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Supporters of the #ProtectStudentChoice campaign in the House of Lords have secured the two
important amendments to the Post-16 Education Bill set out below. This briefing explains why these
two amendments are necessary and should be preserved:
• Page 10, line 38: Funding for Level 3 courses including BTECs cannot be withdrawn for 4 years
after the Act is passed “to ensure that T levels are fully embedded and acceptable to students,
employers and universities.”
• Page 10, line 41: Inserts “No student will be deprived of the right to take two BTECs, AGQ or a
Diploma or an extended Diploma.”
Background
• Young people in England can currently choose between three types of Level 3 qualification at the
age of 16: academic qualifications such as A levels, technical qualifications that lead to a specific
occupation, and applied general qualifications such as BTECs that combine the development of
practical skills with academic learning. In July, the Department for Education confirmed plans to
replace this three-route model with a two-route model of A levels and T levels (a new suite of
technical qualifications), where most young people pursue one of these qualifications at the age
of 16. As a result, funding for the majority of BTEC qualifications will be removed.
The case to #ProtectStudentChoice
• The #ProtectStudentChoice campaign coalition of 24 organisations that represent and support
staff and students in schools, colleges and universities is deeply concerned about this plan. In our
view, many young people will continue to be better served studying a BTEC rather than an A level
or T level-only study programme. The current three-route model works well and should be
retained – particularly as BTECs have recently undergone a rigorous process of reform.
• A huge number of young people will be affected by this change. We estimate that at least 30% of
the 864,304 16- to 18-year-olds studying a Level 3 qualification in England are pursuing a BTEC
qualification (either alongside A levels or as a standalone study programme) – some 259,291
students. The government plans to start removing funding for BTECs from 2023.
• Scrapping BTECs will leave many students without a viable pathway at the age of 16 and will
hamper progress to higher education or skilled employment. Disadvantaged young people are
amongst those with the most to lose from this plan, a conclusion from DfE’s own equalities impact
assessment: “those from SEND backgrounds, Asian ethnic groups, disadvantaged backgrounds,
and males [are] disproportionately likely to be affected”.
• BTECs are engines of social mobility. Research from the Social Market Foundation found that
44% of white working-class students that enter university studied at least one BTEC and 37% of
black students enter with only BTEC qualifications. It is impossible to square the government’s
stated ambition to ‘level up’ opportunity with the plan to scrap most BTECs, including all larger
versions of the qualification that are deemed to overlap with A levels or T levels (86% of
respondents to the government’s recent consultation disagreed with the proposal to remove
funding for qualifications on this basis).
• The government hopes that scrapping BTECs will help to increase the number of students taking
its new T level qualifications. But even though BTECs are available in similar subjects, they are a
different type of qualification that provide a different type of educational experience. Scrapping
them is more likely to lead to an increase the number of young people taking A levels or dropping
out of education altogether. T levels are a welcome development and will strengthen the current
suite of technical qualifications, but they should sit alongside, rather than replace, BTECs in a
three-route qualification model.

#ProtectStudentChoice’s lines to take on the government’s lines to take
• “The media has sold a story that we are abolishing all BTECs and there will be a binary
choice between A-levels and T Levels, which is certainly not the direction of travel.” DfE
has previously been clear that any BTECs that remain will be a “small range” and that T levels
and A levels will remain the “qualifications of choice” for most young people. The consultation
response states that, with only a small number of exceptions, “Larger academic qualifications
(including applied general qualifications larger than one A level) will not be funded if they overlap
with T Levels or A levels”. So while a small number of 1 A level equivalent BTEC qualifications
will remain, most 2 and 3 A level-equivalent BTECs will be scrapped. The direction of travel could
not be clearer - the majority of BTECs will disappear. A change in direction would be very
welcome, and we hope ministers use the second reading to make this announcement.
• “The government is streamlining post-16 qualifications”. Streamlining is often linked to what
the DfE consultation described as a “bewildering choice” of qualifications. This may be the case
with technical qualifications but is simply not the case with BTECs. For example, there are only 39
subjects available across the entire sixth form college sector. A local college or school sixth form
will typically offer a fraction of this number. Ministers may find this sort of choice bewildering, but
there is little evidence that students or employers do.
• “New, high-quality programmes [… have] failed because they were added to the market
without the removal of competing qualifications. We want as many young people as
possible to benefit from T-levels, which is why it is important for us to proceed at
pace.” The assumption here is that T levels are simply an upgraded version of BTECs. In fact, T
levels are very different qualifications that students pursue for very different reasons. There is no
need to scrap BTECs to make a success of T levels. That is like scrapping football (a mass sport)
to drive up participation in croquet (a minority one). If T levels are as good as the government
says they are (‘gold standard’ – although remember no student has yet completed one) they will
succeed on their own merits.
• “The government is improving the quality of post-16 qualifications”. BTEC qualifications
have recently undergone a rigorous process of reform. They are popular with students, respected
by employers and provide a well-established route to higher education or employment. The
government claims that T levels are a “gold standard” improvement, but they are a different type
of qualification. Many students will not be willing or able to enrol on such a large, occupationspecific qualification at the age of 16. Withdrawing funding for BTECs from 2023 while under
10,000 of the 864,304 Level 3 students in England are currently enrolled on a T level, risks
leaving many young people without the choice of an appropriate qualification.
• “The case for change is strong” usually citing the Wolf Review (2011) and Sainsbury
Review (2016). The Wolf Review said BTECs are “valuable in the labour market and a familiar
and acknowledged route into higher education”. The Sainsbury Review did not consider BTECs
or A levels as “Reform of this option falls outside the Panel’s remit”. So the Department for
Education’s “case for change” for scrapping BTECs rests on one report that rated them highly and
another that did not look at them at all.
• “We have consulted in two stages on reforms to level 3 qualifications alongside T Levels
and A levels and have listened to feedback at each stage of the review”. DfE may have
listened to feedback, but it has not acted on it. For example, 86% of respondents to the
consultation disagreed with the proposal to remove funding for qualifications that were deemed to
overlap with A levels or T levels. This remains a fundamental part of the government’s approach.
In many cases, DfE is taking the opposite course to that suggested by the majority of respondents
to its consultation.
For more information about the #ProtectStudent Choice campaign visit:
www.protectstudentchoice.org

