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Minutes of the Steering Group meeting 
19 October 2016, 13:30-15:00. 
 

 
Attending: 
Alison Wolf (Chair) 
Frank Bowley, (BIS) arrived 1.30 
Andrew Dickerson (Uni. of Sheffield)  
Stephen Machin (CEP, LSE) 
Sandra McNally (CVER Director) 
Harriet Ogborn (CVER Administrator) 
Bev Robinson (Blackpool and The Fylde 

College) (via telephone) 
Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela (CVER) 
 

 
Apologies        
Frank McLoughlin (ETF) 
Stephen Nickell (University of Oxford) 
Nigel Rogers (CEP Manager) 
 

Minutes from June steering group and action points 
Sandra McNally thanked Bev Robinson for her contribution (with Frank McLoughlin) to ideas for 

dissemination activities that CVER could engage in. Alison Wolf asked about statistics on adult learners 

and whether the contacts provided were useful in this respect. Sandra McNally replied that this is related 

to project 0.1a. “Further Education in England: Learners and Institutions” (by Claudia Hupkau and 

Guglielmo Ventura) and that they have found contacts with BIS/DfE to be very helpful, and that the 

report is almost ready for publication. Alison Wolf and Bev Robinson will have a look at the report before 

publication. Sandra McNally also mentioned that Nathalie Baker has been working on producing an 

institutional database for the FE sector (similar to the Edubase) that is also almost near to completion. 

Both Guglielmo Ventura and Nathalie Baker have been working together on trying to replicate official 

statistics and the numbers they have produced so far are very similar.  

 

Presentation on Progress of the CVER Programme (Sandra McNally) 
[Presentation attached] 
1) One of the highlights since the last steering group was the publication of the first CVER discussion 

paper on post 16 choices. Sandra mentioned that a second paper on the returns to vocational 

qualifications (by Steve McIntosh and Damon Morris, Sheffield) had also been reviewed and was 

ready for publication (unless anybody in the steering group had any concerns), and a CVER blog 

on this work would soon be uploaded.  

2) Sandra McNally explained that this second paper would not be sent to the Times Education 

Supplement (TES) because the researchers want to undertake additional work with administrative 

data sources to see if the estimates found with survey data and administrative data converge. 

Alison Wolf thought that this way of proceeding was reasonable, and working with administrative 

data would potentially help to select the sample of interest in a better way. Sandra McNally pointed 

out that it is reasonable for the estimates obtained with survey and administrative data to diverge 

to some extent because of different age groups covered by the different data sources. 

3) With respect to measuring returns to qualifications, Sandra McNally mentioned that the issue of 

how to choose your control group is an important one. Alison Wolf asked if there was any 

theoretical justification that would allow one to use a particular category of students in the sample 

as a control group. Sandra McNally said that the ideal would be to have an experimental setting. 

Alison Wolf suggested using people funded under Train To Gain (TTG) as a control group, because 

the programme was not very successful: a large part of the group of students under this program 

would not have benefited in terms of learning. Steve Machin argued that Alison’s proposition was 

probably better than using students that have dropped out as a control group, which he suggested 

is not a good idea.  

4) Steve Machin said that he would like to see the standard Labour Force Survey (LFS) results 

reproduced with administrative data (i.e. similar control group, methodology) to see how they 

diverged, as a starting point. Andrew Dickerson agreed with this strategy.  



   

2 

 

5) Sandra McNally asked the steering group from what age it is appropriate to start looking at 

earnings. [Alison Wolf mentioned that more than returns, what we really want to know is what 

qualifications are good for people]. Steve Machin replied that what has been common in the 

literature is to choose a certain age and assume that people have completed their education by 

then, or take people that have left full-time education. But you cannot mix people that are still in 

education because they might still be doing part-time work. Sandra McNally, Allison Wolf and 

Andrew Dickerson agreed.  

Action point: London Economics need to take account of comments in 3, 4 and 5 when implementing 

the project on returns using administrative data. They need to replicate the strategy used when 

analysing the LFS in administrative data (as a starting point); measure earnings returns after individuals 

have completed their education (not during); consider the merits (or otherwise) of using people funded 

under ‘Train to Gain’ as one possible control group.  

