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Abstract  

From September 2015, the Raising Participation Age Agenda (RPA) states that all young 
people in England will have a duty to remain in education or training until the age of 
eighteen. This study examines the rationale underpinning the agenda and the extent to 
which it is aligned with neoliberal values, problematizing young people as individually 
responsible for their inability to succeed in the market. This empirical study explores the 
RPA specifically in Foundation Learning (FL), targeted towards young people who follow a 
personalised programme of vocational qualifications and functional skills. The results of a 
focus group with young people exploring their experiences on FL are presented, alongside 
their views on the current landscape of opportunities for young people. The findings show 
that reforms to FL alongside funding reductions may change the nature of the provision, 
with an academic focus on GCSE attainment and a lack of access to quality information, 
advice and guidance. Young people who access this route may further disengage with 
education and have their options limited by the RPA. This study analyses theories of social 
justice and social capital related to the application of the RPA, concluding that the RPA will 
continue to reproduce inequalities and place young people following this educational route 
at a disadvantage.  

 

Glossary of Abbreviations 

DfE: Department for Education  

DCSF: Department for Children Schools and Families (replaced by DfE in 2010) 

E2E: Entry to Employment Programmes 

EMA: Education Maintenance Allowance   

ESOL: English for Speakers of other languages 

FL: Foundation Learning 

IAG: Information, Advice and Guidance 

JWT: Jobs without Training 

LA: Local Authority 

NEET: Young People Not in Education Employment or Training 

NFER: National Federation for Educational Research 

NAO: National Audit Office 

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

RPA: Raising the Participation Age Agenda 

ROSLA: Raising of the school leaving age  

SES: Socioeconomic Status 

UNCRC: United Nations Convention on the Rights of a Child 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Background and Aims  
 
In England, the education and employment of young people aged 16-18 has been of 

concern to successive political parties, with a number of initiatives and policies directing the 

actions of this group (Heath et al, 2009; Brooks, 2013). The raising participation age 

agenda (hereafter RPA) was outlined by the New Labour government within the Education 

and Skills Act (2008), and upheld by the Coalition government (formed of the Conservative 

party and the Liberal Democrats) in the Education Act (2011). The RPA determines that all 

young people in England have a legal duty to remain in some form of learning until the age 

of eighteen, increased from age sixteen.  

The RPA was rolled out gradually from September 2013, with young people from 

September 2015 the first full cohort to have a legal statutory attendance requirement to 

remain in either full time education, jobs with training or an apprenticeship until the age of 

eighteen. This study focuses on examining the rationale underpinning the policy, linked to 

wider economic aims and a capitalist, neoliberal political ideology. This study explores the 

aim of this ideology in assigning individual responsibility to young people for their future 

economic wellbeing, with policy decontextualized from the current employment market and 

the capacity of education routes in supporting this aim.  

The study includes an exploration of the extent to which enforced attendance in education 

may perpetuate a system of inequality, by assigning young people to different routes which 

may not achieve comparable gains to compete in the employment market. The extent to 

which the agenda may therefore contradict the aim of social justice (Sen, 2010) will be 

scrutinised.  
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The scale of the ambitions for the implementation of the RPA aims for an increase in young 

people’s participation in education or training to 90% in 2015 (Fletcher, Corney and 

Stanton, 2007). This study explores the structural and financial tensions in upscaling 

participation in line with the ambitions of the agenda in a time of wider austerity (Hart, 

2012), but moreover is concerned with examining the implications of programme quality on 

the varying post-16 routes young people take through education, and the subsequent 

benefits on a personal, social and economic level. 

Of particular significance to the topic of study for this dissertation are the effects of the RPA 

agenda on young people within a specific facet of alternative education in the form of 

Foundation Learning (FL). Most often delivered by colleges and alternative education 

providers, these programmes evolved from the entry to employment (E2E) provision in 

2010 (Ofsted, 2013). Widely researched and reported as offering a programme of 

personalised learning, work experience and mentoring, with the intention to reengage and 

support young people who have most often experienced disadvantage. FL helps young 

people develop skills and achieve qualifications to enter mainstream education routes and 

employment (Russell, Simmons and Thompson, 2011).  In line with the other reforms 

brought forward by the RPA, FL has been reformed into the 16-19 study programmes, with 

Ofsted (2013) tasked to compile a report ‘learning lessons’ from FL to take forward. The 

changes to provision are; a focus on English and Maths GCSE attainment, a nationally 

standardised list of accredited qualifications with specified hourly requirements to fulfil the 

duty of the RPA agenda and provider league tables to increase accountability. This study 

intends to take a critical stance on the recommendations put forward by the report, 

uncovering broader insights around learning and gaps from the experiences of young 

people undertaking this route, which may extend or juxtapose this report. 
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With this in mind, the research is structured to address the main question; what are the 

implications of the RPA agenda on foundation learning provision, as it moves to the 16-19 

study programmes? The final transition to the 16-19 study programmes takes place later in 

2015, therefore the timing of this research is positioned as a vital last chance to gain 

knowledge to take forward.  

In order to answer this question, four subsidiary questions allow for further insight to be 

answered by the research design. 

1) What is the policy context and the political values surrounding the rationale for the RPA 

and educational reform in England? To what extent does reform link to the aims of social 

justice? 

2) Are there gaps in the knowledge created by government commissioned evaluations of FL 

about the unique values of the provision, which can be translated to the 16-19 study 

programmes?  

3) What are the implications of the RPA in terms of young people’s attitudes towards 

enforced statutory attendance in learning programmes up to age 18? To what extent do 

they feel responsible for/able to change their futures?  

4) What do young people feel they gain from FL? What are their opinions about the further 

opportunities accessible to them as a result of their achievements through FL? 

This study provides a robust and detailed analysis of FL, combining empirical research data 

collected from a focus group with young people about their experiences and views of 

undertaking this route, structured around an up to date overview of key policy and current 

research in the field. 
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2. Background Literature  

An overview of literature was undertaken to gather information within the field. A systematic 

keyword search of the terms “raising participation age”, “foundation learning” and “study 

programmes” was conducted on databases JSTOR and Scopus, with papers selected by 

relevance to the topic of study.  Many papers focused on specific groups affected by RPA; 

young people not in education, employment or training (NEET) and young people in jobs 

without training (JWT). Some studies conducted with young people attending E2E 

programmes, replaced by FL in 2010, are included owing to the limited direct empirical 

research on FL. The implications of the RPA agenda was found within papers linking to 

theories of neoliberalism, social justice and social capital. Further searches on the UK 

government website identified a breadth of archived and current papers, statistics and 

reports documenting the evolution of key policy changes within recent years with regard to 

education reform and the RPA. 

 

The overview covers the current policy context for 16-18 year olds in England; with an 

outline of the ideology underpinning reforms. Particular attention is paid to FL, with analysis 

of the recommendations made to take forward to the 16-19 study programmes proposed by 

key government commissioned reports. The aims and ideals of the RPA will be examined 

including the extent to which economic and social well-being for individuals will be 

improved, as is its intention. The reality of achieving this aim through the varying routes of 

education will use the perspectives of social justice and social capital in assessing the value 

and worth of participation. 
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2.1 Policy Context and the RPA 

The rationale for RPA was to bring the UK in line with European and International 

counterparts, based upon the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) international league tables (Simmons, 2008; HM Government, 2011; Maguire, 

2013; Payne, 2010; Committee of public accounts, 2015). The UK was amongst the lowest 

eight of thirty member countries for young people’s participation in education post 16 

(Maguire, 2013; Simmons, 2008; Payne, 2010). The UK’s standing amongst economic and 

political competitors promoted discourses which “problematized rates...as needing to be 

addressed to ensure national success and social well-being” (Simmons, 2008, p420), 

securing young people’s participation on the political agenda.  

The Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) commissioned National 

Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) report (2007), looked at research evidence 

exploring the “impact, benefits and challenges” (NFER, 2007, p1) of increasing participation 

rates by raising the participation age. Though it suggests that evidence cannot establish a 

causal impact of participation in education, the findings conclude that “young people who 

participate in post-16 education or training are more likely to be in employment at a later 

date” (NFER, 2007, p1). The RPA held up participation in education as the key for 

individuals in accessing greater economic wealth, and for the UK in competing in the global 

economy (Simmons, 2008). The Coalition continued with the implementation of the RPA 

alongside initiating changes as part of educational reform. 

Both Simmons (2008) and Woodin, McCulloch and Cowan (2012) chart the long 

established history of state intervention in increasing the age of compulsory education 

dating back to industrialisation, contained within the Fisher Act in 1918. This was followed 

in 1944 by the Butler Act as part of the post war state welfare settlement wherein the next 
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increase to fifteen was introduced with the ideals of “education for citizenship as well as 

economic well-being” (Simmons, 2008). The last attempt at changing the leaving age from 

fifteen to sixteen in 1972, the raising of the school leaving age (ROSLA), received much 

resistance and was seen as being “detained for another year ” (Roberts, 2009, p356). The 

justifications used are similar to those presented for the RPA, with education as the 

foreground for gaining economically useful skills and knowledge in the face of competition, 

owing to high unemployment and austerity (Simmons, 2008).  

The RPA at present has met with little resistance in public discourses, though the 

construction of young people within policy has been paid closer attention by academics. 

Brooks (2013), discusses the construction of young people within coalition policy. Through 

an inductive, thematic analysis across documents released within the first two years in 

power, the study concluded there to be a considerable amount of neoliberal ideology 

identified across nine government departments covering aspects of the lives of 16-18 year 

olds. The terminology used linked to markets, competition, business values, building 

character and taking individual responsibility. In line with neoliberal ideology, the RPA could 

be seen as an example of the supply side focus underpinning both New Labour and 

Coalition policy around economics and education. In line with capitalism, in supporting the 

‘free market’, governments do not “interfere in labour or product markets or...attempt to 

actively manage the economy” (Simmons, 2008, p429). The result is that governments are 

only able to formulate policies concerned with the supply of skills, neglecting to 

acknowledge or engage with the lack of demand on the side of the labour market. The 

focus in discourses is instead focused on the ‘problem’ of young people (Camilleri-Cassar, 

2013; Hutchinson, Beck and Hooley, 2015). The coalition diluted the compulsory rhetoric for 

RPA favoured by New Labour (Corney, 2009) which was highlighted as punitive in tone 

towards young people, threatening civil proceedings at the extreme for non-participation. 
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This RPA has been legislated in England but not the entirety of the UK (Hodgson and 

Spours, 2014) and presently favours voluntary not mandatory take up of provision (Maguire, 

2013), with staying in education and training between the ages of 16-18 aiming to be 

established as the expectation, not a choice like European counterparts. However, Fletcher, 

Corney and Stanton’s (2007) exploration of RPA concludes that in order to achieve targets 

beyond 90%, compulsion may be required, with the current government outlining only “the 

delayed introduction of enforcement” (HM Government, 2011, p25). Such potential 

enforcement and even criminalisation is further aligned with neoliberal individual 

responsibility discourse, young people “regard their own failure as a consequence of 

individual inadequacies” (Ainley, 2013, p51), held to account by society and penalised, as 

opposed to further examination of the wider societal structural barriers.  

