 Many young people that would otherwise have pursued a mixed or BTEC-only study 
programme will have no choice but to pursue an A level programme they are not equipped for. 
This is turn will lead to greater disengagement with education, increase the number of young 
people classified as not in education, employment or training (NEET), and do irreparable 
damage to the government’s ‘levelling up’ agenda. 

 Unless it charts a different course, the government is set to embark on a misguided tidying up 
exercise that will leave many young people without a viable pathway to higher education or 
skilled employment at the age of 16.  

Other policy drivers  
 While the government’s plans for Level 3 qualifications are primarily driven by a desire to 

increase the number of students taking T levels, a range of other factors are routinely 
presented to justifying scrapping the majority of BTEC qualifications: 

 “The government is streamlining post-16 qualifications”. Streamlining is often linked to 
what the DfE consultation described as a “bewildering choice” of qualifications. This may be 
the case with technical qualifications but is simply not the case with BTECs. For example, there 
are only 39 subjects available across the entire sixth form college sector. A local college or 
school sixth form will typically offer a fraction of this number. Ministers may find this sort of 
choice bewildering, but there is little evidence that students or employers do.  

 “We have consulted in two stages on reforms to Level 3 qualifications alongside T 
Levels and A levels and have listened to feedback at each stage of the review”. DfE may 
have listened to feedback, but it has not acted on it. For example, 86% of respondents to its 
Level 3 consultation disagreed with the proposal to remove funding for qualifications that were 
deemed to overlap with A levels or T levels. This remains a fundamental part of the 
government’s approach. In many cases, DfE is taking the opposite course to that suggested by 
the majority of respondents to its consultation.  

 “The case for change is strong” usually citing the Wolf Review (2011) and Sainsbury 
Review (2016). The Wolf Review said BTECs are “valuable in the labour market and a familiar 
and acknowledged route into higher education”. The Sainsbury Review did not consider 
BTECs or A levels as “Reform of this option falls outside the Panel’s remit”. So the Department 
for Education’s “case for change” for scrapping most BTECs rests on one report that rated 
them highly and another that did not look at them at all. 

The need for BTECs in a three route qualification model 
 Our central point is that for many young people, studying a BTEC (either alongside A levels, or 

as part of a standalone study programme) will be a more effective way to develop their skills 
and achieve their ambitions than pursuing an A level or T level-only study programme.  

 For example, many students who want to progress to professional practice higher education 
courses (e.g. public services, nursing and allied professions, pharmacy, optometry) benefit 
more from the applied/practical learning in a BTEC than they do from the more 
academic/theoretical learning in an A level. T levels primarily lead to skilled employment rather 
than higher education and are not available in all subject areas.  

 Many students wishing to study at Russell Group universities undertake a BTEC alongside A 
levels, as they develop the practical skills (e.g. presentations, teamwork, project-based work) 
that are highly valued by universities. 

 The ability to combine a BTEC qualification with A levels is important and provides a breadth of 
experience that is simply not available with T levels. The Chief Regulator of Ofqual, Dr Jo 
Saxton, recently expressed concerns about this narrowing of the post-16 curriculum saying “If I 
was in charge of T Level policy you would have a T Level that was equivalent to two A-levels 
so you could do a T Level and something else”.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-vocational-education-the-wolf-report
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/536046/Report_of_the_Independent_Panel_on_Technical_Education.pdf
https://feweek.co.uk/let-t-level-students-study-other-quals-at-the-same-time-says-new-ofqual-chief/
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 In his recent letter to the #ProtectStudentChoice campaign partners, the Secretary of State 
claimed that students will still be able to study BTECs alongside A levels. However, the 
government’s consultation response makes it clear that this only applies to the single, one A 
level equivalent BTECs, and not the larger two A level equivalents. So it will be possible to 
study one BTEC and two A levels in the future, but much harder to study two BTECs and one 
A level. The 3 A level equivalent BTECs are most at risk as they are closest in size to T levels.  

 T levels will be the right option for students who have a very clear and specific idea of their 
career path at the age of 15 or 16 and where a local college is offering a T level that meets this 
requirement. But the prospect of pursuing such a narrow, specialist programme from the age 
16 is likely to cause some students to disengage from education altogether, particularly if the 
only alternative was studying A levels. 

 The era of having a job for life is over, and young people in the 21st century will change 
careers multiple times during their working lives. In that context, access to the sort of broad, 
flexible education provided by studying BTECs (that have only recently undergone a rigorous 
process of reform) will become even more important in the future. 

Impact on disadvantaged groups 
 Perhaps the most important reason that BTECs are needed in a three route qualification model 

is the vital role they play in supporting disadvantaged young people. BTECs are engines of 
social mobility. Research from the Social Market Foundation found that 44% of white working-
class students that enter university studied at least one BTEC and 37% of black students enter 
with only BTEC qualifications. 