 

6) Alison Wolf pointed out that the CVER conference was excellent and Sandra McNally said that 

CVER would be doing the same thing in the next academic year.  

7) Sandra McNally pointed out that a lot CVER’s work so far had focused on cleaning datasets; and 

that the more analytical papers will advance more in the near future. She mentioned that so far, 

the papers that were close to publication and being reviewed at the moment were very descriptive 

(projects 0.3b, 3.2b and 1.3).  

8) On project 2.2a about the quantitative case study on apprenticeships, Andrew Dickerson agreed 

to review how to report results related to the project. Alison Wolf mentioned that the findings in 

terms of (poor) career advice were very interesting, given the context analysed of high level 

apprenticeships.  

9) Sandra McNally explained that projects 0.1.a and 0.3.a would be ready to receive feedback very 

soon. In terms of the internal reviewing process of discussion papers, Sandra McNally asked for 

help with this and Alison Wolf offered to review a couple of papers by the end of December.  

10) On project 0.1a (slide 6 of the presentation), Sandra pointed out the big drop in the number of 

learners from 2010: a bigger drop than would be expected by the reduction of the cohort size, 

which might be related to the ending of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) in 2010. But 

Alison Wolf stated that there was no indication that the EMA had a major impact on the overall 

cohort participation rates. Andrew Dickerson also said that he had not seen any evidence of that.  

Alison Wolf asked if at that time the ILR would have included also all the learners in school sixth 

forms as well. Sandra McNally agreed to check this. Andrew Dickerson found that this fall in the 

number of learners was very interesting and said that he was thinking about using geographic 

variation in these changes for future research projects in Sheffield that would look at the abolition 

of the EMA in particular. 

Action points: 

Andrew Dickerson to review project 2.2a write-up. 

Andrew Dickerson to write a short research proposal in relation to point 10. 

 

11) Alison Wolf also mentioned the collapse of the youth labour market which pushed students into 

education and also that the competition for 17 year olds by schools had increased in the past few 

years with the opening of school sixth forms. Sandra McNally agreed to look at the trends in the 

number of students in secondary schools. She also suggested that the decrease in the number of 

students might have been related to elimination of bad quality qualifications, as a consequence of 

the Wolf Report.  

12) Alison Wolf pointed out that the introduction of study programmes in 2013 could be looked at as 

something that could be behind the change in learner numbers. Bev Robinson added that 

something else to consider was the raising of the participation age (which came into force for 17 

year olds in 2013). Andrew Dickerson pointed out that this last point made the fall in the number 

of learners even more worrying.  

13) Alison Wolf pointed out that the drop in the number of learners was universal (i.e. seen in other 

statistics). Frank Bowley believed that the number of learners depicted in the graph was too high.  

14) Frank Bowley said it would be interesting to disaggregate 25+ learners to understand the trends –

given the interest in long-life learning, and the potential willingness to target 25 to 35 year olds in 

terms of training.  Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela pointed out that Nathalie Baker, when building the FE 

institutional dataset from ILR data, had created variables to reproduce the numbers of learners at 

more disaggregated level in terms of age groups.  
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15) Alison Wolf suggested checking the evolution in the number of learners in other datasets, like the 

LFS. Andrew Dickerson suggested looking at the work by Francis Green which addresses this 

issue.  

Action point 

Project 0.1a needs to consider (a) what happened to the number of learners in schools (of 16-18) over 

time. (b) potential implications of the introduction of study programmes and the raising of the 

participation age; (c) a breakdown of 25+ learners into narrower age bands; (d) reference the paper by 

Francis Green (forthcoming in the British Journal of Industrial Relations) 

 

16) Sandra McNally presented a slide on project 0.3b, looking at the impact of the government reform 

on apprenticeship duration, and the consequences this had for achievement (amongst which it led 

to higher drop-out rates. Frank Bowley noted that this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing).  