 

2.2 From FL to the Study Programmes 

Reports acknowledged that provision reforms were needed to ensure access to relevant 

education and training options for 16-18 year olds (Maguire, 2010). The Wolf report (2011) 

was key in suggesting changes to vocational provision, accessed by almost half of young 

people once they leave school. Following a review of 400 examples of evidence, the report 

put forward 27 recommendations, of which 20 have been implemented (DfE, 2015c). In an 

effort to increase the value of alternative provision and the reputation of vocational learning, 

changes including a reduction in qualifications, a focus on gaining English and Maths 

GCSE's and changes to funding from per qualification to per student and the 16-19 study 

programmes were developed incorporating FL.  

 

FL is for learners aged 14-18 (those up to 24 with learning difficulties) who are often 

described as at risk or vulnerable. Learners follow a personalised programme of functional 
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skills, combined with subject/vocational learning and personal and social development, 

working towards a progression destination (NFER, 2011; YPLA, 2012; LSIS, 2009). The 

Ofsted report (2013) proposed three key issues from FL to the study programmes; 1) 

Attendance, retention and progression 2) a focus on English and Maths and 3) meaningful 

work experience. These observations could been seen as limited in capturing the individual 

facts of the provision, with the National Foundation for Educational research (NFER, 2011) 

commissioned to evaluate FL previously by the DfE. Within the study, learners and staff 

cited a broader range of benefits including “the needs of learners below Level 2 being better 

highlighted and understood, a sense of reward and achievement through regular 

accreditation, comparatively high levels of enjoyment, and improved engagement, 

motivation and confidence” (NFER, 2011, p1). This study aims to see the extent which this 

is echoed by participants within the empirical research. 

 

Figures for participation reflect an increase in 16-18 year olds in full time education of 1.6% 

between 2013 and 2014 up to 71.5% (DfE, 2015b) highest on record since 1994. Though 

the statistics indicate upward shift, little is known about the nature of the increase, with 

reports (Wolf, 2011; NAO, 2014) stating that further insight is needed into the specifics of 

the individual interventions successful in reengaging young people in education, an area in 

which this study seeks to contribute. The reports also highlight further lacks in provision 

resulting from other government reforms. This government has gleaned criticism for 

implementing barriers on young people’s ability to access and resource themselves in 

education post sixteen, whilst at the same time imposing a statutory duty on them (Hodgson 

and Spours; 2013; Brooks, 2013). Examples of this include the removal of the Educational 

Maintenance allowance (EMA) funding intended to assist young people from poorer families 

to resources themselves in staying in education. The disbanding of 'Connexions', the 
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national careers advisory service for young people, removed access to quality information, 

advice and guidance (IAG) for young people. It is acknowledged that the duty for careers 

advice has been transferred to schools but without additional resources allocated to 

implement the provision leaving a lack in this crucial support (Committee of Public 

Accounts, 2015; Ofsted, 2014). Connexions was also previously tasked in providing key 

data regarding young people in the locality, with a duty to reengage young people regarded 

as NEET into positive destinations. This duty was then transferred to Local Authorities (LA) 

whilst at the same time implementing large budget cuts in line with wider government 

imposed austerity measures resulting in gaps in provision, highlighted by several reports 

(Committee of Public Accounts, 2015; DfE, 2014; Ofsted, 2014).  

Report such as Ofsted (2013) have further rationalised the government’s spending 

reductions by putting young people at fault not the structures or lack of support available, in 

line with the neoliberal responsibilising rhetoric, (Robert, 2009). The Coalition ring-fenced 

education spending for 5 to 16-year-olds which has resulted in reductions for 16 and 17-

year-olds, with budgets 22% lower than 11-16 year olds. The National Audit Office report 

(2014) confirms that the DfE core budget of £7 billion for 16-18 year olds has reduced in 

2013/14 by 8% in compared to 2010/11 (2014, p2) despite an expected increase in 

participation in provision. This study questions the impact on the quality of provision in the 

face of such reductions. There is not explicit rationale which justifies the amount required to 

adequately educate or train a young person for the 540 hour duty expected by the RPA 

(DfE, 2012). This study aims to unpick the extent to which funding restrict programme 

quality, especially in personalised provision for vulnerable learners such as FL. 

There is a distinct focus on academic rigor as key to success in the capitalist climate 

reflected in the change brought forward by RPA and the Wolf report (2011). Young people 

must undertake English and Maths GCSE’s as part of their 16-19 study programme if they 
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have yet to achieve these (DfE, 2015). GCSE’s are therefore still held up as the 

“benchmark of success” in contemporary society (Roberts, 2009) with the focus on retaining 

them, less a move towards personalised learning by allotting young people further time to 

achieve this, more the case of holding young people up to the same set of rigid academic 

standards. The continual failure to measure up, may promote the disengagement of young 

people by repeating the issues faced within the secondary education phase, of whom just 

under 50% leave without achieving this benchmark (Wolf, 2011). Young people on FL 

follow a path of accruing qualifications up to level 2, equivalent to GCSE, in preparation to 

access other courses (LSIS, 2009); removing this flexibility may not be effective by 

detracting from the nature of provision needed with regular reward and encouragement 

keeping young people engaged. The move towards retaining academic qualifications, 

reflects the devaluing of qualifications within the present employment market (Department 

for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2013). GCSE’s have become the minimum entry 

requirement for the low skill jobs in the capitalist climate where employers can be 

increasingly selective on this basis. Young people who do not achieve these markers will 

therefore be further disadvantaged and prevented from competing in the market. This study 

contributes further insights from young people about their feeling about the opportunities 

afforded to them, based upon their achievements on FL. 

 

2.3 Social Justice 

There is a global trend for expanding participation in education (Hart, 2012) which the 

government has followed (Roberts, 2010) asserting that access to education through RPA 

is the key to individual economic wealth, well-being and social mobility/inclusion (DfE, 2014; 

Woodin, McCulloch and Cowan, 2012; Rose and Baird, 2013; Simmons, 2008). Simmons 

(2008) analyses the conflict between this rhetoric in which social justice is merged with the 
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needs of the economy, when the reality is that social justice is subordinated to the needs of 

the market, reliant on low skill, low pay labour and where supply exceeds demand. Hart 

(2012) acknowledges that divorcing policy from the context creates a focus on the 

perceived faults of young people rather than the reduced opportunities available to them, 

alongside a lack of support in time of wider austerity measures to target fiscal debt 

objectives. The rationale for RPA has limited consideration for its practical application, with 

NEET figures for 16-24 year olds reaching 1.16 million in 2011 (HM Government, 2011). In 

the face of this, it will be difficult for the intended targets to be achieved, leaving the 

government to adjust their reasoning to absolve responsibility and place it onto young 

people. Rose and Baird (2013) conducted an analysis of aspirations in an austerity state by 

surveying a large number of young people. They found a number of examples within the 

literature accounting problems to the fault of individuals, as opposed to on social problems. 

They assert that “it is easier for government to encourage young people to be aspirational, 

than to generate wider opportunities” (Rose and Baird, 2013, p170). This is backed up by 

the analysis of policy by Hutchinson, Beck and Hooley (2015) who found examples of 

descriptors of young people as lacking in aspiration, and therefore responsible for their own 

failure to succeed in the market. 

 

Research across disciplines takes a critical view on such assumptions that merely access 

to, and participation in, education provides social justice (Sen, 2010). A number of 

researchers have established that the choices young people make at 16 with regard to 

participation within education are not made within a “social and economic vacuum” 

(Russell, Simmons and Thompson, 2014, p589). The options for young people regarding 

their route through education is limited by class and socioeconomic status (SES), similarly 

these circumstances dictate what a young person gets out of the educational route they 
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select, and finally their ability to convert the education qualification into well-being outcomes 

(Hart, 2012). From a social justice perspective, Sen (2010) asserts that not all individuals 

will be able to achieve the same “utility gain from the same set of circumstances” (Hart, 

2012, p25) based on their background in shaping their capabilities in choosing ways of 

being and doing. An individual’s capabilities are affected by broader social and economic 

factors, so merely the availability of education will not advantage young people in the same 

way based on the difference on these circumstances. The approach is based on the belief 

of educational contexts to reproduce social inequalities (Mills, 2008). The RPA may 

disadvantage some by keeping them in contexts where they are building essentially 

worthless capabilities with no value in the market (Wolf, 2011). 

Snee and Devine (2014) study how class is linked to educational choices though examining 

the RPA in terms of the different routes available post-16, determining that “not all 

pathways are equal” (p1000). Therefore the 16-19 study programmes may only be 

reproducing inequalities that occur as a result of different value assigned to what is learnt 

within the different pathways. They reference Bourdieu’s notion of social capital (Bourdieu, 

1986) related to the resources developed by young people in the context and the value of 

these resources transferring from one context to the next. Several authors (Roberts, 2009; 

Camilleri-Cassar, 2014) also use Bourdieu to determine that an individual is hugely 

influenced by their social networks in the value of the skills they build. They conclude that 

the RPA may relegate young people to contexts where the value of what they learn is not 

comparable to some of their peers and thus they cannot translate this into real life 

opportunities. From their mixed methods study on E2E, FL’s predecessor, Russell, 

Simmons and Thompson (2010) found that those with the highest level of capital would find 

greater success in the educational marketplace. Hart (2012) blends the theories of 

Bourdieu with Sen, detailing the Sen Bordieu analytical framework. Hart articulates this as 
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an individual’s ability to activate the capital gained in a context and operationalise this in 

accessing further opportunities. Their position will affect the choices they are able to make 

and this choice will affect the capital they build. Consequently, the choice to undertake the 

16-19 study programmes, for those that would have previously undertaken FL and therefore 

have experienced disadvantage, may not be as valuable as other routes through education. 

Doing so maintains and reproduces inequality as in education, except that RPA further 

limits the choice of other options for young people between the ages of 16-18. 

Another way in which the RPA could serve the government’s agenda could be altering 

statistics for 16-18 year olds considered NEET. In fact, the National Audit Office (2014) 

declared a reduction in this group from 7.6 % at the end of 2013 compared to 9.2 % at the 

end of 2012, lowest since records began in 1994.  Authors critical of this acknowledge the 

transience of such a group, hard to accurately capture, with no clear measure of success, 

statistics therefore do not provide an accurate picture of the realities faced on the ground. 

The RPA could be seen as “warehousing” (Acquah and Huddleston, 2014) the NEET 

population, merely delaying the issues until later when they will come under the umbrella of 

unemployment. Ainley extends this notion to “warehousing for youth” (2013, p58) holding a 

generation in a state of flux, unable to reach traditional economic and cultural landmarks.  

A landmark previously associated with turning sixteen in England is getting a job. Included 

within the RPA are young people in jobs without training (JWT). Maguire (2013) studied 

young people in the UK, concluding that the government is making assumptions about what 

young people want and predicting the removal of the demand for young workers as 

employers will be reluctant to fulfil their duty to release young people for training and 

therefore will not employ those under 18 (Maguire, 2010; Hutchinson, Beck and Hooley, 

2015). Gasson et al’s (2015) study of young people working in New Zealand discussed the 

extent to which this links to children’s rights discourses, and that preventing young people 
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working is not protecting them, it is removing their ability to participate in what most young 

people and their families considered work to be positive in contributing to their well-being. 

