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Partnering the
curriculum with the
world of work

Peter Newton, 13–19
Director, King Richard
School, Portsmouth

F i ve yea rs ago we made a co n sc i o u s
decision at King Richard School to invest
a p p rox i m a tely £25k Exce l l e n ce in Cities
(EiC) funding to establishing a vo ca t i o n a l
cu r r i culum across a range of subject
a reas in the Key Stage 4 pro g ra m m e. 

The whole pro cess was implemente d
in line with re commendations from the
G N VQ handbook (Q CA, 2000). We
established a ‘vo cational ste e r i n g
g ro u p’, which was more a discu ss i o n
forum than a management group of sta ff
who supported each other to evo l ve
common whole-school deve l o p m e nt
st ra te g i es. The members of the gro u p
we re re p rese nta t i ves of the sc h o o l ’s
l ea d e rship team and the heads of
d e pa rt m e nts that we re offering the
vo cational subjects. 

Th e re we re monthly meetings with
fi xed agendas that included discu ss i o n
of timelines, updating of employer links
and assess m e nt proto co l s. In line with
a d v i ce from the G N VQ handbook, the
g roup ca nva ssed support from the more
o bv i o u s, high-profile local employe rs,
n ever asking for fi n a n ce, but instea d
seeking access to their ex p e rt i se in the
form of their fa c i l i t i es, ranging from loca l
t h ea t res to high-tech labora to r i es, or
their wo r kfo rce, from brewe rs to acto rs.

We now deliver a broad range of
vo cational qualifi ca t i o n s, from the more
st ra i g htfo r wa rd applied GCSEs thro u g h
to BT ECs (f rom the Bu s i n ess and
Te c h n i cal Ed u cation Council) and eve n
national vo cational qualifi ca t i o n s
( N VQ s). The common chara c te r i stic of all
of these co u rses is our determination to
seek support from true vo ca t i o n a l
ex p e rts — the employe rs themse l ves. 

Changing approa c h
As the vo cational cu r r i culum beca m e
embedded as the ce nt ral pre m i se of our
Key Stage 4 pro g ra m m e, it beca m e
a p pa re nt that our ex i sting two -we e k
work ex p e r i e n ce block bore very litt l e

relationship to our sta te - of- t h e -a rt
vo cational ex p e r i e n ce. 

P rev i o u s l y, stu d e nts se l e c te d
p l a ce m e nts from an ex i sting file of
e m p l oye rs, applied for place m e nts
during a fi xed period of the yea r
d etermined by ex ternal agencies and
awa i ted inte r v i ews. Stu d e nts did not
a l ways get their fi rst or se cond choices
nor we re place m e nts re l a ted to an area
of stu d y. 

G i ven our ca tc h m e nt area and sc h o o l
co ntex t, our stu d e nts have little access
to higher education (HE) job ex p e r-
i e n ces. A lot of employ m e nt in the area is
fo cu sed on the co n struction se c to r,
which, initially in our deve l o p m e nt, wa s
n ot one of our areas of cu r r i cu l u m
i nvest m e nt. Also, too many stu d e nts
we re disa p p o i nted with their ‘wo r k
ex p e r i e n ce’ and too many busy
e m p l oye rs we re disa p p o i nted with the
lack of pre pa ration by our stu d e nts —
although how you pre pa re for two we e ks
of haird ressing unless you are on an NVQ
co u rse ba ffl es me! It was almost unive r-
sal that the place m e nt bore no re l a t i o n-
ship to the stu d e nts’ cu r r i culum plan,
and as a result was merely a ‘bolt on’ .

So four yea rs ago, we made the
decision to abandon the 10-day ‘Tr i d e nt’
p l a ce m e nt — for more deta i l s, se e :
w w w.t h et r i d e ntt r u st.o rg .u k This pro cess
m e rely invo l ved not i fying Project Tr i d e nt
of our decision not to place stu d e nts. 
We did have a se r v i ce - l evel agre e m e nt
for this and, even now, are atte m pting to
re coup our funding and use this to fund
l i a i son with other appro p r i a te agencies. 

