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Fulfilling the potential of BTEC learners: from GCSEs to a
graduate profession
Paper 1 presents headline findings from the research, and implications
for schools and colleges, employers, universities and policy makers. (Dr
Susan McGrath, UP2UNI)
Paper 2 explains how Professional Pathways enhances the BTEC
syllabus, producing confident learners who make aspirational post-18
choices. (Sarah Taunton and Emily Kay, Ark)

Paper 3 shows how the Ark Alumni platform supports student
transitions post-18, and how the alumni voice informs continuous
improvement of Ark schools. (Maia Madhvani, Ark)
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The research and findings

Evaluating the Professional Pathways programme
The issue
A widely-held
perception that
BTEC is inferior
to A levels creates
a sense of ‘second
best’ and an
assumption of
poorer outcomes
and fewer
opportunities for
BTEC students.

A solution?
The enhanced
programme
offered by
Professional
Pathways aims
to remove any
perceived
deficits of BTEC
study, achieving
parity with A
level learners.

The purpose
To evaluate how
effectively
Professional
Pathways
achieves its aim of
preparing BTEC
students for
ambitious choices
and longer-term
success.

A bonus?
Can the evaluation
process itself be
structured in a way
that will maximise
the impact of the
research findings
by embedding the
findings into
curriculum and
practice?

Research methodology
Research Questions
Five surveys (507 leavers and recent
alumni, Oct 2018-Jul 2020).

Seven focus groups (33 alumni,
Jul 2019-Dec 2020).

Interviews/card-sort tasks (31
students and alumni, Nov
2018-May 2020).

Longitudinal interviews (57, with
11 alumni, Sep 2019-Sep 2020).

Final interviews with 2018
leavers (Jun/Jul 2021).
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Quantitative data
Descriptive and inferential
statistics to measure the
effect of between- and
within-group differences.
Qualitative data
Transcripts annotated to
highlight key topics and
tabulated to produce
themed data and personal
stories.
Merged data strands
Provide answers to the
research questions.

RQ1. How did the students
choose five universities for
the UCAS application?

RQ2. What was their
experience of transition to
university?
RQ3. What motivated some
students to find and apply
for apprenticeships?
RQ4. What was the
experience of employmentbased learners?
RQ5. What role did essential
skills play in achieving and
sustaining post-18 options?

RQ1. How did the students choose five universities for UCAS?
The research findings consistently indicated that Professional Pathways removes any
major differences (or perceived deficits) between BTEC and A level students. For example:
Figure 1: Knowledge and understanding of
higher education on leaving school.

(Respondents to survey question = 93, of which 12 PP,
63 AL, 18 BTEC prior to Professional Pathways)

Figure 2: ‘Top third’ universities recognised, longlisted
and shortlisted by Ark Year 13 students.

(Data from card-sort tasks in interviews with 19 Year 13
students, of which 12 Professional Pathways, 7 AL)

RQ1 (cont’d)
Comparing the Professional Pathways data with two comparable cohorts of Year 13 students who had
taken a standard BTEC course, there were many differences. For example:
Figure 3: ‘Top third’ universities recognised, longlisted
and shortlisted by Ark and comparison BTEC cohorts*.

Figure 4: Percentage of UCAS choices checked in
league tables by Ark and comparison BTEC cohorts*.

Data from card-sort tasks in interviews with Year 13 students, of
which 12 Professional Pathways, 10 Newtown, 9 Greenfields)
(Data from card-sort tasks in interviews with Year 13 students,
of which 12 Professional Pathways, 10 Newtown, 9 Greenfields)

*McGrath, 2018

RQ2. Transition from school to university
The wrong choice

A different teaching
and learning
environment

A different social
environment

Some felt they had
chosen the wrong
course or university,
and should have
done more research

The teaching and
learning
environment was
often described as
lacking support

Students who stayed
at home sometimes
described difficulties
in making friends

Some found that
course content or
facilities were not as
advertised

Feedback was
sometimes felt to be
inadequate to enable
improved
performance

Students who moved
away from home
sometimes described
difficulties in
‘settling’

Some students had
insufficient contact
with staff, who could
seem
unapproachable

Most students had
not joined clubs or
societies and did not
appear to see the
potential benefits

These concerns were
frequently expressed in
both interviews and
focus groups, but there
was only one student
whose academic
performance meant
they could not yet
proceed to the next year
of their course.