The right to work is effectively being removed for young people, the RPA relegating them 

economically powerless in line with this discourse. On the basis that “childhood is socially 

constructed” (James and Prout, 1997), the RPA could be contributing to changing the view 

of youth and young people within contemporary society (Mizen, 2002) aiming to change the 

status quo. The RPA is holding young people captive within this socially constructed phase, 

with a very specific set of rights and responsibilities continuing, herby extending traditional 

notions of transitions. The rationale behind the status of young people in western societies 

is one extending from developmental psychology, by which young people are increasingly 

viewed as distinctively ‘not adult’ and socially do not have equal status (Heath et al, 2011; 

Eder and Fingerson, 2003; Fleming, 2010; Kirk, 2007). As such, preventing employment of 

young people, decreasing demand and increasing expectation to work for free, reinforces 

their position in contemporary society as subordinate. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Rationale 

In order to address the research questions, a qualitative mixed method design was 

selected. The study was approached from the critical realism research paradigm (Bhaskar, 

1989), positioned to identify and measure unobservable phenomena, interpreting and 

making sense of what emerges from the research to provide conceptual explanations about 

the effects of the implementation the RPA agenda and educational reform within the FL 

context. From within this viewpoint I am interested in uncovering “structures and 

mechanisms that result in inequality and injustice” (Matthews & Ross, 2010, p29), finding 

out essentially how the phenomena is experienced and replicated within the FL context. 

Undertaking empirical, qualitative research directly with young people affected by the RPA 

was an essential facet to the study, in line with the aims of critical realist research. Kirk’s 

(2007) literature review of qualitative research specifically with children and young people 

concluded there to be a large body of research about them, but not involving them directly. 

This aim is also underpinned by the international children’s rights framework, the United 

Nations Convention on the rights of a child, hereafter UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989). Article 12 of 

the convention specifies the importance of young people’s participation and their right to 

express and have their views be given due weighting. Fleming (2010) acknowledges a 

trend in using this rationale across social science research, and this study continues in line 

with such discourses and will see the “liberal use of direct quotes” (Eder and Fingerson, 

2003, p28) representing young people on their own terms, using their own voices. The data 

will be generated with the research participants within the context, and the analysis will 

seek to understand and represent the social worlds of the participants. The data will offer 

insights around this time and place from which to make generalizations about the potential 



Page 18 

wider implications of the study, though these may not be absolute in line with the critical 

realist paradigm (Bryman, 2008).  

The guiding principle behind the critical realist epistemology is one of social change 

(Padgett, 2008; Bryman, 2008; Matthews and Ross, 2010). The study aims to get inside the 

“‘black box’ of practice, programmes and interventions” (Padgett, 2008, p16), exploring the 

effects of the changes in policy and its implementation on the ground. As mentioned 

previously, the timing of this study is a crucial facet of its originality. Gaining an in depth 

knowledge, steeped within the context, in real time, will enable the study to draw out a 

holistic view of the key learning to take forward prior to the full implementation of the RPA. 

The knowledge that is created from the qualitative research will link to the extensive and 

systematic wider reading of current research, theory and policy outlined within the 

background literature. From the systematic literature search, there were a minimal amount 

of replicable studies on this specific topic and as such, the role of the study aims to 

contribute knowledge which may have implications on policy and practice aligned with 

promotion of social justice.  

The project utilises a focus group methodology. The young people are sharing the 

experience of undertaking the same educational route, at the same institution, at the same 

time, subject to the same policy initiative; forming the unit for analysis. Using this 

methodology allows for the use of their multiple perspectives from which it is possible to 

draw a "contextually rich and meaningful interpretation"(Padgett, 2008, p33). Working in 

this way allows the use of multiple data sources for qualitative analysis into the complex 

themes and ideas that are put forward by the group. Capturing insights into the unique 

realities of participants from which to make generalisations.  



Page 19 

In order to capture the raw data, a focus group design was adopted, as opportune in 

establishing themes from a group (Choak, 2012). The group comprised of young people 

aged 16-18, undertaking FL study at an alternative learning centre in the south east of 

England. The focus group took place at the venue, thus ensuring that participants would be 

“understood and studied in context” (O’Hara et al, 2011). Conducting research within a 

natural setting aims to situate young people amongst their peers so they may “convey peer 

culture” (Eder and Fingerson, 2003, p9) as a collective, in doing so decreasing the power 

imbalance between researcher and participants (Eder and Fingerson, 2003). In line with 

Padgett’s (2008) recommendations, the group was comprised of people from different 

classes within the context so that they did not know each other very well and a “synergy 

between members” could be facilitated by the researcher in managing the group dynamics. 

A selection of icebreakers and warm up activities was used to build rapport. This used the 

practice skills of the researcher and further demonstrates sensitivity to the dynamics 

between researcher and participant linked to another value of critical realism, concerned 

with the notions of power relations and who seeks to benefit from research (Bryman, 2008). 

The purpose of the research and how their contributions would be used was explicitly 

shared with participants, in this sense they had an awareness of contributing to social 

change. They were in partnership with the researcher in constructing the “understanding of 

the topic together” (Matthews and Ross, 2010, p35). The focus group provided the 

opportunity to collect multiple data sources; a self-administered questionnaire and semi-

structured discussion.  

3.1.1 Ethical Considerations 

The project received full ethical approval from both research supervisor and the School of 

Education and Social work, in line with University of Sussex protocols. The research is 

underpinned by ethical research codes of practice such as the 10 principles of the 1947 
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Nuremberg code and the Helsinki Declaration (1964) in ensuring that young people 

undertake the research voluntarily and with informed consent (Wiles et al, 2005). In lieu of 

an informed consent document, the young people were provided with an information sheet 

(appendix 4) detailing relevant information about the research and mutual expectations, 

student researcher and university supervisor contact details. The sheet also confirms the 

parameters of withdrawing participation; reiterating that young people may withdraw their 

participation at any time during the course of the research prior to dissertation submission.  

The research was conducted within the college protocols regarding confidentiality, 

safeguarding and lone working, with a tutor from the setting present throughout the 

research to support with instances of challenging behaviours or matters arising. Whilst 

discussing the information sheet, support and confidentiality clauses were explained to 

young people and were also explicitly stated within the information sheet. The researcher 

and assistant did not require CRB check as they did not lone work with young people at any 

point during the research.  

All data is anonymized. Young people created a pseudonym by which they were referred to 

for the duration of the research. All data has remained stored in a password protected file, 

on a password collected computer and will be subsequently destroyed in accordance with 

university policy. 

The project was considered as low risk owing to the primary vulnerability of the young 

people being their age. The participants were aged between 17-18 years of age and chose 

to take part in the research or continue with their studies in another room on site. The 

research focus group questions were not intended to be of a sensitive nature. The topic 

itself is related to education and aspirations, the questions are to produce generalized, 

opinion based answers from young people. The discussions did not asking young people 
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about age restricted matters or illegal/risk taking behaviours, with the use of my practice 

skills, with the support of the tutor to direct discussions to appropriate topics.  

In the interest of transparency, I am stating my previous professional links to the 

organisation which provided the venue for the focus group, undertaking two years 

employment with them ceasing in 2012. Padgett (2008) examines the advantages and 

drawbacks of working with the familiar, in line with her view I encountered a great deal of 

cooperation in consulting with colleagues acting as gatekeepers by allowing access to the 

venue and arranging a suitable time and place for the focus group which suited the tight 

timescales of the project. Padgett also highlights the potential drawbacks of being too close, 

however, owing to the fact I had no prior knowledge of the tutor present, nor in selecting 

young people who constituted the sample. I consider this potential bias will not have been 

able to colour the data as the environment and participants were random and impartial to 

me in this sense. To ensure trustworthiness and accountability an audit trail was kept of 

decisions made throughout the study (Padgett, 2008; Bryman, 2008), and replicability of the 

methods can be ensured, with the session plan and the discussion questions provided in 

appendix 6.  

3.2 Methods 

3.2.1 Pilot Study 

In line with protocols suggested as best practice when conducting empirical research 

(O’Hara et al, 2011) the format of the focus group was trialled at another venue offering FL 

provision. This session was vital learning opportunity to make changes in the design in 

order to meet the varying needs of the group. The literacy needs of the young people were 

as such that they would not have been able to access the hopes/fears activities or 

questionnaire (appendix 1). From piloting the research questions with young people, it 

highlighted that they were written in a closed way, as young people were able to respond 
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with merely yes or no answers. I was able to note pertinent secondary questions used to 

elicit further responses from participants. The pilot study proved invaluable in providing a 

chance to adapt the formatting of the session in preparation for the second focus group.  

3.2.2 Venue 

The venue for the research took place at an alternative education centre offering a variety 

of provision for 14 to 25 year olds. The organisation runs across three sites in the South 

East. It offers FL study to students aged 16-18 to undertake English and Maths functional 

skills from entry level one through to level two. It also offers a number of vocational 

qualifications including customer service, food hygiene, creative media and ICT up to level 

two. Alongside this provision, project workers support with mentoring and offering IAG to 

young people. 

In addition, the organisation delivers the Prince’s Trust TEAM programme for young people 

aged 16-25 and within the trusts target groups (those considered; young offenders, with 

learning difficulties, without qualifications and care leavers). The centre also offers English 

and Maths for speakers of other languages related to another strand of the organisation’s 

work supporting young unaccompanied minors seeking asylum in the UK in care 

accommodation. 

3.2.3 Sample 

The criteria for the sample group were that they were aged 16-18 years old and were 

undertaking FL at the centre. Participants were five males aged between seventeen and 

eighteen, two of whom were ESOL learners (English speakers of other languages) from 

Lithuania and Brava- part of Cape Verde Islands. The other three are from and reside in the 

south east of England. Each student was on an individual FL programme studying a 

combination of courses (including English, Maths, ICT, and Customer Service) at different 

levels tailored to their individual needs. 
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3.2.4 Procedures 

The process for the focus groups started with researcher and assistant researcher 

introductions about names and backgrounds. As detailed in ethical considerations, the 

focus group started with the dissemination of the information sheet (appendix 4), alongside 

a thorough explanation of the nature of the research activities and protocols. During this 

time, the process for withdrawal was also explained after which one young person declined 

to participate and left the group, leaving the sample of 5 remaining as detailed above. 

The first activity with the group started with the creation a pseudonym by which young 

people would be referred to during the course of the research. This was followed by an 

icebreaker in which young people had to tell facts about themselves dependent on the 

number of sweets they had taken, I also took part as researcher, telling appropriate 

personal information it was suitable to disclose to build rapport (Padgett, 2008). 

For the next activity young people each wrote two hopes and two fears for the future on 

post it notes. This was used as a discussion prompt with the group (appendix 2) with the 

primary intention of encouraging young people to feel at ease with the format of the focus 

group, talking with the audio recording taking place and sharing with the group. Time was 

then allocated for completion of the self-administered questionnaire (appendix 1). 

The foremost part of the session followed with eleven questions that formed the basis of the 

semi-structured discussion and provided a situation for participants to explain their position. 

I used my practice skills to facilitate positive group dynamics throughout the course of the 

discussions, facilitating group participation and managing dominance, distraction and 

passivity (Padgett, 2008). The group members were “influencing and influenced by each 

other” (Krueger, 1994) and my focus as a researcher was as much on the “interplay within 

the group as on the topic” (Heath et al, 2009), I was able to ask further questions to expand 
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on answers as well as allowing participants to ask questions and respond to each other in 

contributing to the creation of knowledge. 