Relating to world of wo r k
Our vo cational co m m i t m e nt has also
embedded the notion of wo r k- re l a te d
l earning into the cu r r i culum — how to
apply knowledge to the world of work. 

It has become appa re nt to all of us at
King Richard School that wo r k- re l a te d
l earning is enhanced by a wo r k- ba se d
ex p e r i e n ce. This was stage two of our
s u b j e c t- e m p l oyer relationship — the
simple re q u est to allow a stu d e nt to
ex p e r i e n ce a two - d ay wo r ks h a d ow i n g
p l a ce m e nt within a co m pa ny. Th i s
p ro cess was very small sca l e, and ve r y
ad hoc. Th e re was only one stu d e nt per
p l a ce m e nt, and very casual booking
a r ra n g e m e nts along the line of: ‘If yo u
would like to see more of the work of

co m pa ny X, there is a two - d ay
s h a d owing opportu n i ty — anyone inte r-
ested should see their tea c h e r’. The ta ke
up varied from up to 45 stu d e nts signing
up to shadow employe rs in Osbornes
Co n struction to six stu d e nts wo r k i n g
with Pall International, pro d u ce rs of
a e ros pa ce fi l t ration syste m s. 

It really was that small sca l e, but it
a l l owed us to determine the most
s u i table stu d e nts for place m e nts and so
e n h a n ce our relationship with our
pa rtner employe rs. With limited ex t ra
g u i d a n ce, our stu d e nts fo cu sed their
p l a ce m e nt time on an aspect of their
vo cational specialism. 

It was possible for stu d e nts to inte r-
v i ew the employe r’s sta ff re g a rd i n g
ca re e rs, pay and pro g ression ro u tes.
Th ey could leave with a more accu ra te
p i c tu re of a co m pa ny and make a more
i nformed choice of futu re ca re e rs, in
addition to enhancing portfo l i os. Th e
l a tter was possible beca u se vo ca t i o n a l
l ea d e rs briefed stu d e nts prior to
p l a ce m e nts on a specific application of
their co u rse, for exa m p l e, co m pa r i n g
sterile te c h n i q u es in Pall fi l t ra t i o n
l a b o ra to r i es to King Richard School labs.
Po rtfolio work like this was possible fo r
m ost of the place m e nts. 

As we we re making these te nta t i ve
ste ps into the world of wo r k- ba se d
cu r r i culum application, we we re also
i nvesting in shared NVQ delivery with
Highbury Co l l e g e, a local furt h e r

Ca se stu d y

School co ntex t
King Richard School is an 11-1 6
m i xed, sta te co m p re h e n s i ve se r v i n g
the large Pa u l sg rove esta te on the
o u ts k i rts of Po rtsmouth. A total of
30% of pupils re ce i ve free sc h o o l
m eals; the perce ntage of pupils iden-
t i fied as having special needs,
including sta te m e nts, is 44.4%. Th e
Pa u l sg rove esta te is re co g n i sed as
an area of social deprivation, with
l ess than 10% of adults having had
a ccess to higher education. Ad u l t
u n e m p l oy m e nt is higher than the
Po rtsmouth ave rage and ow n e r
o ccu pation is below the ave rage fo r
all of the Po rtsmouth area. Th re e
yea rs ago the esta te was the sce n e
of the nationally re p o rted ‘a nt i -
pa e d o p h i l e’ riots.
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e d u cation (FE) prov i d e r. A lot of you will
no doubt have stu d e nts on such sta l wa rt
co u rses as motor ve h i c l es, co n st r u c t i o n
and haird ressing NVQ s. Many stu d e nts
t h r i ve on the hands-on applied co u rses.
H oweve r, it was at this point that we
b e came awa re that these options we re
b est ca te red for in our old ‘Tr i d e nt’
p ro g ramme — the one we had withdraw n
f rom. While it was possible to ca nva s
s u p p o rt for such place m e nts fro m
pa re nts (it really is wo rth a letter to all
pa re nts asking for stu d e nt place m e nt
o p p o rtu n i t i es in the co m pa n i es where
t h ey are employed), the yield was low
and the effo rt was high — we achieve d
seven place m e nts out of the 45 we
needed for the stu d e nts on our NVQ
p ro g ra m m es. It was then that we
decided to seek the support of our loca l
Ed u cation Bu s i n ess Pa rt n e rship (EBP).

