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The post-compulsory discussion group was very small and this was seen to be relevant to the sense that this area was marginalised within the overall education landscape. 

The landscape of post-compulsory education was seen to be particularly complex: within the group there were initial questions asked about the boundaries of this group: does post-compulsory begin at 14, 16, or 19? What is the role of employers within this sector? And how is education ‘separate’ from the wider agendas of the 2020 Workforce, youth work, and other relevant issues? The complexities of this field were further aggravated by the mismatches of funding between DCSF and BIS, and the vast numbers of qualifications that are provided to different groups within the sector. The need to increase the visibility and clarity of post-compulsory education was a recurring theme throughout the discussions. 

The size and range of post-compulsory education meant that the group were unable to comprehensively address the kinds of research available or how this might be utilised. The sector was seen to be fragmented. However, there was a sense of a common focus upon learning. Examples were given from Wales where the policy focus had shifted from the institution to the learner, which had created a ‘porosity’ of boundary between compulsory and post-compulsory education. Within England, LSIS provides a central structure, but many institutions exist ‘around the edges’ and these don’t feed into LSIS. Concerns were expressed over the stability of LSIS at a time of massive funding cuts: at best, LSIS was seen to be ‘crippled’ by lack of funding, at worst there were worries that the organisation would cease to exist.

The complexity and lack of stability of this area of education had wide-reaching effects:

i) Funding of research. 

There is a lack of clarity and ownership – the group were unable to answer the question ‘who is leading and defining the big research questions for the post-compulsory sector?’ Research tends to be funded through ‘happenstance’ rather than as part of an overall strategic view of the field. There is neither continuity nor accumulation in terms of areas of research. The group recommended that there needed to be a greater continuity and stability in research focus for a coherent system to evolve. But whose responsibility would this be? 

Some group members felt that the HE sector needed to be more proactive and engaged: creating an ‘information pull’ rather than a ‘passive push’. Researchers need to recognise that, although politicians work to a different chronology, they also have aspirations for society which researchers can ‘tap’ into. 

Employers were seen to be critical of the available research, but failed to invest in this area. It is possible that if employers felt a greater ownership of the field that they might become more proactive. The group were not sure what kinds of research employers read, or how best to involve them. 

ii) Impact and stability

Within the research process time is needed to build relationships with the post-compulsory sector, but the high turnover of key staff in policy and practice means that it is difficult to sustain or to build upon these relationships. 

iii) Fitness for Purpose

The different chronologies of policy, research and practice mean that some stakeholders might want to implement research before it has been fully evaluated. An example from Wales illustrated these conflicts. This was seen to highlight the differences of fitness for purpose which different stakeholders might assume. 

iv) Organisation and administration of research. 

There was a shared frustration that there were many different databases that don’t relate to one another. It was agreed that good administration is needed in this field to link things together. Currently, there was a shared sense that funding was not being used effectively: ‘the wrong people are being asked to do potentially useful things’. 

Discussions of good practice identified:

· LSIS. But, as noted above, a lack of funding provides major obstacles to the effectiveness of this organisation. 

· City and Guilds. Examples were given of work with practitioners to develop sets of measures and to then pilot these as alternative Standards. This approach means that the research begins with the practitioner, and ongoing interactivity is promoted between practitioners and researchers. 

· More Choices, More Chances. The Scottish NEET strategy is an action plan which provides opportunities to have research informing the policy agenda.

· In Wales, conferences have been held which have sought to bring together employers and other stakeholders within this sector. 

· The Rathbone Trust was seen as an example of good practice of a well managed project which merged many different stakeholders, endured over time, and was provider-led. 

· Farnborough Sixth Form College employs teachers to do research on a permanent basis, with costs recouped through CPD. This was seen as an example of good practice by a provider.   

Recommendations:

· Greater communication and collaboration are needed across research, policy and practice to define the main research questions in this sector. 

· Communication and collaboration would enable the identification of the parts of the system which have greatest stability and where, therefore, investment would be most effective. 

· Continuity, communication, and strategic investment would contribute towards the building of a post-compulsory research culture. This would improve the visibility of this field. 

· In summary, the post-compulsory field needs an overall structure, based on dialogue between funders, providers, and researchers, and which extends across the sector as a whole. 
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