The final part of the session allowed for questions from the young people. They asked for 

more information about the way the research would help with the dissertation and 

contribute to the topic. Participants were also curious about the place of study and my 

previous employment which I was happy to provide answers to, demonstrating the success 

in establishing rapport with the group (O’Hara et al, 2011). The session lasted 

approximately 1.5 hours. 

 

3.3 Data Analysis 

The multiple sources of data created within the focus group session were subject to 

qualitative analysis to explore the research questions. 

The analysis was conducted on the self-administered questionnaire data by collating 

answers into a spreadsheet (appendix 5). This outlines respondents’ answers to the 

questions and those left blank. This data was analysed to compare the backgrounds and 

experiences of individual group members, however it was insufficient to make broad 

generalisations about the group. Data surrounding opinions of FL was also collected from 

this source, and some themes and commonalties were identified. Though this was not rich 

in contributing to the research questions of study, it could be used to see similarities and 

differences and to enrich the picture of participants, with a brief overview provided within 

results summarising this data. 

A colleague from the Masters course was present as an assistant researcher with 

responsibility for audio recording the discussion section of the focus group and taking 

observational field notes for capturing non-verbal data. The support provided in recording 

dynamics of the group and their participation within the focus group allowed the researcher 
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to remain focused on “the group and what they are saying” (Padgett, 2008, p102) and to 

focus on steering the discussion and managing the group. The field notes data provided 

observations of the dynamics of the group, which were compared with their contributions 

within the discussion to enhance the analysis. A summary of the contributions of individual 

participants is provided within the results section. 

Dragon™ audio transcription software was used to transcribe the discussion section 

recording verbatim into textual transcription data for analysis. Padgett (2008) describes the 

advantages of self-transcription in adding in nuances and nonverbal utterances, adding 

depth to the data. The data was coded via deductive content analysis, with the discussion 

questions informed by theory and testing these within the context of the study (Bryman, 

2008) in the form of a template approach (Padgett, 2008). Several close readings of the 

transcription text data were undertaken in order to establish recurrent themes and ideas 

from participant’s responses, and this allowed flexibility in blending with an inductive 

approach allowing for other themes to emerge from the data (Matthews and Ross, 2010). 

The themes and categories which emerged from the data are presented with definitions in 

the coding scheme developed by the researcher in Appendix 3, with examples of 

quotations from the participants provided. Four key themes were established from the 

analysis; responsibility and choice, views of education, the FL context and the world of 

work. An additional subtheme; cultural comparison also emerged across several categories. 

NVivo™ software was used to conduct the sentence level analysis to identify and 

categorise the data into the themes. The notable findings are highlighted in the results 

section below. A second researcher to code the data to verify the reliability of the coding 

scheme would have been optimum, however was not possible to due to scale and time 

within this study. 
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4. Results 

4.1 Findings 

This section contains a descriptive account of the data collected during the focus group 

activities. The findings are summarised, with utterances situated amongst the key themes 

identified from the analysis. 

 

4.1.1 Hopes/Fears 

The hopes nearly all related to careers and education, with one stating the aim of "living a 

happy life". The fears were more abstract; not knowing what you want to do in life in terms 

of careers, not achieving and surface level things like the next season’s football results. 

One fear discussed anxieties around the collective group stating "our generation not being 

able to move out", when prompted this was discussed in relation to economic climate in the 

country and observations of other young people and family members in accessing this 

landmark.  

 

4.1.2 Questionnaire 

The tutor and I supported with reading as requested by Sam and Shmwhog. Shmwhog 

demonstrated limited comprehension of some questions, seen in his responses. Some 

questions participants declined to answer or left blank. To give an overview of key findings; 

the members of the group lived in a variety of scenarios, living independently or most often 

with one parent. Each was studying for between six and fifteen hours per week. With regard 

to school, the young people from the UK reported negative experiences for a variety of 

factors. Their reasons for undertaking FL varied but linked to needing a ‘start’ or ‘base’ and 

for gaining qualifications to access further opportunities such as a job or an apprenticeship, 

with one noting that he hoped FL would make him an ‘all round person’. There was one 
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comment about FL needing improved ICT facilities. The last question related to success, 

each response was increasingly varied but listed dreams, happiness and practical things 

like family with one listing money and “show off what you have achieved”. In summary, the 

questionnaire data did not offer any great insights in a quantative nor qualitative sense by 

which one would be able to make generalizations and draw conclusions.  

 

4.1.3 Field notes 

The group consisted of five males aged between seventeen and eighteen, with the 

pseudonyms; Sam, JB, TM, UGA and Shmwhog.  

 

TM, JB and Sam were keen to answer the questions, often talking over each other in the 

initial instance after a question. They are dominant throughout the discussion, often their 

utterances were shorter in length and were conversational, including 'in jokes' and playful 

mocking, perhaps due to familiarity as they have encountered each other previously. 

 

Shmwhog took more time considering his answers, his utterances often came after the 

others had initially responded. His views on a couple of occasions contradicted those of his 

peers, when questioned he took time to explain his point of view and stood firm on his 

opinions. He responded to queries about his point of view, often expanding his ideas further 

which allowed others to reflect and sometimes expand their own ideas. UGA was the most 

passive of the group, when prompted by the researcher his responses often referred to 

what the others had said or responding with a yes or no answer where possible, perhaps 

due to the confidence and assertiveness of other members of the group or due to English 

as his second language. 
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There were a few occasions of contrasting opinions, each time the others responded 

inquisitively, asking for confirmation. This was a chance to develop their own opinions and 

links back to the strengths of conducting focus group discussions in “influencing and 

influenced by each other” (Krueger, 1994, p20). It is notable that the utterances were 

shorter towards the last two questions where participants were more distracted, as they 

usually have classes with breaks after 45 minutes and the focus group session in total 

lasted almost double.  

 

4.1.4 Tutor input 

In line with ethical protocols, a tutor was present to assist with safeguarding and lone 

working. They feature within the transcript making contributions towards steering the 

discussion, dealing with challenging behaviours and keeping learners engaged. This input 

was valued, especially in terms of supporting young people to participate and remain in the 

focus group, “do you want to leave because you're being rude about the teacher?” and 

“you're being disrespectful about a teacher and it's not good”. There were some inputs 

which did steer the course of discussions in an alternative route “do you think there is a 

difference between boys and girls?” and cut short some idea sequences from the 

participants “when did you turn 17?”, which may have negatively impacted on the course 

that followed some questions. 

 

4.2 Themes 

4.2.1 Responsibility and Choice 

The theme was defined through participants’ comments related to individual responsibility. 

Examples were selected which highlighted participants demonstrations of the internalizing 

values of capitalism, for example competition and money. Individual responsibility was also 
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identified surrounding the choices available to young people in relation to age markers and 

perceived responsibilities within society. These instances related to decision making, 

guidance and parental involvement. 

 

The structured questions elicited participant’s responses referencing neoliberal values. 

Categorised within this definition, the feeling of competition came up in relation to 

employment, “JB: its competition now really innit”, referenced to the present time. Also in 

relation to the current time, money featured largely across discussions with TM stating “I 

think everything does revolve around money really nowadays”. This was backed up 

especially by JB, though was encouraged emphatically by the rest of the group in 

agreement. The participants extended this notion further; 

“JB: Mmm you just like your whole childhood is based on getting your qualifications to 

get a job, so your whole life is basically for money 

TM: It’s like a rate race innit” 

The terminology used is evocative in suggesting the feelings of participants as individuals 

competing against one another and within the system of education upon entering the wider 

world of work. There was a sense of indignation from the group about the challenges they 

faced in competing in this climate. 

 

In line with the hypotheses that individual responsibility would occur within participant’s 

discourses, fault and regret featured in descriptions of their educational experiences. This 

was an important theme, with the group blaming themselves for their perceived failures. 

This was particularly strong from Sam, who discussed the implications of his actions on his 

current situation “now I wish I actually did focus in school and didn't like act like a dick, cos 

then I probably could have been doing my apprenticeship and might have finished it by 
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now”. TM also shared anecdotal evidence of his experience of failure linked to delays in 

being able to access other opportunities; 

“I think it does...cos you miss, you miss out on learning like but to be fair some 

people deserve to be excluded like, you know, certain things I’ve done that I 

shouldn't, messed around with other people as well. It affected other peoples 

learning but like I dunno. It does sort of mess you up a little bit, cos I missed out on 

the basics of maths and if I’d have stayed in school and I hadn’t have been naughty I 

probably would have been alright (laughs) and I wouldn’t be here, I dunno. Hmm” 

 
Of particular note is the use of the word ‘deserve’, in line with neoliberal responsibilising 

discourses, TM confirmed his feelings of being responsible for the consequences of his 

behaviour. Both Sam and TM were reflective when sharing these experiences back to the 

group, who listened attentively. Later on, they make several utterances expressing the 

rhetoric of taking individual responsibility Sam: "like they don't force you to do the work. Like 

if you don't want to do it and fail then it's your own fault…it's only you can do it here…yeah 

no one else is gonna make it for you” with TM stating that “no one else is gonna like do the 

work for you so you have to”. There was a sense of being held back by choices they had 

made which were impacting them now, and with change to both reflect and regret they were 

more motivated towards their current studies. 

 

The theme of individual responsibility continued with reference to age markers for young 

people. Age came up repeatedly as a tension with the participants negotiating their ideas as 

to what point you emerge from childhood:  

“TM: If you are 16 you are still a kid 

Sam: at 18 you are still really a kid…” 
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“TM: yeah I still see myself as like a kid 

JB: yeah even though I'm like 19 

TM: I'm don’t feel like an adult at all. I still rather I think like, I can yeah, do whatever” 

It was evident that the participants were extending each other’s ideas and reframing their 

own perceptions. There were some tensions between what you should be allowed to do 

and how much responsibility you should be afforded in terms of things that affect your 

future. Most of the group displayed strongly their agreement in feeling there was still a key 

role for guidance and care givers at age 16-18, articulated by TM “I think you still need 

guidance, you still need someone to point you in the right direction but I don’t think at 16 

anyone can just turn around and go yeah I’m working”, JB followed this up with “well they 

have still got to agree to a lot of things, you know parents’ consent on things”. There was 

contrast seen in this utterance from Sam, who when prompted about decisions making at 

16 answered “Yes. I was. I was allowed to make my own decisions then. When I was 16 

like my parents let me”. Though he later challenged his own view by concluding that “you 

can only buy the lottery!”. The participants expressed uncertainty around age barriers and 

the clear choices available to them, highlighting the lack of responsibility and choices 

assigned to increases in age. 