Using the ex p e rts
Po rtsmouth is very fo rtu n a te to have an
EBP that is pro -a c t i ve in its support fo r
schools that wish to enhance the lea r n i n g
ex p e r i e n ce of their stu d e nts. It is wo rt h-
while all schools seeking out their local EBP
and regularly liaising with them re g a rd i n g
e m p l oyer links. The help they can prov i d e
can range from support for employe r/
ca reer days in school, teacher place m e nts
within co m pa n i es, wo r k- re l a ted stu d e nt
reso u rces, employer mento rs and stu d e nt
p l a ce m e nts, among other things. 

We had wo r ked closely with our loca l
Ed u cation Bu s i n ess Pa rt n e rship on a
number of occasions for whole-day
a c t i v i t i es linked to work pre pa ra t i o n
a c t i v i t i es such as inte r v i ewing te c h n i q u es,
CV deve l o p m e nt and so on and now aske d
for their support in placing NVQ stu d e nts
for one day per week with appro p r i a te
e m p l oye rs. This costs us £35 per stu d e nt
and for that we re ce i ve :
● a place m e nt in the NVQ area stu d i e d
● a full health and sa fety check
● e m p l oyer liability checks
● a clear pa p e r work trail for the

stu d e nts, pa re nt and employe r.

While I do not wish to denigra te our
j o bs h a d owing exe rc i ses, our
i nvo l ve m e nt with Po rtsmouth EBP has
i l l u st ra ted how professional support ca n
e n s u re that stu d e nts gain maximum
b e n efit from wo r k- ba sed learning and so
m a ke more successful ca reer choices
p ost 16. The success of the NVQ wo r k
p l a ce m e nts pro m pted us to increa se our
i nvo l ve m e nt with the EBP to develop our
wo r k- ba sed pro g ramme furt h e r.

Widening the employer ba se
As the school increasingly so u g ht out
e m p l oye rs to co nt r i b u te directly to
d e l i very of our cu r r i culum, we quickly
rea l i sed that we needed to broaden our
e m p l oyer ba se. 

Th e re is a limit to the success of ‘co l d
calling’ employe rs. Again, Po rtsmouth is
fo rtu n a te in having an active Chamber of
Co m m e rce that re co g n i ses the role of
schools as prov i d e rs of an appro p r i a te l y
q u a l i fied wo r kfo rce. The Chamber
w i s h es its members to be informed of
cu r re nt deve l o p m e nts in education and
genuinely believes in the benefi ts of
Po rtsmouth as a place to live and wo r k .
When King Richard School joined the
Chamber two yea rs ago, the benefi ts
we re immediate. 

While a lot of tea c h e rs may wince at
the notion of ‘networking’, it wa s
a p pa re nt that if we we re to se e k
e m p l oye rs’ support for enhancing our
stu d e nts’ ex p e r i e n ce either in the
c l a ss room or the wo r k p l a ce, such links
would be vital. Our Chamber allowed us
to prese nt ourse l ves and our
re q u i re m e nts in a more formal setting by
o rganising ‘briefi n g s’ over brea kfa st or
lunch at an appro p r i a te ve n u e. Th ese
i nvo l ved up to 15 local businesses at any
g i ven briefi n g .