17) Sandra McNally presented a summary of the work on project 3.2b that looks at progression for 

below level 2 learners (10% of the cohort). This paper is a descriptive type of article that is in the 

process of being internally refereed before publication. Alison Wolf and Andrew Dickerson asked 

how many of these students have disabilities and Steve Machin asked about heterogeneous 

outcomes according to gender. Sandra McNally explained that a follow up of this work would 

consist of looking at the programmes that people do and understanding whether there are pay-offs 

of doing certain programmes at low level (they plan on using variation in programmes on offer in 

different colleges).  

18) Sandra McNally explained that London Economics had used a lot of their resources for CVER in 

project 1.3; and that a technical report and a briefing note will be available soon, explaining the 

match between the Individualised Learner Record (ILR), the Employer Data Service (EDS) and the 

Inter Departmental Business Register (IDBR). Andrew Dickerson mentioned that the results are 

consistent with Francis Green’s work. Related to project 1.3, Sandra McNally presented a graph 

on the absolute number of employees in receipt of publicly funded training by nature of training 

(non-apprenticeship versus apprenticeship). Alison Wolf suggested that this could be due to 

different durations of apprenticeships, and Frank Bowley also suggested that the decrease in the 

numbers could be due to abolishing Train to Gain (and the fact that apprenticeships are more 

expensive than Train to Gain). Alison Wolf asked whether more SMEs are having apprenticeships 

and it would be really interesting to see where the increase comes from. Frank Bowley suggested 

sharing the paper with Simon McKee or Chris Thomas. Steve Machin suggested looking at the 

reports from the Low Pay Commission (and in particular in reference to sectors of apprenticeships).  

 

Action points: 

Project 3.2b should consider heterogeneous outcomes according to gender and how many ‘below level 

2’ learners have disabilities (particularly among those who do not progress). 

Project 1.3 should: (a) cite work by Francis Green (forthcoming in the British Journal of Industrial 

Relations); (b) consider whether more can be said about the duration of non-apprenticeship and 

apprenticeship training; (c) consider the relevance of the abolition of Train to Gain for understanding 

trends; (d) what type of employers are taking on apprenticeships? (is this predominantly the large firms 

or SMEs.  The current note is being reviewed by Andrew Dickerson. It should also be sent to Simon 

McKee and Chris Thomas for comment.  

 

19) Sandra McNally pointed out that the discussion papers published by CVER in the immediate future 

were going to be highly descriptive. Andrew Dickerson said that for the first year of the Centre, this 

is not a bad thing because there is not enough factual information on the FE sector. And all these 

facts will actually inform analytical papers in the future. Sandra McNally suggested asking external 

experts that are connected to CVER (like Eric Maurin) to circulate their papers as discussion 

papers for CVER. Frank Bowley thought that this was a good idea. Andrew Dickerson also 

reasoned that by putting out all this kind of descriptive information you encourage people to do 

more research on vocational education, etc.  

Action point: 

Sandra McNally to invite external advisors of CVER to submit relevant papers to the DP series. 

 

20) On project 2.3 about the importance of core subjects, Sandra McNally showed graphs on the 

impact of just missing the C grade in GCSE English Language on the probability of enrolling in a 

Level 3 qualification by age 18 or the probability of dropping out of education at age 18. Alison 

Wolf suggested looking at the impacts of the recent reform (i.e., the fact that it is now compulsory 
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to retake English and Maths if you fail to get a C grade in your GCSE English and Mathematics 

exams). She also suggested understanding the impact in other countries, like Germany, for 

students that miss going to gymnasium (high ability track).  Alison Wolf said that it would be 

interesting to look at the cohort that did GCSEs in 2014, since this was the first cohort where study 

programmes were introduced. Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela explained that they had data for the 2012 

to 2014 GCSE cohorts and that we would be able to look at outcomes two years after (for the 2014 

cohort) by the summer of 2017.   

21) Sandra McNally explained that there are some new projects that are dependent on data availability 

(lifelong learning and recovery from job loss; immigration and training). Other new projects will 

involve studying the impact of minimum wages on apprenticeships, a review on post-16 remedial 

education; etc.  