 

4.2.2 View of Education 

This theme includes participants’ reflections on the purposes, role and values associated 

with participating in education and attending school in the life course from a philosophical 

viewpoint. Following on from the previous contributions about age and responsibility, age in 

relation to education was tied in to the responsibility afforded to completing educational 

landmarks without the maturity to realise their importance. JB declares that “cos I sort of 

think, as well, that they should do school later on in life”. He brings this up repeatedly: 
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“JB: I think that why you should have done your GCSE’s when you are around like 

18 so that  you have more of a chance, not when 16 cos I don’t think that you are 

mentally ready to do it when you are 16 

TM: no I was like a baby when I was like doing my GCSE’s…” 

“TM: when I was like 16, I think I was the most immature I was ever… 

JB: so I don’t think you are ready to do it when you are that young, like 15, 16 

TM: nah, that is a bit young innit” 

This ongoing theme was backed up strongly by TM and Sam, both of whom were either 

excluded or suspended and express regret at not achieving their GCSE’s. This was also 

linked into the role of education and qualifications in the life course, with JB stating his 

frustration at the finality of education should you fail to succeed in the allotted times. He 

extends this further, relating it to the notion of childhood in society and the extent to which 

this is impacted by the amount of time spent in education and on associated activities such 

as homework: 

“JB: I just think it’s annoying that you spend your whole childhood working on 

something for when you’re older, like literally school and everything is just for getting 

qualifications… 

Sam: to make the school look good 

JB:…yeah and to get a job hmm” 

JB indicates this as the foundation for his resistance towards participating in some facets of 

education, speaking emphatically on this topic and bringing it up at several points during the 

course of the discussion.   

“Yeah it’s part of your life yeah but it’s probably the best part of your life innit. 

Everyone always goes oh about childhood, I think about how much of my childhood I 

spent at school. Oh yeah and then they say don’t mess around in school you can go 



Page 33 

home and do that but then I can cos you just give me homework, so I can’t that’s 

what I hate” 

A key moment was provided with the contrasting view of Shmwhog, whose opinion 

juxtaposed this view. This gave an opportunity for participants to examine and challenge 

their own perspectives. 

“TM: we’ve got completely different views on school cos obviously in England here 

everyone goes to school really, well not everyone… 

JB: yeah it’s a burden isn’t it? 

TM: but everyone has the opportunity to go to school and in your country did you go to 

school? 

Shmwhog: No 

TM: See there we go, but you wanted to do you? 

Shmwhog: yes I wanted, I wish day and night but I didn’t get 

TM: exactly” 

TM especially led this dialogue, reflecting on the differences within society if the universal 

provision of education were not available, “TM: you’d get people who didn’t go and then 

you’d get people who were hungry and wanted to go. As in hungry for what they want to do. 

I think that’s what would happen”. Sam, JB and TM each reflected further on this point 

when prompted: 

“JB: I probably would have gone but got bored 

Sam: my parents would have forced me to go to school, my parents want me to be 

successful 

TM: I reckon I would have like, left though probably 

R: you reckon? 
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TM: I dunno. (pause) but like now thinking about it, I like hated school but then now if 

I look back on it wasn’t that bad” 

This reflection highlights feelings of negativity towards the experience of being in school 

and lack of engagement within it, but also shows the participants reframing the views 

against the possibility of having not had the opportunity to attend education. 

 

4.2.3 The FL Context  

This theme includes the explanations of the positive and negative aspects of FL provision 

and the associated value and worth of participation felt by participants. In contrast to their 

views of school, the participants discussed the FL context in direct comparison to their 

previous experience of education, with Sam immediately stating "coming here is completely 

different from school” and TM following this with “I didn't used to learn when I was in school 

really”. “Start” and “base” were words used repeatedly by the participants throughout the 

course of the research, which strongly emphasised the significance of FL in their lives. FL 

was separated from their previous educational experiences and they saw it as a platform to 

reach further opportunities 

“TM: gives you a base to come from” 

“TM: gives you like a start to go and do something better cos like the reason I'm here 

is cos I failed my GCSE's in math’s so I wanted to err I wanted to get my like 

qualification in maths so I can then go on to college… So that's why I'm here 

because it's a different way of doing it 

UGA: well same reason as TM, so can go here means start, can study” 

 

“Sam: it’s like a fresh start.” 
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This feeling was resonated by all members of the group, each with individual reasons for 

undertaking the route but their positivity of the view of FL was a common thread. 

Participants recounted aspects of their previous experiences in school, notably mainly 

negative aspects were highlighted when prompting them to compare FL to their previous 

experience of school. There was sense of the space of school as being ‘large’ and student 

numbers in impacting the time teachers and staff could support with individual learning and 

progress which had the effect of leaving them behind. 

The size of the FL environment and the classes was discussed on multiple occasions by 

participants. 

“JB: not as many people... (Pause) there’s no canteen… 

TM: smaller environment and like less classes” 

“TM: If I'm in a smaller class I learn better than in a enormous class” 

“TM: so but now, like, if you're in the smaller class it's probably better because you 

get more attention by teachers as well” 

The resulting increased attention and the wider variety of staff in the centre with which to 

develop relationships were noted as more positive; 

“Shmwhog: but here I can get more attention from the project workers and students 

and this is and teachers all friendly” 

“TM: Here you get loads more praise and stuff off people. I’d say that every time I do 

something I get praised for it.” 

This also linked into the more personalized nature of the learning compared to school, 

which is unique to the FL environment.  

“TM: At school you got sort of people there who like move you on to quick like with 

work, they are like come on get this done, read from the book right we’re moving on 
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now, everything is on the board. Whereas with us we'll get individuals sheets of work 

and can like do it in our own time and like can get help so it's not too bad”.  

The participants also highlighted the environment has “relaxed” and “chilled out”, perhaps 

owing to reasons such as Sam’s statement that “you get to wear your own clothes, that's 

the best bit”. This is in stark contrast the participant’s experiences in school. 

 

The potential of enforced attendance was discussed, with Sam stating that it would not be 

an issue for him “I don't think so because it’s still chilled out here so I wouldn't have minded 

if I was forced”. This was contrasted by TM, who acknowledged that “Erm (pause) I think it 

would make me want to come here less...” which JB agreed with. TM goes on to say; 

“Cos if someone makes me do something it automatically makes me want to do it 

less. If someone says you’re doing this, I’m like no but if it’s my choice then I want to 

do it, that’s the reason I’m here because I choose to be here not cos someone’s 

going you need to be here, if you don’t attend your parents are going to get in 

trouble”  

Two of the five said that enforced attendance would not be an incentive to participate in 

education, and would negate their choice to be there, especially if it resulted in 

consequences for their parents, they showed a clear awareness of other societal practice 

which is to punish parents for repeated truancy from school in England. They talked about 

free education running out and the need to make the most of it during this time. 

“TM: yeah now, is like when you've gotta think shit I’ve got no more education left, I 

can’t just sit around and do nothing anymore 

JB: then you’ve got to pay for it 

TM: yeah exactly”  
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The participants indicated their knowledge that cultural practice dictates young people 

should engage in as much education and training as possible whilst it is free between the 

ages 16-18 and they would even seek further flexibility around this.  

 

4.2.4 The World of Work 

This theme includes participant’s reflections on the current employment climate for both 

adults and young people. Participants discussed the tensions between their ambitions and 

the challenges they face in accessing available opportunities.  

The value of qualifications was discussed, as predicted, the participant’s demonstrated 

knowledge of the climate of higher expectations now required for service level jobs which 

were not in their grasp as a result of this shift: 

“TM: like, yeah you get a pile of CV’s and you get someone who’s got nothing and 

they just go (gestures throwing away), and a person who’s got A levels, they go yeah 

cool 

Sam: You need an A in like Math’s and English just to work in MacDonald’s 

JB: that’s what I mean you need like literally you need a lot of qualifications to work 

in places like you wouldn’t need qualifications, they just use it, and it’s so silly what a 

waste of 18 years” 

They expressed that traditionally low skill jobs not considered aspirational are not in their 

grasp due to the minimum standards expected, though they contested the reality of the 

relevance of the qualifications in the context. They discussed their frustrations about 

qualifications as the definitive measure, resulting that you are impaired if you are not 

academically skilled and this could even go as far as to render an individual’s entire 

education useless. All participants felt they were more practically skilled but they were 

unable to articulate this in the context of qualifications compared to some of their peers. 
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However, they were positive that they had seen others succeed despite a lack of academic 

skills; 

“JB: That’s why people do GCSE’s and qualifications cos some people are really 

good at doing something but they can’t… 

Sam: be arsed to do it! 

JB: …get it down on paper and then for some reason they can’t get a job… 

Sam: that’s like my older brother, like, he’s dyslexic but he can’t read or write  or 

anything but he is so good at his job, like building work, that’s why he is so 

successful” 

Later however, the tension about the importance of qualifications came up. A rich moment 

in the focus group came from the participants contrasting views in relation to the value of 

gaining certificates to access employment.  

“Shmwhog: yeah because someone cannot trust you without, if I’m the boss now you 

come you need job I have to  see your certificate, what you have gained all your life 

but if you have nothing I can’t take you, I can’t risk to myself or my job, you know 

what I mean? So I have to get your certificate, I have to look closely, if you are 

deserve this one I have to give you, I don’t care what skill you get. So, you are not 

speaking your certificate is speaking, you know 

Sam: he is gonna be successful obvs! 

TM: that is how it goes though, if you don’t have qualifications they don’t look at you 

Shmwhog: yes they don’t” 

Shmwhog was confident in articulating his point of view, putting himself in the place of an 

employer considering the notions of “risk” and “trust” when taking on an employee. He was 

able to list the number of qualifications he has achieved whilst being at FL and was clear in 

gaining qualifications as his focus, not getting a job. This resonated with the group in his 
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attitude being required as the key to succeed and reflected their lived experience of the 

employment market. 

 

Linked to this discourse around the current climate, young people discussed the pressure 

associated with finding a job, when asked to reflect on the present they shared these 

responses; 

“Sam: it’s harder to get a job now so… 

TM: hmmm it’s a lot different Erm now, cos there’s less jobs and it’s like you need as 

much qualifications as you can get to get any job… 

TM: Yeah you have got to be like really quick now, you’ve got to be the first one to 

everything like cos there is nothing now. My dad was telling me when he was a kid  

that you could leave a job  walks across the road and go “you got any work going?” 

and they’d  be like yeah alright, when can you start? And now it’s like everything 

needs to be done online” 

It was evident from this utterance that TM had shared comparisons with his family which 

added to the pressure, as adults could back up the validity of his experiences. Another key 

theme was the frustration felt at the access to jobs being predominantly online, where the 

first thing employers use to shortlist is qualifications, meaning they felt impaired as a result 

of not having achieved basic gateway qualifications to progress beyond this stage of the 

application. They expressed frustration at the timescales associated with job searching and 

the length of time waiting to find out, as well as the demotivation when not hearing back 

from jobs, with TM declaring “so I just thought, you know what I might not even bother 

because I can’t get anything, so that’s why”. 
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This theme continued into discussions about young people in particular within the current 

employment climate linked to opportunities for young people in the local area:  

“TM: No there’s nothing really, there’s not really a lot umm, cos I dunno they don’t 

really take on, a lot of places don’t really take on young people cos they are too 

scared like take the risk… 

TM: they are too scared to take the risk of having a youngster… 

TM: like they think they are gonna let them down or they are not gonna like live up, 

not gonna work” 

“Risk” came up again in relation to those associated with the employment of young people. 

TM continued to bring this topic up several times, with the other young people interrupting 

with their own ideas about other jobs that young people would be suitable for with little skill 

or experience. 

“TM: cos I think a lot of employers they’ve got this massive… 

JB: all about money innit 

TM:…like theory that young kids don’t wanna work but that’s completely wrong 

because the reason we can’t work is because there isn’t any really”  

In this utterance TM is demonstrating the awareness about the reality of the lack of demand 

and availability of jobs for the youth market, which contradicts the views of employers and 

wider society. 

