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1. Introduction
1.1. Council welcomes this opportunity to respond to the consultation on New Regulatory Arrangements for Vocational Qualifications. CCMS sees the provision of relevant vocational qualifications not only as contributing to the economy but also integral to the entitlement curriculum 14-19.

1.2. In the future, people’s economic security will not depend on trying to protect particular jobs or holding back the tide of change. Instead, the most effective form of support will be to make sure people have the skills set to find their next job in an economy which is less likely to offer the job for life. The best way to do this is to ensure that people have a basic platform of qualifications (knowledge and skills) that allows flexibility in employment and that they can update these as the economy changes. For people to progress in the 21st Century work environment, they must be able to bring up to date their skills to adjust to change.
1.3. For the potential benefits to be realised, Council recognises that the following principles identified in Further Education Means Business must underpin delivery:
· Emphasis on economically valuable skills. Skill developments must provide real returns for individuals, for employers and for society at large. Where possible, skills should be portable to deliver mobility in the labour market for individuals and employers; and
· Flexibility. No one can accurately predict future demand for particular skill types. The framework must adapt and respond to future market needs; and the skills system must meet the needs of individuals and employers. Specific vocational skills must be demand-led rather than centrally planned.

1.4. Council would wish therefore to see a regulatory framework that reflects the unique circumstances of the Northern Ireland economy and strengthened opportunities for individuals and thereby for society. Regulation of the range of qualifications available to the whole 14-19 cohort of students must be consistent, coherent and complementary.  The regulator must be fully accountable to Northern Ireland society including local employers. As in Scotland a local regulator can maintain coherence within these islands but reflect the local circumstances of the regional economy.
2. The Northern Ireland Economy
2.1. The impact of the credit crunch poses specific problems for the small and medium sized businesses typical of the Northern Ireland economy. The task is to encourage growth as the global economy changes. Competition from economies such as China and the accession countries of Europe is growing dramatically. In addition, technology is rapidly breaking down the barriers between what can and cannot be traded. Any work that can be ‘digitised’, automated, and outsourced can increasingly be done by the most skilled, cost effective and competitive individuals or enterprises, wherever they are located.

2.2. In this expanding world economy, the relative advantage of Northern Ireland must lie in the skills of its people, rather than on low labour costs.  Ideally this should be in high skill markets reflecting local needs/opportunities for home consumptions with a unique or ‘niche’ dimension for export. 
2.3. In the international economy people’s economic security is best delivered by developing their flexibility. Qualifications promoting skills and knowledge are key to delivering flexibility, allowing people to adapt to change and retrain, reducing the risk that they become cut off from job opportunities. Small and medium sized employers (SMEs) in particular will need to benefit from more relevant, economically valuable skills delivered through flexible provision, since SME’s are a particular feature of the Northern Ireland economy. This flexibility must extend to developing where necessary specific qualifications reflecting micro economies within local areas.  Government needs also to look at both encouraging and supporting small business to invest in continuous training possibly through financial incentives.
2.4. The analysis contained in the skills strategy for Northern Ireland shows the significant role played by skills development as well as the challenges that lies ahead. It agreed that: “Northern Ireland must, therefore, engage seriously with innovation, creativity and skills development, in both its private and public sectors, to sustain and indeed to build a competitive position for our companies and more effective public services. The education and training system and employers must produce:-
· more qualified and skilled workers;
· stronger management, leadership and team-working skills;

· more people who are literate, numerate and skilled in the use of ICT; and

· a greater focus on creativity and design; an ability to translate ideas into saleable products; and to solve problems.”

(section 2.8)

2.5. CCMS supports the priorities identified:
“ there are five main areas which require particular action, if the main problems are to be tackled and if the aspiration is to become realisable. These priorities are to:

(i) improve the assessment of skill needs, existing and emerging, and improve the flow of labour market information;

(ii) improve the relevance, coherence, response and quality of current education and training provision;

(iii) promote the acquisition of skills with particular emphasis, initially, on those who have not yet achieved a level 2 qualification or who require assistance with essential skills;

(iv) improve access to skills for sustainable employment; and

(v) make the supporting infrastructure easier to navigate, especially in the field of qualifications.”

(Section 4.7)

2.6
The Council considers that information and guidance on careers needs to be provided to parents as well as young people so that the influence of parents is informed by the opportunities of tomorrow rather that the needs of yesterday.  CCMS also supports the promotion of the ‘wider skills’ as part of the skill and qualification framework.

2.7
These priorities are best supported if regulation of all qualifications remains under the control of a body based in Northern Ireland which can be responsive to local need while recognising and responding to national standards and equivalence. Therefore Council does not support the use of Ofqual locally but does agree with the removal of the restriction to externally awarded qualifications. Both these positions are designed to bolster the maximum responsiveness to local needs.
3. Underlying principles
3.1. In responding to the choice of regulatory arrangements, Council has sought to reflect on some underlying principles that would guide the choice. 
3.2. As the consultation paper implies any movement of regulatory authority must consider the impact on the consistency and coherence of the qualification framework. It will therefore be vital that the proposed new body in England Ofqual, should have strong links with Northern Ireland. Much the same argument applies to relationships with the regulatory authorities in Scotland. Similarly there are obvious benefits in a close understanding of frameworks in the rest of the island.

