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Introduction 

This research briefing reports a study undertaken by Pye Tait Consulting, on behalf of 

the Department for Education. This research sought to identify good practice in 

employer involvement in qualifications delivery and assessment. Following a call for 

evidence, Pye Tait provided 20 case studies from a range of vocational qualifications to 

demonstrate a variety of practice.  

Key Findings 

Types of employment involvement 

 The majority of activities identified in the case studies are linked more to ‘delivery’ 

than ‘assessment’, although there are examples of the latter taking place.  

 The research found employers tend to get involved in more than just one type of 

activity, and that the most common (9 of the 14 sector subject areas) are work 

placements. 

 When involved in providing work placements this often leads to further involvement, 

such as providing direct contact for the learners with customers/clients. 

 Often there is blurring between an employer’s role in delivery and assessment, 

which can be of considerable benefit to the learner e.g. when an employer provides 

a work placement and assesses student performance in a work place setting.  

 Employer involvement in the design of the qualification can often lead to further 

commitment to, and involvement in, delivery and/or assessment. 

 Continuing the relationship between centres and employers often leads to additional 

enrichment - such as coaching and mentoring, providing ideas/subjects for project 

work or delivery of talks. 

 As well as being directly involved in the delivery or assessment of a qualification, 

other, common examples of employer engagement included the offer of premises, 

facilities or hosting visits. 

Achieving employer involvement 

 Among their reasons for involvement in qualifications, employers cite a keenness to: 

o have an impact upon the quality of learning delivery; and  

o ensure the relevance of training to their business requirements.   
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These reasons for involvement are common motivating factors for employers, and 

were clearly articulated by nearly half of the 11 employers directly participating in 

this research.  

 

 Four of the employers also confirmed that, for them, dissatisfaction with content and 

delivery of existing qualifications was a strong motivating element. 

 The feedback from training providers implied a very similar rationale for seeking 

employer involvement. 

 Existing networks of employers are a key factor for providers in being able to seek 

the involvement of employers into delivery and assessment more readily. 

 Powerful drivers for employers include benefits for the learner which will ultimately 

benefit the sector. All employers interviewed were easily able to identify a range of 

ways that the learner would gain from sector involvement. Being able to improve 

learners’ work-readiness, having the chance to impart sector requirements into 

content and assessment, and recruitment of better trained staff were all real 

motivators for employers. 

 Maintaining the relationship between employers and providers is not always easy 

and a number of inhibitors were raised by both parties during interviews. Examples 

are: shortage of time, resources, staff turnover and capacity; it was also highlighted, 

for instance, that for small and medium sized businesses such issues are particularly 

challenging. 

 Mandating employer involvement 

 The sample of 20 case study qualifications examined for this research includes 13 

examples of mandated1 employer involvement, the remainder being recommended. 

 Mandatory involvement ranges from work placements to tutoring teams which 

include employees with industry qualifications or specialisms, through to 

employment of the learner. It does not always follow that where employer 

involvement in the qualification is mandated that work experience is the mandatory 

element.  

 Where there is mandatory involvement of employers in assessment, there are 

numerous ways for employers to become involved; examples include assessment of 

written and practical coursework, assessment of a work placement, expert witness 

and testimony, among others. 

                                            
1
 Mandated means that the specified activity in the qualification specification involving employers must be 

passed to achieve the qualification.  
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 The seven case studies that recommend employer involvement (as opposed to 

requiring mandatory employer involvement) provide many opportunities and 

examples for employers to get involved. For instance employers involved in 

coaching and mentoring, offering work experience and providing witness testimony 

to validate internal college assessment. The distinction between mandatory and 

recommended is not always obvious. Some of the qualifications classified as 

‘recommending’ in this report set out that employer involvement in delivery or 

assessment is ‘essential’ in the specification, but in fact the requirement is linked to 

units which in themselves are optional in the qualification structure.  