 

4.2.5 Summary 

As can be seen from the findings of this study, a number of points for discussion have 

emerged. These will be further analysed linked to the wider literature, whilst considering the 

implications on policy and practice within the next section. 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Contributions 

5.1.1 Policy Context  

This study contributes to the field by providing a picture of the policy context of the RPA, 

with the current government’s agendas increasingly focused on governing the lives of 

young people aged 16-18 (Heath et al, 2009; Brooks, 2013). The rhetoric for the 

implementation of the RPA surrounds participation in education as the key to achieving 

economic gains, essential in retaining the UK’s economic competitiveness in the global 

market and therefore of high priority to the government (Simmons, 2008; Maguire, 2013; 

Payne, 2010;).  

 

Within the focus groups young people echoed the sentiments from this neoliberal policy 

discourse linked to money, competition, markets and individual responsibility (Brooks, 

2013). They identified many aspects of their lives as being orientated towards the pursuit of 

money and expressed feelings of pressure in being part of the ‘rat race’, competing to 

succeed in the current climate. They extended this notion to the pressure felt within 

education which implicates the nature of their childhood towards the pursuit of economic 

gains. Such an explicit capitalist agenda aligned with competition, economic returns and 

money made some of the young people feel inclined to rebel, particularly if they fail to 

achieve within the system. The young people’s previous experiences of school were 

predominantly negative, with three out of five experiencing exclusion on a temporary basis 

and one permanently. This resulted in not reaching the benchmark of 5 A-C GCSE’s, 

essential to access further opportunities (Roberts, 2009).  
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This type of non-conformity in the neoliberal discourse is identified as failure on the part of 

the individual and therefore they are ‘deserving’ of their fate (Camilleri-Cassar, 2014; 

Hutchinson, Beck and Hooley, 2015) sealed at 16 years old which the participants made 

the case as being too young. Within the focus group, the views expressed by young people 

about education were tied in with the explicit focus on achieving qualifications as a gateway 

to further accessing opportunities. The young people felt their school experience had 

impaired and delayed them, resulting that they now felt regret and blame. As was 

hypothesised, this was a representation of individual responsibility aligned with the 

discourse. The study illustrates the experiences of these young people whose failure to 

measure up to this standard throughout the school career, impacts on the individual as a 

potential “waste of 18 years”. Though this may seem extreme, it does ask questions about 

what the alternatives can be for those that do not achieve, and if RPA is responsive to this 

or will perpetuate this for a further 2 years. Year upon year there are a consistent number of 

around 50% of young people who do not measure up against this standard (Wolf, 2011), 

which in turn affects their post sixteen options and renders their education effectively 

worthless for achieving economic gains (Wolf, 2011). A results based and academic 

oriented curriculum with GCSE attainment is central to the reforms of FL into the 16-19 

study programmes, and it may be the case that these learners cease to engage for a further 

2 years as a result (Acquah and Huddleston, 2014). 

 

5.1.2 Attitudes to RPA  

At present, the RPA is showing an increase in participation rates from government statistics 

(DfE, 2015b). In this case, most of the young people expressed a firm stance of resistance 

against enforcement, especially in relation to the consequences and duties this places upon 

their parents, with sanctions already prevalent in the secondary education phase. When 
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prompted by the research questions about statutory attendance there was a mixed 

response, some felt it would take away the choice they were entitled to make at sixteen. 

Removing this landmark takes away young people’s autonomy and could be seen as 

infringing on their right to participate in decisions which affect them in line with the UNCRC 

children’s rights discourse (Gasson, 2014). The current and future cohorts will include 

individuals who feel a greater degree of coercion to attend, even though the young people 

expressed that there was already a culture of expectation to attend education or training 

until the age of eighteen. The participants demonstrated an awareness of education being 

free during the 16-18 phase which had encouraged them to take responsibility for their 

education. The great majority of young people already do stay on beyond sixteen (Wolf, 

2011) and there is a risk that it will only be the more vulnerable and lower-achieving who 

continue to drop out at sixteen and become NEET.  The RPA deflects away from the real 

issue, which is lack of opportunity for young people 16-18 and for their future 

unemployment.  

 

The young people in this case resonated that they “don’t feel like an adult at all”, with 

minimal responsibilities assigned to the age markers they were passing through, leaving 

them in a state of flux (Mizen, 2002). Anxieties in popular discourses demonstrated by the 

number of youth specific policies (Heath et al, 2011) were reflected in their expressions of 

the need for guidance and protection, preserving them from adult responsibilities and 

realities preventing them from expecting to reach the same benchmarks and landmarks as 

generations previously. There is an argument that young people’s ability to make personally 

appropriate decisions will be framed by the availability and effectiveness of IAG available. 

The deregulation of this area, alongside wider austerity measures, may continue to see this 

provision lacking (Committee of Public Accounts, 2015; Ofsted, 2014).  
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The RPA is an attempt at changing the status quo, creating a culture wherein young people 

cease to expect to work and get paid before they are 18. Roberts (2009) states that “Young 

people are not surprised nor alarmed when they don't get jobs at sixteen (p362) however 

research such as Maguire (2013) and Gasson (2014) contradicts this. Similarly in the 

current study young people stated that they are eager to be working and earning money, as 

was the previous societal norm. This insight challenges the RPA and questions if its 

implementation is more closely aligned with government’s own contradictory agendas than 

on what people want.  

 

5.1.3 Further Opportunities 

The study highlights young people’s experience of entering the employment market. The 

young people discussed their ambitions within the setting, which was certainly not lacking, 

as echoed by research by Hart, (2012) Rose and Baird (2013) and Hutchinson, Beck and 

Hooley (2015). Some worked part time but discussed an overall lack of opportunities 

available for young people in the local area, resonating with findings across other studies 

(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2013; Rose and Baird, 2013). The young 

people made the case that they felt there was a tension between the view of young people 

and the reluctance of employers to take on young workers. They used terminology such as 

“risk” and “reputation” in the view of young people in the employment market, and felt these 

were reasons they were overlooked for basic low skill jobs. Young people expressed that 

they found themselves in the dichotomy between needing experience but unable to access 

jobs to gain any. One young person was backed up by the group when discussing the 

demotivation in applying for large numbers of vacancies without hearing back for extended 

periods of time, and sometimes not at all. The young people expressed their frustration at 
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this, as well as the time and effort involved in the online application route to access the 

majority of jobs. This kind of market disadvantages those without the ICT skills required, nor 

the ICT facilities by which to make applications. The participants had clearly discussed this 

with family members who backed up their views about the particular challenges of the 

present time. 

 

The young people discussed their feelings about being disadvantaged due to being more 

practically skilled. They believed those academically inclined and able to perform to gain 

qualifications were advantaged as this was the basis of most employer’s shortlisting criteria 

for vacancies, meaning that they repeatedly experienced being dismissed at this stage. 

This is representative of the market in which the value of qualifications has decreased. It 

may be the case that those who cannot achieve qualifications are impaired in gaining 

economic independence through accessing low skill/ low pay jobs, summarized succinctly 

from Sam in saying “You need an A in, like, Math’s and English just to work in McDonald’s”. 

Should this modest aspiration be one that may become out of reach for so many? The 

young people discussed feeling very responsible for their futures but not necessarily 

confident in achieving their goals. 

 

5.1.4 Gaps about FL  

There are several examples from the study demonstrating that the unique merits of FL 

provision are missing from key reports (NFER, 2007), and as such the nuances have not 

been captured. The study illustrates the importance of the personalised nature of provision, 

tailored at the pace of the individual young people within the smaller classes and 

environment. There was a strong indication from the whole group that the attention they 

received from tutors and project workers supported them with their learning and in building 
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confidence. The Ofsted reports (2013; 2014) cover the minimum in identifying the unique 

facets of the provision, potentially with an awareness of the limits to which it will continue in 

its current form as it moves to the 16-19 study programmes. In line with the changes, 

funding per student will be reduced, and the positive aspects of provision identified by the 

young people such as smaller classes may be unrealistic as providers recruit more young 

people and increase class sizes to retain cost-effectiveness. The mentoring support 

provided by project workers may also then be reduced, leading to less personalised 

provision as caseloads increase. The main improvements suggested to FL from the study 

related to facilities, which will also not be improved as funding support decreases. The 

further attempts to improve provision include subjecting providers to Ofsted inspections and 

having results published in league tables in the name of accountability. This may only place 

further pressure on providers, making them responsible for failing to support young people, 

despite the challenges associated with the client group who access this type of programme 

with little acknowledgement of the reduced resources they will be allocated to do so. This is 

also alongside funding for further support mechanisms such as EMA being drawn back 

which could make access harder for young people. 

 

The young people discussed the role of praise in the environment and the pride felt from 

gaining smaller qualifications in contributing to their CV’s and their sense of achievement. 

Reducing the way these qualifications work may change the dynamic in the environment 

and promote disengagement. Enforcement to attend may also negate the “relaxed” and 

“chilled” atmosphere reported by participants. The participants discussed attendance as 

between 6-15 hours dependant on their programme of study; there is big step up to the 

annual minimum number of hours of full-time study which has been set at 540 to fulfil the 

duty of the RPA, though this includes a programme of study comprising many elements 
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beyond taught hours. To fulfil the ambition of a mixed programme of non-study related 

activity such as volunteering and unpaid work experience to reach the duty for individual will 

be a challenge in the current climate. With many young people unable to access 

opportunities due to their lack of qualifications, even less will have the motivation and feel 

the relevance of this activity. Flexibility is promised for the reengagement of learners, at the 

discretion of the local authority. There are still gaps in the knowledge created by 

government commissioned evaluations of FL about what is working to target specific 

learners, especially those that fall outside of mainstream full time education. With the duty 

to track young people allocated to LA’s alongside trying to implement budget cuts, statistics 

may not be accurate and up to date and therefore will not show an accurate picture of those 

that may be left out of reforms.  

 

5.1.5 Social Justice  

The rationale for RPA is one of social mobility (DfE, 2014; Woodin, McCulloch and Cowan, 

2012; Rose and Baird, 2013; Simmons, 2008) with access to, and participation in, 

education asserted as the route to achieve better life outcomes. Although it has been 

established that not all pathways or qualifications are as valuable in the market (Hart, 2012; 

Snee and Devine, 2014), as the case has been made within this study. The value of the 

routes accessible to these young people comparable to their peers is an area requiring 

further examination. The attempts to make the study programmes as a viable vocational 

option are laudable, though they may be flawed based upon the ability of individuals to turn 

access to this path into economic gains.  

 

The reforms are highlighted as contradicting with the aims of social justice in an individual’s 

ability to turn their capabilities in education into economic outcomes. This is owing to the 
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supply side focus to the government’s agenda, in line with capitalism. The problem is not in 

young people as branded in discourses, and reflected back within the feelings of the young 

people in the focus group. Rather a climate that does not allow young people to access 

opportunities and may even struggle to support the seemingly most ordinary of ambitions 

‘of supporting a family’. Roberts argues that it is these structures, not the case of young 

people making the wrong choices (Roberts, 2009) which are to blame, and acknowledges 

the prevalence of rhetoric in discourses surrounding young people and their participation in 

education. 

 

Social justice and economics are inextricably linked (Sen, 2010), and as such, justice will 

not be achieved until legitimate systems and structures are implemented by governments. 