This was daunting, as we we re not
talking to tea c h e rs but to employe rs who
needed a crisp, clear messa g e. We
needed to be very specific in our
re q u ests and make it very clear what the
b e n efi ts of working with King Richard
School would be  for them. Su c h
p rese ntations yielded us a number of
p l a ce m e nts, and a number of employe rs
p re pa red to re l a te their ex p e r i e n ces to
our stu d e nts. 

Our invo l ve m e nt with the Chamber of
Co m m e rce has also given us access to an
ex te n s i ve data ba se of local employe rs
that can be sea rched by sta ff in a
s u b j e c t- s p e c i fic manner.

P re paring employe rs
M ost of our vo cational co u rses are
modular and so ea sy to summarise as a
se r i es of co re co n ce pts. When these
co n ce pts are then given to employe rs, it
a l l ows them to re l a te their own ex p e rt i se
to a specific cu r r i culum area. We neve r
say to employe rs ‘come and tell us what
you do’. Instead, we ask employe rs to te l l
us about specific aspects of their wo r k .
For exa m p l e :
● H ow does a brewery maintain a ste r i l e

e nv i ro n m e nt (G N VQ Unit 3)?

● H ow does a hotel deliver cu sto m e r
se r v i ce training (Le i s u re/ To u r i s m
Applied GCS E ) ?

● H ow does a local supermarket make
u se of data ba ses to link with suppliers
(G N VQ ICT ) ?

By sharing our co u rse desc r i pto rs with
e m p l oye rs we make the latte r’s ta s k
m o re st ra i g htfo r wa rd, which means they
a re more willing to become invo l ved. 

It is at this point that a co nve nt i o n a l
G CSE beco m es more diffi cult to
i n co r p o ra te into a vo cational co ntex t.
G CSEs are not applied and are of ten not
m o d u l a r. Within King Richard School, the
G CSE subjects have struggled to ent i ce
e m p l oye rs to develop mea n i n g f u l
re l a t i o n s h i ps that benefit both stu d e nt
and employe r. This is cu r re ntly being
rev i ewed fo l l owing a gap analysis of the
WRL fra m ework audit. Our vo ca t i o n a l
co o rd i n a tor is hoping to fo cus support
on those ident i fied as needing it.

What nex t?
Ac h i eving an ongoing pos i t i ve 
wo r k- ba sed learning ex p e r i e n ce for our
stu d e nts is dependent on a co nt i n u i n g
relationship between the sc h o o l ,
Ed u cation Bu s i n ess Pa rt n e rship and
e m p l oye rs. Pupils are now pre pa red to
a c t i vely seek place m e nts and demand
f rom sta ff access to employe rs who they
feel are appro p r i a te to their poss i b l e
f u tu re ca re e r. This is not solely limited to
vo cational opt i o n s, but includes
i n d e p e n d e ntly genera ted pa t hways. 

We now work closely with both the EBP
and the Chamber and are in the pro cess
of appointing a ‘wo r k- ba sed administ ra-
tion offi ce r’ to deal with stu d e nt and
d e pa rt m e ntal re q u ests and to co o rd i n a te
s u p p o rt visits. Our vo cational co o rd i n a to r,
fo l l owing a cu r r i culum audit, now liaises
with depa rt m e nts re g a rding wo r k- ba se d
l earning provision. The stu d e nts
t h e m se l ves know that if they wish to
ex p e r i e n ce ‘wo r k’ in any se c to r, we ca n
h o p efully acco m m o d a te their needs with
a quality employe r.

Wo r k- re l a ted learning is enhanced by
wo r k- ba sed learning. The two are not
se pa ra te, nor limited to a select co h o rt of
stu d e nts at either end of the ability
spectrum. If schools are co m m i tted to
p roviding quality provision, then they
need to be awa re that achieving this in
p ra c t i ce re q u i res the support of
a p p ro p r i a te ex p e rts.
Peter New ton, 13-19 Dire c to r, King
R i c h a rd School, Po rts m o u t h