RQ3. What motivated students to apply for apprenticeships?
Strong knowledge of employment-based routes and high quality work experience contributed to some
Professional Pathways students making an apprenticeship their first choice, with university a reserve option.
Figure 5: Knowledge and understanding of
employment-based routes on leaving school

(Respondents to survey question = 92, of which 11 PP,
63 AL, 18 BTEC prior to Professional Pathways)

“I’ve got five offers but I don’t really
want to go to university. I’ve done a lot of parttime work, and I’ve had lots of work experience
with top companies. An apprenticeship is the best
route for me because it opens doors…and I’d just
prefer to be working.”

“I’d rather do an apprenticeship and they
do keep coming up, but if I wait and still don’t get
one, I’ll have wasted a year. I don’t like the
uncertainty, so I’m thinking it’s best just to take
my place at university.”

RQ4. The experience of employment-based learners
Year in Industry

Apprenticeships

Gap Year jobs

Real world learning
was highly praised
for the skills and
knowledge gained,
and its CV potential

The difficulty of
obtaining an
apprenticeship was
constantly
emphasised

Some were careerrelated, some were
‘just a job’, all were
described positively

Interviewees said
that schools should
encourage all
students to consider
this option

The importance of
clarity between
employer and
training provider was
evident

Many examples of
skills development
and CV-building
experiences were
described

Apprentices were
hugely positive about
this way of learning,
whether at L3, L4 or
degree level

Some had
reconsidered their
career plans or
changed universities
or courses

RQ5. The role of essential skills in supporting post-18 choices
At first glance, self-assessment of essential and professional skills data might suggest that Professional
Pathways students are over-confident when they leave Year 13, but this would be a simplification…
Figure 6: School leaver ratings of preparation for 13 skills

(Respondents to survey question = 74, of which 12 PP, 62 AL)

Figure 7: Alumni self-assessment of first year at university

(Longitudinal study interview data: 6 PP, 6 AL)

Professional Pathways alumni often demonstrated a highly developed understanding of the relationship
between skills and context; their skill performance may have been higher than A level alumni.
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Research with impact: embedding the findings into practice
The methodology was designed to facilitate an ongoing iterative dialogue that could feed into development as
the research was taking place. A series of innovations have been embedded into the programme, for example:
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The Professional Pathways programme

Our network
Our mission:
To create outstanding schools that give every pupil,
regardless of their background, the opportunity to go to
university or pursue the career of their choice.

The rationale behind Professional Pathways
• Professional Pathways is Ark’s approach to providing a more inclusive curriculum pathway through our schools,
ensuring our mission is achievable for all
• The programme is aimed at students whose potential is not being realised through a traditional, purely academic,
linearly assessed curriculum
• Professional Pathways aimed to respond to the challenges levelled at BTEC courses and enhance delivery
• Professional Pathways aims to develop outstanding vocational teaching, learning and assessment practices across
the network, as well as supporting students to gain the skills and experiences to help them make informed
choices about their next steps.

High
quality
vocational
curricula

High
quality
wrap
around
provision

Aspirational
and
ambitious
destinations
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The approach
Academic
attainment
Students have the
qualifications they need
to progress and succeed
when they leave school

Habits, skills
and mindset
Students have the skills
they need to be
successful in the
workplace

Access and
Exposure
Students explore both
university and
apprenticeships and the
range of career paths
open to them

Pathways and
Guidance
Students make informed
and ambitious choices
about what they want to
do when they leave
school

Aspirational and ambitious destinations

Level 3
qualification

Qualification

Work
readiness
lessons

Student
conferences

Wrap around Provision

Employer
engagement

The
Prince’s
Trust

The wrap around curriculum
Y12
Autumn
Who am I?

Question &
Topic

Spring

Y13
Summer

Where am I going?

As an individual, in
a team and as a
leader?

Labour Market
Information and
careers

Self-management
and motivation

Post sixth form
options

Selecting and
securing post sixth
form destinations:
independent
research

Autumn
How do I get
there?
Recruitment
processes

Spring

Summer

How do I succeed when I get there?
Financial literacy

Preparing for results
day and transitions

Problem Solving &
Aiming High

Staying Positive

Making your
applications stand
out

Telling my story
Staying Positive &
Aiming High
Skills

Student
Conferences

Leadership &
Teamwork
Who am I?