 It is impossible to square the government’s stated ambition to ‘level up’ opportunity with the 
plan to scrap most BTECs, as this will leave many students without a viable pathway at the age 
of 16 and will hamper progress to higher education or skilled employment. Disadvantaged 
young people are amongst those with the most to lose from this plan, a conclusion from DfE’s 
own equalities impact assessment: “those from SEND backgrounds, Asian ethnic groups, 
disadvantaged backgrounds, and males [are] disproportionately likely to be affected”. 

 This is because disadvantaged students are over-represented on BTEC courses: 11% of 
students on courses that will be scrapped are free school meal (FSM) recipients, and 24% are 
from the most disadvantaged fifth of areas. SFCA’s own analysis mirrors the national picture: 
our BTEC and mixed-programme students are poorer and achieved lower GCSE scores than 
their A level peers.  

 Data from SFCA’s Six Dimensions project (undertaken by Nick Allen of Peter Symonds College 
in Winchester and drawing on information provided by all SFCA members) highlights the vital 
role that BTECs play in ensuring students with lower levels of prior attainment remain in sixth 
form education, achieve a qualification and progress to higher education.  

 For example, Six Dimensions shows that students with an average GCSE point score of 5.8 or 
below are more likely to remain in education through both years of sixth form on a mixed 
programme than an A level-only programme. For students with prior attainment below 5.2, 
students are more likely to remain on an BTEC-only programme than a mixed or A level-only 
programme.   

 As recently as 2013, most students at sixth form colleges studied an A level-only programme. 
Most did very well, but those arriving at 16 with lower GCSE scores were much likelier to 
underperform and to drop out of education. Just 66% of students with mainly Cs and Ds 
completed their course – partly because 69% were on A level-only programmes. In response to 
this evidence, sixth form colleges remodelled their curriculum; five years later, only 17% of 
students with mainly Cs and Ds were on A level-only programmes and 79% completed their 
course.  

 The judicious use of BTECs has seen drop-out rates fall from 34% to 21% in sixth form 
colleges for these lower-qualified students. Before making partial and often spurious 
comparisons between the performance of BTEC students and A level students when they 

https://sfcacampaign.s3.amazonaws.com/uploads/document/2021-0044901-Rt-Hon-Dame-Diana-Johnson-MP-Jason-McCartney-signed-response.pdf?t=1637930314
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/review-of-post-16-qualifications-at-level-3-second-stage
https://www.smf.co.uk/publications/the-role-of-vocational-routes-into-higher-education/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-post-16-qualifications-at-level-3-in-england
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reach university, the government should instead reflect on the powerful role that BTECs play in 
ensuring students remain in education (therefore reducing the social and economic cost of 
young people becoming NEET) and achieve a Level 3 qualification – which we know confers a 
range of benefits even if the student does not progress to higher education. 

 Government research shows that the lifetime benefits of attaining a Level 3 BTEC are 
estimated at between £44,000 and £63,000. The same report notes that "Vocational 
qualifications such as BTECs which focus on providing learners with general transferable skills 
as opposed to occupational skills have the highest rates of learner progression, particularly to 
Higher Education, as compared to other vocational qualifications such as NVQs or City and 
Guilds and RSA programmes."  

 Put simply, modestly-qualified students perform better when they study BTECs. This is not 
because they are of a lower standard than A levels, but because their different learning and 
assessment methodologies make them more accessible to a wider audience. The quantitative 
evidence from Six Dimensions supports what we hear from our members that that lower- 
achieving students are frequently those who have gone to poorer schools, often in poorer 
areas, and therefore have lower levels of content knowledge and poorer study skills when they 
begin sixth form study. BTECs allow these students to gradually, but rapidly, improve in a way 
that the linear A level does not. 

 New research published this month by the Nuffield Foundation reinforces the power of BTECs 
as a vehicle for social mobility, reporting that a quarter of students now enter university with 
BTEC qualifications, and that they are far likelier to be from disadvantaged backgrounds. The 
vast majority complete their studies successfully, with 60% graduating with at least a 2:1. The 
report’s authors write that “These are considerable successes for these students, who without 
the availability of BTECs might not had the opportunity to attend university at all…we therefore 
have concerns about recently published Department for Education proposals to reduce 
significantly the number of Level 3 BTEC qualifications that it will fund”.  

 All the available research on BTECs is based on the old-style QCF qualifications; it is very 
likely that the recently-reformed, more rigorous RQF qualifications deliver even greater benefits 
to students and employers. However, the government has shown little interest in drawing any 
form of distinction between the two and did not reference the reform of BTECs in its 
consultation.  

 As a result, the government’s ‘evidence-based’ approach to Level 3 reform is based on 
evidence about qualifications that are largely no longer delivered (QCF BTECs) or 
qualifications that no student has yet completed (T levels – described by ministers as “gold 
standard” before the first student had enrolled on one). It would be far better to wait for 
evidence on both RQF BTECs and T levels to be made available before making potentially 
irreversible and hugely damaging decisions about Level 3 qualifications.   

The T level experience  
 It is worth restating that we are supporters of, and advocates for, T levels. These stretching, 

high quality qualifications have the potential to be a considerable advance on many of the tech 
level qualifications that they will replace. But the government has over-estimated the role that T 
levels can realistically play in the future qualifications landscape. 

