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School shake-up: technical colleges for teenagers

Pupils will leave the traditional classroom two years early, but will sit GCSEs

Ben Birchall/PA



Greg Hurst Education Editor 

Last updated at 11:51AM, October 15 2013 

Tens of thousands of 14-year-olds are to be taught to become chefs, health technicians and carers in one of the biggest shake-ups of secondary schools in more than 60 years. 

A new network of technical colleges will see teenagers leave the traditional classroom two years early to prepare for jobs in the service sector, while they continue to study GCSEs in maths, English and science. The career colleges, modelled on technical high schools in New York, will forge links with local employers who will design and help to deliver their curriculum. 

The plans will be published today by Lord Baker of Dorking, the former Tory Education Secretary, in a speech for the vocational education charity Edge. The plans have the enthusiastic backing of Matthew Hancock, the Skills Minister. “With a million young people unemployed it is a disgrace that we have a skill shortage,” Lord Baker said. 

About 40 such colleges are planned over the next four years, each teaching between 600 and 800 students aged 14-19, with the first opening in Oldham next autumn. Each will have specialisms reflecting skills needed in its local economy: the Oldham college will focus on digital and creative industries. 

The move is the latest step in the Government’s drive to prepare teenagers better for the world of work. At least 140 technical and vocational schools of different types for the 14-19 age group are now planned by 2018. 

Other colleges planned include one in Bromley, Kent, for chefs and caterers; another in Purfleet, Essex, for set designers and technicians for theatre and opera; and one in North Oxfordshire specialising in the restoration of historic buildings. Lord Baker has pioneered a network of University Technical Colleges for 14 to 19-year-olds specialising in engineering, design, construction and applied sciences. 

The career colleges will follow a similar model, with students wearing business dress, a longer day from about 8.30am to 5pm and two days a week spent on practical hands-on learning. 

This time, the experience will be applied to different industries such as hospitality, finance, health care and events management. They will be set up by further education colleges, which will provide premises and back-office support. 

Only those rated good or outstanding by Ofsted will be able to sponsor a career college and each will have a separate principal, teaching areas and board, of whom at least 40 per cent must be local employers. 

They will be funded by the taxpayer on a per-student basis, in the same way as schools and colleges, with some capital funds available, but colleges will be expected to raise most of the cost of refurbishing and kitting out campuses themselves. 

As well as studying maths, English and science, students will have the option of learning a language and take lessons in religious and sex education and sport to 16, as required by law. 

By starting specialist courses at 14, teenagers were able to move on to higher level qualifications at 16 and so gain the advanced skills and experience sought by employers, Lord Baker said. “Youngsters know what they want to do at 14. But the great thing is you have got to give them a general education as well, so if they have made the wrong choice they have a chance of switching.” 

The charity Career Colleges Trust will approve and monitor the new colleges, chaired by Luke Johnson, the former chairman of Pizza Express and Channel 4, who has extensive investments in the catering industry. Sponsors include the awarding bodies OCR, Pearson and City & Guilds, which are expected to design new qualifications for their students in consultation with employers. 

Mr Johnson said that businesses would welcome the move because recruiting qualified and motivated staff was the biggest challenge in sectors such as hospitality. 