22) Frank Bowley talked about the government’s interest in skills relating to industrial strategy, and 

wondered how CVER could be involved in this. Steve Machin observed that one of the evidence 

sessions of the reprised Growth Commission would be on industrial strategy. Steve Machin said 

that the spatial dimension would be important: should we take skills to places, for instance?  

23) Sandra McNally presented a slide on CVER’s work over the next months. Progress is expected on 

highly data intensive projects like 3.1, 2.1.2 and 1.4. She also talked about projects that are being 

held back because NPD data requests were not still approved. Frank Bowley is going to meet 

ADRN on November 9th and he would like to have an idea of what the problem is so he can act on 

this. Sandra mentioned that it would be helpful to use ASHE linked to LEO (and ONS data in 

general, without having to go through ADRN in general).  

24) Sandra McNally showed a slide prepared by Chiara Cavaglia on earnings for people engaged in 

apprenticeships for the cohort of 2003. The graph looks at how much added value an 

apprenticeship gives you over vocational training at the same level; and the difference for males 

and females. For females, data shows convergence in earnings for those undertaking 

apprenticeships at level 3 and college-based vocational programmes at level 3, whereas for men 

the gap does not close. But this is just preliminary evidence, and more work will be done to 

understand value added of apprenticeships versus vocational qualifications at the same level. 

Frank Bowley suggested looking at sectorial differences by gender since they might be playing a 

big role in the gender differences. Sandra McNally explained that they would carefully look at this 

in the future. Andrew Dickerson pointed out that the fact that earnings seem to stop converging at 

very early ages, helps when looking at returns using administrative data (since we have younger 

people than in the usual surveys like LFS).  

 

Communication, dissemination and CVER events and data:  
 

25) Sandra McNally explained that in terms of communication and dissemination the centre is doing 

a lot, but we are open to more suggestions. Frank Bowley thought that the conference was very 

good.  

26) With regard to delays in NPD requests, Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela mentioned project 1.1b (request 

in May); and project 2.1.3 (request sent in February). Frank Bowley suggested forwarding this to 

him and possibly to Tim Leunig.  

27) Frank Bowley said that in about 1.5 years CVER would be in the position to apply for the second 

stage of funding, and that CVER needs to start thinking about this. Sandra McNally and Frank 

Bowley agreed to talk about this in the near future.  

  

Action points: 

Sandra McNally/Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela to email Frank Bowley about NPD requests that are taking 

too long to be processed. 

 

Stefan Speckesser to email Frank Bowley about problems experienced with the ADRN. 

 

Sandra McNally and Frank Bowley to discuss the process for applying for a second stage of funding 

for CVER. 

 

The next meeting of the Steering Group is 21 February 2017 (1–2.30pm).  
* * * 
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Summary of Action Points 
 

London Economics need to take account of comments in 3, 4 and 5 when implementing the project on 

returns using administrative data. They need to replicate the strategy used when analysing the LFS in 

administrative data (as a starting point); measure earnings returns after individuals have completed 

their education (not during); consider the merits (or otherwise) of using people funded under ‘Train to 

Gain’ as one possible control group.  

 
Andrew Dickerson to review project 2.2a write-up. 

 

Andrew Dickerson to write a short research proposal in relation to point 9 above. 

 
Project 0.1a needs to consider (a) what happened to the number of learners in schools (of 16-18) over 

time. (b) potential implications of the introduction of study programmes and the raising of the 

participation age; (c) a breakdown of 25+ learners into narrower age bands; (d) reference the paper by 

Francis Green (forthcoming in the British Journal of Industrial Relations) 

 
Project 3.2b should consider heterogeneous outcomes according to gender and how many ‘below 

level 2’ learners have disabilities (particularly among those who do not progress). 

 
Project 1.3 should: (a) cite work by Francis Green (forthcoming in the British Journal of Industrial 
Relations); (b) consider whether more can be said about the duration of non-apprenticeship and 
apprenticeship training; (c) consider the relevance of the abolition of Train to Gain for understanding 
trends; (d) what type of employers are taking on apprenticeships? (is this predominantly the large 
firms or SMEs.  The current note is being reviewed by Andrew Dickerson. It should also be sent to 
Simon McKee and Chris Thomas for comment 
 
Sandra McNally to invite external advisors of CVER to submit relevant papers to the DP series. 