 Those 13 qualifications tagged as mandated often use a mixture of required and 

recommended in their description of the qualification requirements. The mandatory 

aspect is usually made clear in the specification as being for those units which must 

be completed to achieve the qualification.   

Background 

This research will inform the Department’s development of the ‘employer involvement’ 

characteristic, one of nine characteristics required of Tech Levels.  

The proposals for Tech Levels stem from the Government’s consultation in March 2013 

on the reform of level 3 Vocational Qualifications for 16-19 year olds, instigated in 

response to the findings of the 2011 Wolf Report into vocational education.  

 

The widely reported findings of the Wolf review identified issues in the extant vocational 

qualifications offer for 16-19 year olds. These were considered, all too often, to leave 

young people with qualifications of very limited value, either to themselves, or to 

employers2.  

 

Tech levels are approved high quality technical qualifications publicly supported by 

industry for 16-19 year olds which prepare students for specific occupations. Tech 

Levels (and in future technical qualifications at level 2) must demonstrate nine 

characteristics including employer involvement, which is the subject of this research, 

and a range of further requirements relating to purpose, assessment, grading, employer 

recognition, purpose and track record. The characteristics were first published in 2013 

in technical guidance for awarding organisations (AOs). These characteristics are to be 

further clarified in the spring of 2014 in new technical guidance.  

 

Aim 

The research seeks to answer the following questions:  

                                            
2
 Alison Wolf, Review of Vocational Education – The Wolf Report, March 2011 
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 What factors currently drive employer involvement in the delivery and 

assessment of vocational qualifications, and how? 

 What could the proposed DfE ‘employer involvement characteristic’ specify as a 

requirement in terms of employers’ involvement in delivery and assessment of 

high quality technical qualifications?  

Method  

Twenty case studies have been prepared to illustrate different approaches to involving 

employers in delivery and assessment of qualifications. The main eligibility criterion for 

qualifications to be considered for case study selection was that they be taken by 16-19 

year olds, be occupationally-related, and require or recommend the involvement of 

employers.  

These findings are based on a sample of 20 qualifications from across 12 AOs. They 

are not intended to be representative of, nor necessarily demonstrate, all possible 

examples or combinations of employer involvement within qualifications delivery and 

assessment.  

Conclusions 

From the 20 case studies it has been possible to identify a number of pertinent factors:   

 Work experience/placements are the most common feature of these case 

studies; 10 of the case studies recommend work experience and a further 10 

stipulate it is a requirement of the qualification. 

 Employers providing work experience/placements are also likely to get involved 

in other delivery-enriching activities, examples include coaching and mentoring 

of learners or providing links for learners to customers/clients. 

 Several examples – such as for the Level 2 Diploma in Professional Cookery or 

the NCTJ Level 3 Diploma in Journalism - illustrate employers’ involvement in 

assessment activities, such as setting or marking assessments and second 

marking of synoptic tests. 

 Seven of the case studies refer to employers’ assessing learners’ practice in the 

workplace, and 11 mention observations and witness testimony as other 

examples of employer activity in assessment. 

 It is noted that design, delivery and assessment are rarely mutually exclusive 

activities and, as such, it is not always possible for them to be cleanly 

segregated from one another.  
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 Prevalent too, are many examples of employer engagement (short of direct 

involvement in the delivery and assessment of a qualification) – such as hosting 

visits by learners/providers as in the Level 2 Diploma in Aviation Operations on 

the Ground, or providing premises and facilities as in the Level 3 Extended 

Diploma in Music Technology. 

Over half of the 19 providers interviewed say that established networks with employers 

are critical; and, that, those with the best sustained employer relationships were 

characterised by a history of work-based learning in the sector.  

Employers refer to a number of direct and immediate benefits from working with 

providers including: a ready-made/accessible channel for recruitment; improving the 

capabilities in, and confidence of, existing employees through coaching and mentoring 

activities; a unique and up-to-date insight to the wider education and training 

environment, and learning techniques for developing their own staff and access to 

independent viewpoints, ideas and innovations that come from working with young 

people.  