With this in mind it will feed directly into both education and employment opportunities for 

both young people and across society. As long as the economic climate remains in its 

present state, it could be seen that the RPA is essentially warehousing some young people 

in increasingly irrelevant vocational qualifications as a placeholder to stay out of the youth 

labour market, after which they are enter it lucky in achieving a low skill/low wage 

opportunity.  

  

The full effects of the RPA for those on the 16-19 study programmes will not be seen until 

longitudinal analysis of cohorts as they live through the RPA and enter into the wider 

opportunities following this phase is undertaken. Further analysis of individuals and cohorts 

that emerge will assess whether young people from FL join the ranks of 18-24 year olds 

NEET or find themselves in precarious employment yet stay out of statistics which fail to 

provide an accurate picture of the challenges faced by people. A comparison of these 

different routes across different localities is needed to show the scale of issues and 
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establish the accuracy of claims of a causal link between staying in education and 

achieving better life outcomes, whether reality meets the aims of rhetoric.  

 

5.2 Limitations 

This study has several limitations. Firstly, in the vein of the critical realist paradigm 

(Bhaskar, 1989), the five young people constituting the unit for analysis here could be 

considered insufficient to represent the general situation of all young people on FL. Whilst 

recognizing the creation of the data was related to the context, the study seeks to contribute 

to the body of knowledge related to education provision for 16-18 year olds as the RPA is 

introduced.  

 

Secondly, no follow-up interviews were conducted with participants to uncover further 

insights. The study may have benefitted from revisiting the young people in one year to 

assess the changes in their view and observe their progressions following the full 

implementation of RPA. Whilst aiming at providing some illuminating insights, the study was 

limited by scale and time constraints. Further depth and clarity would have been 

established from subsequent interviews with these participants to illuminate their 

responses, as well as asking additional discussion questions formulated in hindsight to 

answer the main research question.  

 

Thirdly, a wider scale of the study across different contexts delivering FL would assert the 

findings as further generalizable to this group. The methods such as questionnaire would 

have benefited from larger scale. Though appropriate for this study, insight would be gained 

from quantative analysis of answers to build a picture of the FL client group. Statistics in 

relation to young people accessing this educational route do not feature in publicly available 
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data from which to draw analysis for this study. Without knowing specific details about 

young people’s backgrounds and accessing their sensitive data, the group can be 

described as 'typical' in terms of the learning centre and of participants of FL against my 

professional experience and the definitions outlined by YPLA (2012) and LSIS (2009). Upon 

reflection, the questionnaire would be adapted to collect more useful data and to appeal to 

the client group in a more engaging way. 

 

In addition, value would be added to this research from more longitudinal analysis, tracking 

cohorts and individuals to offer insights about the trajectory of their life course based upon 

the RPA and impact of their educational route. There is an emerging body of research 

aiming to capture the value and purposes of education against the current changes in policy 

affecting society, including the “precarious pathways” study at Warwick University (2015). 

This study provides a snapshot of young people’s experiences at the present moment and 

makes a start at unpicking this phenomena in detail.   
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6. Conclusion 

The aim of the research was to illuminate young people’s experiences within the FL 

provision as it moves to the 16-19 study programmes in the context of the RPA agenda.  

There is limited existing research which utilises empirical methodology in order to assess 

with the impact of RPA on FL provision for 16-18 year olds, thus highlighting the 

uniqueness of this study. Further research will follow as the RPA is implemented fully in 

September 2015, with longitudinal studies further explore this key change in the history of 

education in England.  

The study provides an outline of the policy context for 16-18 year olds in England. It also 

provides an overview of the ideology underpinning reforms, with examples of neoliberal 

capitalist agendas of austerity, reduced state involvement and individual responsibility 

identified across policy rhetoric in relation to young people.  

 

The RPA was borne from a perceived need to increase the UK’s economic competitiveness 

in the global market, whilst also aiming at increasing the economic and well-being 

outcomes of individuals through staying in education until the age of eighteen. The RPA is 

identified as part of a neoliberal discourse which does do not engage with the current 

economic climate or acknowledge the challenges of the market which lacks demand and 

instead focuses on the supply of skills, to be developed in young people through the RPA.  

Conducting research with young people within the context was of vital importance to the 

study in communicating the experiences of young people and representing their world. The 

results of this study provide contextual insights which could contribute to policy objectives 

and education reform agendas. While young people may have a choice about how they 

participate, this is dependent on the opportunities available to them, the financial and other 

support they receive, and on the information and guidance available about the options they 
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can pursue. Furthermore, there is little evidence yet that the routes young people are 

choosing to study are those that will equip them with the skills they need to move into 

(sustained) employment, and importantly whether these courses meet future skills gaps and 

address local skills needs. 

FL is highlighted as unique in offering personalized provision with individual support which 

engages young people due to the attention they receive from project workers and tutors. 

The environment is supportive due to the size and the atmosphere created in the 

environment which allows the client group to progress towards further destinations, which 

they are motivated to progress to having made the choice themselves. The resolute focus 

on GCSE’s and on achieving larger scale qualifications juxtaposes the current climate to 

achieve qualifications stage by stage to motivate learners and could decrease engagement. 

Further studies over a longer time period would be able to see the full impact of this as the 

policy is played out in the context. 

 

In line with a critical realist paradigm, the study was aligned with social change. The aims 

and ideals of current policy have been examined including the extent to which the economic 

and social well-being for individuals will be improved by the RPA. The accuracy of such 

have been viewed from the theories of social justice. Looking at the variety in the capability 

and capital built in varying contexts, and the ability of different individuals in relation to 

economic status of young people and the impact on educational achievement and well-

being. Many authors argue that the RPA will in effect reproduce inequalities as the case in 

mainstream education. 

 

There are challenges in changing the status quo to one in which young people do not work 

between the age of 16-18, instead following a programme of volunteering and work 
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experience around their studies. The impact of enforcement is deemed unnecessary at 

present, though is identified as possible to ensure the targets are reached in line with the 

government’s agenda, this may see increased resistance which has, as yet, not been 

prevalent in public discourse but has been associated with previous changes as 

contravening rights, which this study has also touched on and may be subject to further 

scrutiny should this come into effect. The implication of this phase could contribute to 

extending transitions as traditional landmarks are removed and young people’s autonomy in 

making decisions is delayed by a further two years, effectively changing the phase of youth 

and defining it further. 

In conclusion, the full effects of the RPA will affect large numbers of young people and their 

families has yet to reach full awareness in the public arena. The impact of the RPA on 

economic gains and well-being of young people is of vital importance and whether the 

policy will influence this through the practice in different routes and in employment 

opportunities without further government investment in the employment market will remain 

to be seen. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Blank Questionnaire 
Questionnaire	  

This questionnaire helps me to find out about you and your views on school and foundation 
learning at college. Please be as honest as you can.	  

All answers that you give will be confidential- they will not be shared with other young 
people, your tutors or your parents. 	  

Please ask if you would like help with reading any questions or with writing your answers.	  

If there is a question you would prefer not to answer feel free to leave it blank. This is not a 
test; there are no right or wrong answers.	  

By completing and returning the questionnaire you are giving consent to your answers 
being used for research purposes, though you may change your mind at any time by 

contacting me using the details on the information sheet.	  

Thank you for taking the time to answer.	  

About You	  

1. What is your pseudonym (fake name)? 

	  

2. Who lives in your home? (for example, mum, dad, brother, aunt, grandma, 
housemates, friends) 

	  

(b) If the people who live in your home have jobs, please state what it is they do;  

Who?........................................................................................................................................ 

What is their job?......................................................................................................................	  

	  

Who?........................................................................................................................................ 

What is their job?......................................................................................................................	  

 

3. What are you currently doing with your time? (please answer all that apply)	  

Working  	  

Full time          Part time        0 hours contract  

Where.......................................................................................................................................	  
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Studying   

College          School        Other  

Name………….......................................................................................................................... 

4. What are you studying? 

	  

5. How many hours per week? 

	  

6. How long is your course? (please write numbers) 

 

_______ weeks _______years 

	  

7. Have you ever used/met with any of the following? 

	  

 Job Centre	  

 CAMHS	  

 Social Services	  

 Youth Offending Team	  

 Counsellor 	  

 Connexions Advisor	  

 School Careers advisor	  

	  

(b) If yes, did you find this helpful? 

	  

(d) Why? Why not?	  

	  

About your education	  

8. Did you go to School? Yes     No 	  

(b) If yes, what School did you go to?	  
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(c) If no, did you attend a PRU (Pupil Referral Unit) or college? Yes    No   

Name........................................................................................................................................ 

	  

9. What did you think of school/your PRU?	  

	  

(b) Why?	  

	  

10. What do you think could have made it better?	  

	  

11. Do you have any qualifications? If so, what?	  

	  

12. Did you finish school? Yes   No      

(if no, what school year did you leave?___________)	  

 

13. Have you ever been excluded? Yes    No  	  

(b) How did it feel?	  

	  

About Foundation Learning 	  

14. How did you find out about the foundation learning course you are studying on?	  

	  

15. Why did you decide to study on a foundation learning programme?	  

	  

16. What would improve your foundation learning programme?	  

 

	  

16. Does it feel different from school?  Yes   No  	  

How?	  

	  

17. What do you think you are gaining by attending foundation learning?	  
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About the Future	  

18. Whilst studying foundation learning do you think you have built any of the following; 
(please tick)	  

 Communication	  

 Teamwork	  

 Confidence	  

 Self esteem	  

 Responsibility	  

 Personal and social development 	  

 Job skills	  

 Interview skills	  

 Other............................................. 

 

 (b) If you ticked any of the above, please state how you think this might impact you in the 
future	  

	  

19. Do you think doing foundation learning will help you to; (please tick all that apply)	  

 Get a good job  	  

 Go on to further study	  

 Develop personally and socially 

 Take responsibility for your future	  

 Achieve life goals	  

	  

20. Do you think doing foundation learning will help you to get to where you want to be in 
the future? How?	  

	  

	  

22. What do you think it means to succeed in life? 	  
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Appendix 2: Hope and Fears  
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Hopes 

To become a sparky 

I like to be eye doctor that’s my goal 

I hop to go Worthing College 2 months afta 

I hope to study hepatoligy 

I hope to pass my future exams 

I hope to think a dream job 

To get a bearded dragon 

I hope to work in a zoo 

I hope to be an actor and live a comfortable life 

I hope to have a family 

 

Fears 

I fear everything because of some reason  

I fear to be alone 

 I fear that our generation will never be able to move out 

That England will lose its traditions and culture 

I fear that there will be a huge war 

West Ham getting relegated 

West Ham lose to arsenal first game of the season 

I fear about my future because I do not know what job I want 

I feel fears in the future 
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Appendix 3: Theme Coding Scheme 

Theme Definition Exemplary Quotes 
Responsibility 
and choice 
 

Comments related 
to individual 
responsibility with 
examples of the 
internalizing values 
of capitalism (e.g. 
competition, 
money) and 
instances of the 
choices available 
to young people in 
relation to age 
markers and 
perceived 
responsibilities 
within society (e.g 
decision making, 
maturity, guidance 
and parental 
involvement). 