 

Sandra McNally/Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela to email Frank Bowley about NPD requests that are taking 

too long to be processed. 

 

Stefan Speckesser to email Frank Bowley about problems experienced with the ADRN. 

 

Sandra McNally and Frank Bowley to discuss the process for applying for a second stage of funding 

for CVER. 

 



Centre for Vocational Education Research: 
Steering Group Meeting, 19 October 2016

Sandra McNally



Outline

1. Progress since February – highlights 

2. Discussion papers/briefing notes submitted / close to 
submission

3.    Work in the next few months



Progress since February: Some highlights

1. First discussion paper on Post-16 choices released, well 
disseminated and received. Second DP (on returns to 
vocational qualifications – imminent).  

2. Dissemination activities including presentations, 6 blog posts, 
4 newsletters 

3. CVER conference: attended by 75 people, with good 
international representation.

4. A lot of progress in getting linked data sets; much progress 
on cleaning and processing data.

5. Several reports submitted to the DP series

6. New projects and some interest from broader faculty/PhD 
students at LSE



Discussion papers/Briefing notes under review

• 0.3b. The longer the better? The impact of the 2012 Apprenticeship reform 

in England on achievement and other outcomes (Nafilyan and Speckesser)

• 3.2b. Young people in vocational education below Level 2: participant and 

programme characteristics and labour market outcomes 

(De Coulon, Hedges, Nafilyan and Speckesser)

• 1.3. The incidence of publicly funded training in England 

[+ technical appendix]

(Conlon, Patrignani and Herr). 

• 2.2a. Apprenticeships in a Higher Education Setting: A quantitative case 

study (McIntosh)



Discussion papers/Briefing notes close to submission

• 0.1a. Further Education in England: Learners and 
Institutions (Hupkau and Ventura)

• 0.3a. Description of duration and achievement of 
apprenticeships started in the academic year 
2011/12 (Nafilyan and Speckesser)



0.1a. Hupkau and Ventura: Evolution in the number of learners

Figure 2: Evolution in the number of learners by age group 

 



0.3b. The longer the better? The impact of the 2012 Apprenticeship reform in England 

on achievement and other outcomes (Nafilyan and Speckesser)

Key finding: this leads to higher non-completion in affected sectors  (customer 

services, hospitality, retailing). 
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What happens to ‘below level 2’ learners? 
(project 3.2b De Coulon, Hedges, Nafilyan, and Speckesser) 

Note: this consists of about 10% of recent cohorts:

 31% of all BL2 learners show a clear progression in college-based VE to
programmes at higher levels in the second and third year at college;

 19% make a transition into a persistent NEET status, mainly from dropping out in
year one;

 29% show extended participation in BL2 programmes and if progressing in VE, this
only follows after the end of the second year;

 9% start employment directly, mainly after their first year, and many of them
leaving BL2 in year one;

 13% make progress to apprenticeships during, but more substantially after their first
year at college.



1.3. The incidence of publicly funded training in England 
(Conlon, Patrignani and Herr)

Project that matches the Individualised Learner Record (ILR), Employer Data 
Service (EDS) and the Inter Departmental Business Register (IDBR) between 
2010/11 and 2013/14

Main findings:

 the number (and proportion) of enterprises engaged in publicly funded
training has increased consistently between 2010-11 and 2013-14

 the number (and proportion) of employees in receipt of training has declined
over the corresponding period

 apprenticeship related training has increased significantly (at all levels) at the
expense of non-Apprenticeship training



1.3. The incidence of publicly funded training in England (Conlon, Patrignani and Herr). 
Project that matched the Individualised Learner Record (ILR), Employer Data Service (EDS) and 
the Inter Departmental Business Register (IDBR) between 2010/11 and 2013/14
Figure 5: Absolute number of employees in receipt of publicly funded training by nature of 
training 2010/11-2013/14 (‘000s)



More analytical paper ready for presentation….

