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Abstract

This paper presents an overview of National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ's), their scope and correspondence to traditional educational qualifications, and some important experiential issues gained from running them at Westminster for industry-based students.

Introduction

Vocational education within the UK has been encapsulated within a national framework of vocational qualifications, commonly referred to by the acronym NVQ's. The spectrum of these awards is intended to cover the pre-16 year old educational age group to those entering under-graduate and post-graduate programmes of study. Among other reasons, NVQ's have brought together under one overall authority, namely the National Qualifications Authority, the hitherto disparate awarding bodies for the training of occupation specific skills (e.g. City and Guilds and RSA). At the same time, they have brought into a coherent focus the vocational training requirements of industry, and the needs of a competitive skills-based economy.

There are three principal qualification types in the UK: 1) academic, 2) work-related, and 3) work-based. Academic qualifications are intended to be proof of an individuals foundation knowledge of a particular subject; work-related qualifications are intended to be proof of preparation for employment; work-based are intended to be proof of an employees ability to do a particular job. From academic and industrial viewpoints, the NVQ system is intended to confirm ability to do a job. NVQ's are available at 5 levels, and measured against national occupational standards. For the philosophical underpinnings and rationale for this type of Competence-based Education and Training (CBET), the interested reader is directed to Tuxworth, 1989; Elam, 1971; Houston, 1980. Although the CBET approach to NVQ's is widely regarded, the reader is also directed to Hyland, 1994 for dissenting perspectives on the approach.

In the remainder of this paper, we outline the relevance of the 5 levels of NVQ's, their contribution to defining national occupational standards, and the purported benefits to both employer organisations and employees. We then describe the basic framework of NVQ's, and their correspondence to other qualifications. We go on to highlight and briefly discuss a number of important issues relating to the NVQ experience at Westminster. We conclude by briefly discussing Westminsters Harrow Business School approach to reducing some of the major issues confronting NVQ's in an academic environment for industry-based clients.

Modelling Job Features and Degree of Attainment: The NVQ Levels

For occupations, the ability to do a job is defined by competence. It is assessed by a trained assessor, who seeks evidence of job performance. The intention is to ensure that occupational standards are achieved. NVQ's are available at 5 levels which reflect different job features, namely:

· skill requirements; 

· degree of difficulty; 

· amount of responsibility;

· required knowledge & understanding.
A higher attainment in each of the job features e.g. skill requirements, degree of difficulty, and so on equates to a higher level NVQ, starting at Level 1, and through the intermediate levels to Level 5. For example, within the computer employment area, a trainee analyst/programmer may receive training to achieve those competencies equating to a Level 1 NVQ, through to a computer system project manager whose competencies would equate to Levels 4 and 5 at the highest attainment levels for that occupation.

Occupational Standards
National occupational standards identify:

· job tasks;

· a performance standard for each task; 

· a definition of evidence requirements;

· a definition of knowledge & understanding.
In the computer employment area, occupational roles range from those with the most junior responsibilities, e.g. the trainee analyst/programmer, to those with the most senior responsibilities, e.g. the computer system project manager. At each end of the responsibility spectrum, and all those that lie between, a number of job tasks can be defined. In the case of the trainee analyst programmer, the tasks may include bug-fixes as well as impacting design changes, handed down by more senior analyst/programmers. In the case of the computer system project manager, the tasks may include system releases to customers as well as establishing new system requirements. 

For each set of tasks, a level of knowledge and understanding can be defined, as well as a level of performance, and measurement of these attributes by way of evidence. For the junior tasks, the required knowledge and understanding may be limited to an understanding of the software programming and hardware environment, and the propagation of changes therein. For the senior tasks, a working knowledge and understanding of the aforementioned tasks may be desirable but not necessary for the performance of the more managerial functions of customer-facing and project management duties, particularly surrounding the gathering of management information for system releases to customers.

Employee and Employer Benefits
Employer benefits should include:

· national recognition and relevance to the industry;

· work-based therefore minimise time-off work;

· improved quality of goods & services;

· consistent performance standards;

· greater employee motivation & retention;

· increased profitability.

Rather than the hitherto conventional view of training to employer organisations, as costly in terms of the absence of employees from jobs, and the expense of in-house or external training organisations, the above benefits are intended to integrate training and its relevance into the work-place. Moreover, the training should map directly into employees' job tasks.