Sam: like they don't force you to do the work. Like if you don't 
want to do it and fail then it's your own fault 
 
Sam: it's only you can do it here 
 
JB: its competition now really innit 
 
Sam: yeah no one else is gonna make it for you 
 
TM: no one else is gonna like do the work for you so you have 
to 
 
JB:  mmm you just like your whole childhood is based on 
getting your qualifications to get a job ,so your whole life is 
basically for money 
 
TM: I think everything does revolve around money really 
nowadays 
Sam: Yes. I was. I was allowed to make my own decisions then. 
when I was 16 like my parents let me 
 
TM:  I think you still need guidance, you still need someone to 
point you in the right direction but I don’t think at 16 anyone can 
just turn around and go yeah I’m working 

View of 
Education 
and School 

Reflections on the 
purposes, role and 
values associated 
with participating in 
education and 
attending school in 
the life course. 

TM:I done qualifications and I couldn't tell you what I done 
 
TM: I think you don’t learn anything until you’re actually doing it 
 
JB: it’s so silly what a waste of 18 years 
 
JB: I just think it’s annoying that you spend your whole 
childhood working on something for when your older, like 
literally school and everything is just for getting qualifications…, 
Sam: to make the school look good 
JB:.. yeah and to get a job hmm 
 
TM:I didn't used to learn when I was in school really 
 
SM: If I go just big, just sort of in high school I can’t get more 
confidence, I can’t get more attention 
 
JB: cos I sort of think, as well, that they should do school later 
on in life 

The FL 
context 

Explanations of the 
positive and 
negative aspects of 
FL provision and 
the associated 
value and worth of 
participation. 

Sam: coming here is completely different from school; 
 
JB: not as many people... (Pause) there’s no canteen 
R: practical things 
TM: smaller environment and like less classes 
TM: If I'm in a smaller class I learn better than in a enormous 
class 
TM: so but now, like, if you're in the smaller class it's probably 
better because you get more attention by teachers as well 
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Sam:  if you walk out and go home you don't really get in 
trouble like you do at school 
 
TM: At school you got sort of people there who like move you 
on to quick like with work, they are like come on get this done, 
read from the book right we’re moving on now, everything is on 
the board. Whereas with us we'll get individuals sheets of work 
and can like do it in our own time and like can get help so it's 
not too bad 
 
TM: gives you a base to come from 
Sam: They don't like keep pushing you to do it 
 
TM: Here you get loads more praise and stuff off people. I’d say 
that every time I do something I get praised for it. 
 
Sam: I don't think so because it’s still chilled out here so I 
wouldn't have minded if I was forced 
 

The world of 
work 

Reflections on 
current climate and 
tensions between 
the ambitions of 
young people and 
the challenges in 
accessing 
available 
opportunities. 

JB: That’s why people do GCSE’s and qualifications cos some 
people are really good at doing something but they can’t… 
Sam: be arsed to do it! 
JB: …get it down on paper and then for some reason they can’t 
get a job 
TM: like me 
Sam: that’s like my older brother, like, he’s dyslexic but he can’t 
read or write  or anything but he is so good at his job, like 
building work, that’s why he is so successful 
 
TM: that is how it goes though, if you don’t have qualifications 
they don’t look at you 
Shmwhog: yes they don’t 
TM: like, yeah you get a pile of CV’s  and you get someone 
who’s got nothing and they just go (gestures throwing away), 
and a person who’s got A levels, they go yeah cool 
Sam: You need an A in like Math’s and English just to work in 
MacDonald’s 
JB: that’s what I mean you need like literally you need a lot of 
qualifications to work in places like you wouldn’t need 
qualifications, they just use it, it’s so silly what a waste of 18 
years 
 
Sam: it’s harder to get a job now so 
 
TM: hmmm it’s a lot different erm now, cos there’s less jobs and 
it’s like you need as much qualifications as you can get to get 
any job 
JB: its competition now really innit 
TM: Yeah you have got to be like really quick now, you’ve got to 
be the first one to everything like cos there is nothing now. My 
dad was telling me when he was a kid  that you could leave a 
job  walks across the road and go “you got any work going?” 
and they’d  be like yeah alright, when can you start? And now 
it’s like everything needs to be done online and…  
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Appendix 4: Information Sheet 
 

University of Sussex	  
Brighton 
BN1 9RH 
 

Dear participant, 

Who am I? 

My name is Candice and I am a student at the University of Sussex. I am doing a study that involves finding 
out about young people's views on education and opportunities and I would like for you to be involved. 

Why am I doing this study? 

I would like to find out a bit more about you, your views on school as well as your current studies and your 
hopes for the future. 

What will happen if you are in the study?  

If you decide to take part in this study there are some different things I will ask you to do.  First, I would like 
you to fill out a short questionnaire. This is to help me find out a bit more about your life, but you can choose 
not to answer any of the questions. Your tutor and I will be on hand to help you with support for reading or 
writing. By completing the questionnaire you are giving consent to your answers being used for research 
purposes.	  

The second part of the study is a focus group which I will audio record. This will involve between 5-8 young 
people and will take around 1 hour. In the focus group there will be discussions and activities to find out about 
how you think and feel. There are no right or wrong answers; it is your view that matters. You do not have to 
answer anything you do not want to. There will be drinks & snacks provided. 

Will you have to answer all questions and do everything you are asked to do?	  

If I ask you questions that you would rather not answer, then please tell me and we will move onto the next 
question or activity. You can also change your mind at any time about participating in the study. 

I hope you will enjoy taking part. Sometimes people can get uncomfortable when talking about their lives, and 
if they want to stop at any point it is not a problem. I can also work with your tutors to put you in touch with 
someone to help if you feel you need further support.	  

Who will know that you are in the study? 

The things you say and any information I write about you will not have your name on it. I will ask you to come 
up with a pseudonym (fake name) to use in the study, so no one will know they are your answers. You will not 
be identifiable, but your answers will help me to write my study.	  

The only time I might have to tell someone else is if I think you or another person might be at risk of being 
hurt. If so, I will talk to you first about the best thing to do. 

Do you have any questions? 

You can ask questions at any time before, during or after the research has taken place.  You or your parents 
can get in touch via my email address or you may also contact my supervisor. 

Thanks for your help, I hope you will enjoy taking part!	  
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Appendix 5: Questionnaire Results 

Participant Q's Sam TM JB UGA Schmwhog 

Age  17 18 18 17 18 

Who lives 
with you? 

2 Dad  
Brother 
Brother 

Mum 
Dad 

Mum  
Dad 
Sister 

Mum No one lives with 
me 

Jobs 2b D-Engineer  
B-Part owner of 
shop 
B-Builder 

M-Manager of 
family centre 
D-Works with 
adults with 
learning 
difficulties 

S-Lunchtime 
supervisor at 
primary school 

Factory  

Current 
situation 

3 Studying 12 
hours per week  

Working part 
time at 
Morrisons 
Studying 6 hours 
per week 
(Maths) 

Working part 
time in reptile 
shop 
Studying 9 hours 
per week 
(English and 
Maths) 

Studying 15 
hours per week 
(English, Maths 
and ICT) 

Studying 12 
hours per week 
(English and 
Maths) 

Other 
services 

7  Job centre 
Counsellor 
School careers 
advisor 

 Job centre Social Services 

Useful? 7b  Yes- Prefer not 
to say 

 Yes- found a job Yes- a lot of 
things like my 
futur plan 

School 8 Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Thoughts? 
Why? 

9 
9b 

shithole 
full of wankers 

I hated it but 
looking back it 
wasn’t that bad. 
Because I was 
failed by teacher 

 Good.  
I like it 

helpfull 
beause when I 
start I couldn’t 
write and read 
English 

What could 
have made it 
better? 

10 nothing if I wasn’t picked 
on by the 
teachers 

different school  is already better 

Do you have 
qualifications
? 

11 No Yes Yes No Yes 

Did you finish 
school? 

12 No Yes Yes Yes No 

Have you 
been 
excluded? 
How did it 
feel? 

131
3b 

Yes- half way 
through year 
11Did not care 

No No No  

How did you 
find out about 
FL? 

14  through open 
day 

my girlfriend it is good, I like it my social worker 
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Why did you 
choose to 
study FL? 

15  to try and build 
up my maths 

 I needed a start 
somewhere 

because its 
better life and 
good my future 

What would 
improve FL? 

16  nothing I really 
enjoy it 

better PC's   

Does it feel 
different from 
school? 
How? 

16b  yes  Yes. Less hours 
but better focus 
on one thing 

 

What do you 
think you are 
gaining by 
doing FL? 

17 it’s alright a good base in 
any subject 

 English and 
Math 

English and 
Math level 
certificates 

Do you think 
you have 
built any of 
the following: 
(ticklist) 

18 communication 
teamwork 
job skills 

communication 
confidence 
self-esteem 
responsibility 
personal and 
social 
development 

 communication 
teamwork 
confidence 
self-esteem 
responsibility 
interview skills 

communication 
teamwork 
confidence 
self-esteem 
responsibility 
personal and 
social 
development 
job skills 
interview skills 
other: good life 

How do you 
think this 
might impact 
your future? 

18b help me get a 
apprentaship 

help me to 
become an 
allround person 

 If you talk and 
are good in 
communication 
then you are 
achieving 
something 

 

do you think 
FL will help: 
(ticklist) 

19 Get a good job 
take 
responsibility for 
future 
achieve life 
goals 

Get a good job 
go on to further 
study 
develop 
personally and 
socially 
take 
responsibility for 
future 
achieve life 
goals 

 go on to further 
study 

go on to further 
study 
develop 
personally and 
socially 
take 
responsibility for 
future 
achieve life 
goals 

How do you 
think FL will 
help you get 
what you 
want in 
future? 

20  yeh because it 
will give me the 
base in maths 

 get a job, after 
studies 

of course, I am 
sure it will 

What do you 
think it 
means to 
succeed in 
life? 

22 you could 
become rich and 
sucessful and 
show off what 
you have 
achieved 

to be happy in 
life no matter 
what happens 
and be able to 
raise a family 

to be happy with 
what you have 
done 

to not be stuck in 
a box, and move 
forward all the 
time for your 
dreams 

bright life, good 
future 
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Appendix 6: Session Plan 

Focus Group Activities 
• Pseudonym creation  
• Questionnaires 
• Hopes/fears 
• Discussion questions 

Resources 
• post its 
• flipchart paper 
• name stickers 
• pens/colours 
• laptop/iPad-audio recording 
• field note templates 
• 10 x copies of consent forms, information sheets, questionnaire 

Pseudonym creation 
Researcher to explain about confidentiality and to get young people to come up with 
(appropriate!) names.  
Noted down second researcher on field notes. 

Sweet name game & ground rules 

Hopes & Fears 

1. two things you hope will happen in the future  
2. two fears for the future 

Written on post it notes and stuck on large papers on the walls then shared/discussed as a 
group 

Discussion Questions 
1. How is being here different to school?  
2. How do you think that studying here will help you get what you want out of life?  
3. Do you think being excluded from school affects you later in life?  
4. What would change if you had to attend here?  
5. Are skills are more important than qualifications?  
6. Do you consider that qualifications are the most important thing in life?  
7. Does studying here focus more on personal and social development compared to 
school?  
8. Are there lots of opportunities for young people where you live?  
9. Do you feel that you are responsible for your own future?  
10. Do you think that it shouldn’t matter where you are from, you should be able to do what 
you want in life?  
11. How confident do you feel getting what you want out of life? 
 
Closing activity 

• 1 word to describe session  
• questions/feedback 
• Thanks! 