A more indirect benefit cited by employers in ICT and journalism was that involvement 

helped them recruit from a more diverse pool.  

Providers found that employer involvement sharpened the relevance of their courses by 

keeping the provider staff up to date with the sector and engaging in a healthy dialogue. 

This was referred to by most of the training providers delivering construction and health 

and social care but it was evident in all the case studies, particularly those focussed on 

highly technical skills and knowledge development.  

Young people were observed to benefit too by being equipped with the skills and 

knowledge required by employers, which they have the opportunity to apply in real work 

environments, often with access to up to date technology or machinery. They gain 

valuable transferable and employability skills and some develop interview skills relevant 

to future employment as well as beginning to appreciate the work ethic.  

There are inhibitors to engagement with, and involvement by, employers in 

qualifications delivery and assessment from both sides. Concerns listed by providers 

tend to focus more on the process of involving employers and sustaining the 

relationship rather than the actual implementation of delivery or assessment activities. 

Finding sufficient resources to develop and sustain the relationships with employers, 

particularly where these are relatively newly formed, is a key issue.  

Equally, employers are able to point to worries over time, resources and staff capacity, 

all of which are doubly difficult for small to medium-sized businesses. Additional 

challenges include managing the impact of staff turnover on maintaining the 

commitment to continued involvement and knowledge of the requirements of the 

qualifications.  
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As mentioned above, the scope of this research was restricted to examining practice of 

employers, awarding organisations and providers already engaged with vocational 

qualifications. It will not, necessarily, reveal other concerns of training providers or 

employers. Other reports such as the review conducted by Nigel Whitehead 

(commissioner at UKCES) on adult vocational qualifications reform, which reported in 

November 2013, provide a wider perspective.   

Case Studies  

Appendix 1 lists the 20 qualifications covered in this research. For further details of the 
full 20 case studies, please refer to the research report. 
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Appendix 1 – Sample of Qualifications 

 
Subject Sector Area (SSA) The focus for the 20 case studies 

1.3 Health and Social Care Level 3 Diploma in Health and Social Care (Adults) for England  

1.5 Child Development and 

Well-Being 

Level 3 National Certificate in Children’s Play, Learning and 

Development 

3.2 Horticulture and Forestry Level 3 Diploma in Forestry and Arboriculture  

3.2 Horticulture and Forestry Level 2 Diploma in Work-based Horticulture  

3.3 Animal Care and Veterinary 

Science 

Level 3 Diploma In Veterinary Nursing  

3.4 Environmental Conservation Level 3 Diploma in Countryside Management 

4.2 Manufacturing Technologies Level 4 Diploma in Technical Textiles and Apparel  

4.2 Manufacturing Technologies Level 4 Foundation Degree in Dairy Technology 

4.3 Transportation Operations 

and Maintenance 

Level 2 Diploma in Aviation Operations on the Ground 

5.2 Building and Construction Level 3 Principal Learning in Construction and the Built Environment 

5.2 Building and Construction Level 2 Diploma in Steelfixing Occupations (construction)  

6.1 ICT Practitioners Pre-apprenticeship Level 2 Programme of Study in IT 

6.1 ICT Practitioners Level 3 Certificate in Open Systems Computing    

7.3 Service Enterprises Level 2 Diploma in Women's Hairdressing  

7.3 Service Enterprises Level 2 Diploma in Beauty Therapy Studies  

7.4 Hospitality and catering Level 2 Diploma in Professional Cookery 

8.1 Sport, Leisure and 

Recreation 

Level 4 Certificate in Weight Management for Individuals with 

Obesity, Diabetes Mellitus and/or Metabolic Syndrome 

8.1 Sport, Leisure and 

Recreation 

Level 2 Certificate in Activity Leadership 

 

9.1 Performing Arts Level 3 Extended Diploma in Music Technology 

 

9.4 Publishing and information 

Services 

Level 3 Diploma in Journalism 
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