2.3. Importance of Maths and English in gaining access to 
‘high quality’ VE routes (Machin, McNally, Ruiz-
Valenzuela)

First draft now written and titled: 

Entry Through the Narrow Door: The Costs of Just Failing 
High Stakes Exams

- Submitted to RES conference

- Sandra to present to Economics Dept in Louvain la 
Neuve tomorrow

- Jeni to present at LSE in CVER seminar. 26 October



Fraction of students enrolled in a Level 3 course, 2 years after 
the end of KS4, by mark obtained in English Language GCSE

 

  



Fraction of students not observed in education, 2 years after the end of 
KS4, by mark obtained in English Language GCSE

 

  



Project 2.1.1. The impact of the opening of new vocational schools on 

students’ enrolment and performance: Evidence from University 

Technical Colleges (Machin, McNally, Terrier)



New Projects

• Participation and Outcomes of Recent Apprentices in England (McIntosh)

• Apprenticeships and the minimum wage 
(Cavaglia and McNally)

• Lifelong learning and recovering from job loss …(data dependent)
(Koenig and Langella)

• Immigration and training? (Alan Manning) ….(data dependent)

• Literature review on post-16 remedial education 
(Van Effenterre)

• Constructing a database of FE colleges (Baker)



Work in the next few months to include….

• More analysis in highly data intensive projects

Examples include: 

• 3.1 The changing patterns of skills demand in the UK 

(Dickerson & Morris)

• 2.1.2 Effectiveness of CEOs in the Public Sector: Evidence from 

Further Education Colleges

(Ruiz-Valenzuela and Terrier)

• 1.4. The impact of vocational education and training on firms: 

New evidence from linked administrative data 

(Speckesser and Williams)



More analysis using LEO data

Examples include:
• 1.1b Returns to vocational education and training 
(Conlon and Patrignani) 

• 2.1.3. Estimating the value-added of English Further Education 
Providers

(Aucejo, Hupkau, Ruiz-Valenzuela)

Note: both of the above projects have outstanding NPD requests

• 3.2. Access and Returns to Apprenticeships and classroom-
based FE. 

Follow-on work using LEO planned by teams at IES and at LSE.



Log earnings for people with VET after 2004



Data issues

Data acquisition
- Delays with linked data requests (impacting on some projects using 

LEO)
• 1.1b Returns to vocational education and training 
(Conlon and Patrignani) 
• 2.1.3. Estimating the value-added of English Further Education 

Providers (Aucejo, Hupkau, Ruiz-Valenzuela)

- Linking data from the ONS (e.g. ASHE) to administrative data (e.g. 
LEO)…..because of ADRN.



GCSE Science outcomes for UTC project?
• KS4_LEV2SCIA: Achieved Level 2 in Double science or Applied Science. 

• KS4_LEV2SCIB: Achieved Level 2 in GCSE Science plus GCSE Additional Science or 
Applied Science or GCSE Land & Environment.

• KS4_LEV2SCIC: Entered Biology, Physics, Chemistry GCSEs or ASs and achieved 
'good' Biology plus Physics or Chemistry GCSEs or ASs.

• KS4_LEV2SCID: Entered Biology, Physics, Chemistry GCSEs or ASs and achieved 
'good' Physics and Chemistry GCSEs or ASs.

• KS4_LEV2SCIE: Achieved equivalent of Level 2 in BTECs in Science.

• KS4_LEV2SCIF: Achieved equivalent of Level 2 in OCR Nationals Award and 
Certificate in Science.

• KS4_LEV2SCIG: Achieved equivalent of Level 2 in Intermediate GNVQs in Science

• LEV2SCI2: Achieved 2 'good' science GCSEs or equivalent.



Communication, dissemination and CVER events 

• Newsletter (now 650 people). 4 since last SG. Advertise our seminars, the 
conference, and dissemination of our outputs. 

• Long list of engagement activities 

• Indicators show increasing use of our website over time. 9000 visitors to date 
(>40% increase since June). 

• First DP downloaded > 2,600 times.

• Seminar series organised for 2016/17 and will plan 2017 CVER conference

• A number of presentations arranged for the near future, including DfE
(2 November), LSRN event (24 November), Education Policy Institute Conference 
on Employability and Skills (26 November)
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