Employee benefits should include: 

· taking account of previous and new skills;

· enhanced employability; 

· lead to the award of a nationally recognised qualification;

· basis for progression;

· recognition of performance.
Rather than the hitherto ad hoc approach to training from an employees perspective, in terms of timing and relevance, the above employee benefits are intended as a route map for employee progression as well as satisfying direct, and immediate, training requirements in terms of the job tasks undertaken. 

The Basic Framework of NVQ's and Correspondence to Traditional Qualifications

In Figure 1, we depict a basic framework describing NVQ's and the correspondence between their variant forms i.e. National Vocational Qualifications and General National Vocational Qualifications, and the more familiar traditional educational qualifications of GCSE and GCE A-Level. 
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Figure 1: Basic Framework of NVQ's

As Figure 1 depicts, the roles of NVQ's, GNVQ's, and GCSE/GCE qualifications are quite distinct in the needs that they are designed to satisfy. These needs range from those competencies, or skills, necessary within an occupational setting e.g. in a computer employment area, through a more general, but, not necessarily occupation-based set of competencies, to the traditional broad-based education received from GCSE's/GCE's.

As well as satisfying distinct needs, each role has a set of attainment levels defined within it where each successive level confers additional competence, and educational achievement as appropriate. In the remainder of this section, we shall describe in more detail each of the roles of NVQ's, the levels of attainment in each, and their correspondence.       
NVQ's at Westminster

Westminster has been involved in NVQ activity since 1988. The Harrow School of Computer Science and the Harrow Business School collaborate in both under-graduate and post-graduate programmes in Business Computing. The Management Development and Accreditation Centre is a unit of the Harrow Business School coordinating this activity as part of its role specialising in the provision of flexible learning and development. The Centre has worked in partnership with organisations such as Kodak, Glaxo Wellcome, Woolwich Building Society, Social Service departments across London, the Metropolitan Police, the Department of Employment, Lord Chancellor's Department, and a variety of small and medium-sized enterprises.

Experiential Issues at Westminster

A number of important issues have arisen out of the experience of NVQ's at Westminster. As well as successes, there have been a number of issues which have significantly affected the comprehensive uptake of this nationally certificated scheme of vocational education. These issues, although experienced in the management subject area, need to be addressed if their impact is to be minimised within the Computer and Information Technology area.

The principal issues identified are as follows.

· Status of NVQ's. Among the clients who have taken up the opportunity of working toward an NVQ, there arose the issue as to whether this, albeit nationally recognised, qualification was comparable to the perceived 'gold standard' of a conventional educational qualification. 
· Internal Company Training and Appraisal Schemes. The organisations who participated with their employees in the NVQ programme, or more particularly the training and appraisal sub-organisations, viewed the NVQ experience as a source of improvement for their own internal programmes.

· Relationship between Higher Education and Vocational Education. Traditionally, vocational education has been viewed as the domain of the further education sector within the UK. At the same time, however, the former polytechnics conducted some of the same level of qualification as well as undergraduate and postgraduate provision, and have continued to do so to varying degrees among the 1992 and post-1992 universities. It is clear that there is some tension between universities' missions and the uptake of NVQ's as programmes within the universities.
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Figure 2: Example of a Linked Certification Scheme
At Westminster, the Harrow Business School has addressed the first issue through the development of what is called the Linked Certification Scheme. We depict the scheme in Figure 2, where an alternative, and implemented view, of the NVQ Framework (Figure 1) can be seen. In this scheme, an academic qualification may be linked to an NVQ thus addressing the 'gold standard' issue.

Conclusions

It is clear that there are a number of advantages in establishing a coherent framework of vocational educational qualifications, as described above. The correspondence between traditional qualifications and occupation-based NVQ qualifications enables employers and employees as well as the universities and colleges to participate in the benefits of such a scheme. However, based on the experiences of NVQ provision at Westminster, there are a number of generic issues, as outlined above, which require to be addressed before being extended from Management education and employment to Computer education and employment. Nevertheless in spite of any short-comings, the framework enables a closer integration between industrial and academic viewpoints towards a closer match between education and employment.
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