Speaking &
Listening

Problem Solving &
Creativity

Speaking &
Creativity

Problem Solving &
Creativity

Speaking, Listening,
Leadership &
Teamwork

Careers and post
sixth form
destinations

Making your
applications stand
out

Making successful
transitions

Embedding the findings into the wrap around curriculum
Post 18 options

Financial literacy
Self management

Telling your story
Successful transitions

Professional Pathways student panel video

Student voice

Professional Pathways far exceeds a
generic BTEC, and in my biased way I
feel it’s way better. The programme
had us actively connecting with
professionals, going out to
companies and networking events.

We complete work readiness which enables us to
understand what employers are looking for in an
ideal candidate, we get that support more during
Professional Pathways than on other such as ALevels. We are supported with opportunities to
progress such as through internships or
apprenticeships.

At Lendlease, we learned how to create our CVs,
which helped me to make serious changes to my
CV. There were some key things that they told us
not to do, and I had done them. So I was able to fix
these and it helped me to get a job.

Outcomes
• 30% more likely to achieve top grades (DDM+ equivalent to A*-C)
Academic
• 82% achieving DDM+

Student
satisfaction

• 72% agree the wrap around curriculum is valuable

Teacher
satisfaction

• 95% work readiness teachers agree the curriculum is valuable
• 3 x national average gaining places at top third universities

Destinations

• More to do on securing competitive apprenticeships
• A holistic approach to ‘best fit’ destinations

Skill
development

• Professional Pathways students rate 12/ 13 essential skills more
highly than A level students
o Reversal of trend pre-Professional Pathways
• Professional Pathways alumni ratings fell during university:
o A reawakening of lack of confidence?
o Superior understanding of the skills?

The alumni network

The background and rationale
A student from a disadvantaged background who gains a first-class
degree from a top university is less likely to secure an elite job than a
more privileged student with a 2.2
upReach

1 in 5 working class
graduates didn’t take up a
work experience placement
during university because
they couldn’t afford to
Covid-19 and the University Experience, The Sutton Trust

10% of working class
students said it was unlikely
they would complete the year
Covid-19 and the University Experience, The Sutton Trust

The vision and approach
Ark aims to continue supporting our students once they’ve
left school to minimise the challenges they may face.
Raise aspirations
and support
transition

• Embed alumni in careers
provision
Support decision making and
provide relatable role models to
current students

Sustain post-school
destinations by
providing financial
and pastoral support

• University Bursary programme
c.50 bursaries ranging from £3k £50k
• Next Steps programme
Peer mentoring

Access career by
signposting to
opportunities to
build experience and
networks

• Beyond Ark
Opportunities and community via the
Ark Alumni platform

Solidifying
offer and
building
engagement

Year 3

Platform
launch and
initial data
collection

Year 2

Year 1

How has the Ark Alumni platform enabled this research?
Growth of
community
and
accuracy of
data

Since Spring 2019, over 7,500 alumni have provided consent
for us to continue tracking and contacting them
Since Spring 2020, +200% in students
regularly visiting platform to access opportunities
Students can sync their
profile with LinkedIn

Embedding the findings into the alumni programme

"It has allowed me to connect with
various people from different areas of
the country that are a part of the Ark
Alumni network and expand my
network."
"It has really helped me reflect on my
journey through university and navigate
the ups and downs of university life!"
"With [my mentor's help] I'm more
marketable and have had loads of
assistance with opportunities for
placements and work experience."

Benefits of utilising your alumni network
Relatable role
models for
current students
to support
'best fit'
destinations

Evaluate and
showcase impact
of work

Support and
staffing pipelines
to influence
future direction

Recommendations

Recommendations
Schools and colleges should aim to:
• check that post-18 options are well-informed choices and aligned with career aims.

• provide CEIAG for employment-based post-18 routes that has parity with their UCAS provision
• support transition by strengthening links with alumni and drawing on their experience.
Universities should aim to:

• make information about course content, teaching and assessment current and accessible
• ensure that all students understand how to access support if they encounter difficulties.
Employers should aim to:

• make the application process for apprenticeships more coherent
• explore ways of increasing employment-based learning opportunities available to school leavers.
Policy makers must maintain post-16 options for students who may not show their full potential in
linear exam-based courses such as GCSE or A levels.