3.3. However coherence and consistency are not only required between these countries. This coherence must be evident within Northern Ireland. The potential offered by the Entitlement framework from 14-19 demands a unified approach not least between the key government departments. This is vital in challenging the current lack of parity of esteem between qualification pathways and the dislocation of formal education from the changing local and global economic needs, particularly in relation to skills development.
3.4. Reference has already been made to new arrangements to be fully reflective of the needs of local society and employers. Qualifications must respond to emerging needs quickly and flexibly. This includes the opportunity for organisations to award their own qualifications and for these to have currency and acceptability based on demonstrably high standards which are undependably monitored.
3.5. In turn, these responses must be informed by local market information on skills needs/deficits. This will be significantly different from the broader skills needs indentified for England.
3.6. An additional principle must be the requirement for transparency and by implication accountability. The arrangements proposed for Ofqual are orientated toward the English economy and its support structures. The potential of the Executive Programme For Government is the coherence of approach across government Departments. The paper acknowledges that core to this is the development of economic growth. However in the proposals the Executive and the Assembly have only a tangential influence on the proposed Ofqual.
3.7. Any divergence or approach between the Assembly government departments would be regrettable. However it is starkest in the dichotomy between DEL and the Department of Education. Council believes that the single most critical area for qualification development and promotion is in an agreed 14-19 strategy. A split in regulatory function between vocational qualifications based in England and the rest based in Northern Ireland is illogical and an unnecessary complication.

4. Provision for 14-19 year old learners
4.1. Enhancement of 14-19 provision is critical for the life chances of our young people and for the future success of the Northern Ireland economy.  Council is concerned that there is still no agreed 14-19 policy in Northern Ireland and calls upon DEL and DE to engage with education partners and employer representatives to provide a policy which meets the specific needs and objectives of the emerging economy and society.  Council believes that a single regulation for qualifications is a necessary component of this.
4.2. Despite recent improvements, participation in education and training in Northern Ireland is still below the OECD average. International evidence suggests that parity of esteem for the vocational route remains a challenge in many countries.  It is a particularly difficult issue in Northern Ireland where there remains a cultural aversion to anything other than the traditional academic.  A splitting of the regulatory function would further reinforce not challenge this position.  A smoothing of the current break point at age 16 is needed to achieve high levels of post-16 participation.  The 14 – 19 Reform Programme must successfully deliver a fully integrated 14 – 19 phase, including curriculum, funding and financial support; and must ensure appropriate stretch and breadth. Such a vision requires coherence and common purpose not division and competition. 
4.3. While schools will continue to be the principal deliverers of the 14-19 curriculum this will be in collaboration with other local providers including colleges and training organisations particularly in respect of vocational or appliedqualifications. 

4.4. It is vital that colleges work collaboratively with post-primary schools in an area planning context to provide the Entitlement Framework.  A well balanced menu of academic and applied A level and GCSE provision alongside recognised and comparable vocational or occupational studies is a key element of the education provision needed to drive the economy and provide motivating and challenging opportunities for young people.  This will require awarding bodies to provide the necessary accredited qualifications.  Council believes that schools should be the principal providers of the 14-19 curriculum but that Colleges should play a significant service provider role, including full delivery of some courses, as part of a collaborative arrangement agreed under Area Based Planning of provision and facilities to meet the holistic needs of young people.  
5. A New Regulatory System In Northern Ireland

5.1. The Council does not agree the proposal to transfer the regulatory role for all vocational qualifications in Northern Ireland to Ofqual. 
5.2. There is no evidence of any strategic reviews of the qualifications system or its users studies of public confidence to support the division of regulatory responsibility or the issues of Northern Ireland society generally.
5.3. The potential for local organisations to offer qualifications requires a dynamic local presence which while reflecting the broad qualification framework can also service local economic needs and drivers.

5.4. It is accepted in the paper that any regulator can have a relatively ‘hands off’ attitude to most qualifications with the need for intense involvement only if a high risk assessment triggers further scrutiny. Therefore a local regulatory can have the assurance of parallel working with Ofqual on major vocational qualifications while having the necessary local context and knowledge to evaluate and respond to local issues and circumstances.

5.5. The proposed governance of the regulator is unacceptable. It offers no meaningful authority to impact on the Chief Regulator or the Ofqual Board. Instead it commits Northern Ireland funds with little capacity for local influence or accountability

5.6. CCMS would support the proposal to remove the restriction to externally awarded qualifications. This would allow local organisations working closely with the micro economy in an area to develop tailor made qualifications addressing skills shortages and emerging needs within the rigour of the qualifications framework.

5.7. Council cannot understand what the proposed changes are for.  It doe snot accept that there should be change simply to ‘recognise’ qualifications appropriately developed by an awarding body.  The Council does agree that as with GCSEs and A levels, regulators in England and Northern Ireland could set up an appeals board. 

5.8. Finally a local Northern Ireland regulator would be in a much stronger position to offer advice to local vocational qualification developers than Ofqual.

6. Conclusion
6.1. Council recognises the contribution of vocational qualifications to the individual and to society. It would wish to see a sharp focus on economically significant vocational qualifications with a much broader appeal and higher statues to meet local needs. 
6.2. In the critical area of 14-19 provision Council desires a collaborative approach in providing complementary rather than competing qualifications and supports to the curriculum framework.  It therefore calls upon DEL and DE to engage with education partners and employer representatives to provide a policy which meets the specific needs and objectives of the emerging economy and society.  This should include a single regulatory body.

6.3. Council feels that the proposed regulatory arrangements diminish the likelihood of the desired cohesion of qualifications from 14-19 and beyond.  The proposal would appear unresponsive and difficult to tailor to the needs of the local economy.

6.4. Council therefore proposes that regulatory powers be retained in Northern Ireland for all qualifications in close partnership with other regulators on these islands.
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