 T levels are a niche product that the government is attempting to promote as a mass-market 
product. As we observed earlier, the Department for Education has now realised that the only 
way to turn this niche product into a mass market product is to scrap BTECs (an existing, 
successful mass market product) and hope that students will flock to T levels as a result.  

 It was always unrealistic to present T levels as one of two “programmes of choice” alongside A 
levels. The proportion of students pursuing a technical qualification at Level 3 has historically 
hovered around the 10% mark. Given that T levels are a good deal more exacting than the 
tech levels they will replace, and usually have higher entry requirements, a 10% market share 
is likely to be out of reach in the short to medium term.  

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/9866/1/11-1035-long-term-effect-of-vocational-qualifications.pdf
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/news/students-with-btecs-university-success
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 To date, the government has spent £482 million on T levels (details here and here). Of the 1.1 
million 16-19 year olds in full time education, 6,750 students are currently enrolled on a T level. 
The costs of establishing new qualifications are often high and always front-loaded, and the 
number of students taking T levels will rise in the years to come, but it remains to be seen if the 
financial investment required is sustainable, particularly given the associated opportunity cost.  

 Even when T levels are fully rolled out, there will still be a range of practical barriers that will 
limit their uptake, and where qualifications other than A levels will be needed. For example, 
some young people need a part time job (to support themselves or others) and this will not be 
possible for many given the size of a T level programme. There are clear implications here for 
disadvantaged students, including those with caring responsibilities.  

 The challenge of finding the required 45 day industry placements is well documented. Many of 
our members have been unable to arrange industry placements, either because there are 
insufficient numbers of employers in the local area, or because there are insufficient numbers 
of employers willing to offer a placement.  

 Many colleges in rural or semi-rural areas are concerned that T levels are a city-centric 
initiative and are hampered by the lack of employers generally, let alone employers willing to 
offer an industry placement. 

 The government has started to address some of these issues, introducing temporary 
flexibilities to allow work placements to be undertaken remotely in some sectors, or for 
employer-led activities and projects to be used as an alternative. These sort of adaptations will 
potentially enable more T level students to successfully complete their course, but they are 
only being introduced on a temporary basis in response to the disruption to work placements 
caused by Covid.    

 The government has also removed the requirement for students to achieve a grade 4 in 
English and maths in order to pass their T level. In a letter to providers sent in November, DfE 
explained it had taken this step because “We want to make sure that as many young people as 
possible have access to T Levels and can successfully complete the programme”. While 
removing the exit requirement may help with the latter, it will have little impact on the former as 
in practice, the grade 4 in English and maths is an entry requirement for many T level courses. 

 Unless the industry placement element of T levels is made significantly more flexible, the 
qualification will remain a minority pursuit. As the government has never set a target for T 
levels, it is possible that ministers are content with that. But the objective for T levels to 
become one of two “programmes of choice” at Level 3 suggests otherwise, and they are 
frequently presented as a transformational policy initiative. In practice, the funding announced 
in the 2021 Spending Review for “up to 100,000 T level students by 2024” is a target in all but 
name, and one that at the current trajectory the government has little chance of hitting.  

 That should not be regarded as a policy failure – the government has designed a qualification 
for young people that have good GCSE results, a very clear idea of their future career path and 
live in an area where local employers are willing and able to provide the necessary industry 
placement. Although these are not the characteristics of a mass market product, there is a 
group of young people that will potentially benefit enormously from T levels. 

 What is much more problematic is the DfE’s plan to boost take-up by removing a successful 
group of adjacent qualifications in BTECs whilst simultaneously resisting calls to introduce 
meaningful flexibilities to T levels. Ironically, T levels could only become a truly mass market 
product if they were made to look more like BTECs (following the Chief Regulator’s advice for 
example and developing a T Level that was equivalent to two A levels). 

 But finishing where we started with Lord Blunkett, it seems that policymakers are well and truly 
stuck on a trajectory with T levels and are simply unwilling to get off it. We are often told that 
more marketing is needed to raise awareness of these new qualifications, to encourage 
employers to offer industry placements or to challenge outdated perceptions of technical 

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-12-02/HL4660/
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-12-16/hl5073
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/t-level-action-plan
https://feweek.co.uk/there-is-no-t-level-recruitment-target-dfe-maintains/
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education. But policymakers rarely reflect that it could be the product itself, rather than the 
marketing of the product, that needs to be reviewed.  

 T levels have an important role to play in the future. As currently constructed, that is likely to be 
a relatively small role - it would be realistic for T levels to replace many of the existing tech 
level qualifications for example. If the government wants T levels to play a broader role, they 
will need to undergo some fundamental changes. 

 Whatever the government decides, scrapping most BTECs to boost T level take up should not 
form part of its strategy. T levels, A levels and BTECs all have important roles to play in the 
future qualifications landscape. 

 For more information about this submission, please contact James Kewin 
james.kewin@sixthformcolleges.org or Noni Csogor noni.csogor@sixthformcolleges.org  
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