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This case study focuses on how Wolverhampton Adult Education Service (WAES) is  
increasing activity to prepare learners for employment and/or vocational study through 
the design of more intensive courses (more hours of study over a shorter period of time), 
and in particular, a series of courses under the ‘Steps to Employment’ programme which 
are aimed at people with low level literacy and numeracy skills who are unable to access 
the extensive number of Level 1 courses available within the Wolverhampton area. 
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  Brief description 

Pre-vocational courses at WAES attract a wide participation profile. 
The ‘First Steps to Employment’ programme model was initially  
targeted at JCP mandated clients but, following funding changes in 
summer 2015, is also open to WAES learners attending vocational 
programmes but found by their tutors to lack the required core and 
employability skills – an increasing proportion of the total intake –  
and learner self-referral. The Service has found two general groups  
of pre-vocational learners: those with pre-Entry and Entry Level  
skills and a specific vocational interest, and those at this level who  
currently have no specific vocational interest but wish to progress  
with their learning and/or find work. All of the ‘Steps to Employment’ 
courses adopt an integrated approach to develop core skills  
(English, maths, ICT and language), ‘soft’ skills, employability and  
specific vocational tasters. This involves multi-disciplinary planning 
and delivery teams from across the Service. ‘First Steps to Employment’ 
is one of the courses on offer.

All of the ‘Steps to Employment’ courses adopt  
an integrated approach to develop core skills  
(English, maths, ICT and language), ‘soft’ skills,  
employability and specific vocational tasters.
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  Effective practice - the detail 
 
Steps to Employment programmes were developed in liaison with 
key partners including JCP, the City Council Economic Inclusion 
Unit and employers. Each is defined by the occupational activity 
and the needs of the target group. Other WAES programmes which 
support those with pre-Entry and Entry Level skills , but who do not 
yet have a specific vocational interest, include Activities for Health 
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Entry and Level 1 programmes of study with a specific pre-vocational 
main qualification aim are increasing: 347 learners attended  
such programmes in 2014/15, while 240 participated in the first  
term of the 2015/16 academic year. Two cohorts of ‘First Steps to 
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A deliberate shift to more intensive, integrated programmes

It can be argued that, other than ‘leisure and recreational’ courses 
offered under the Community Learning funding stream, all WAES 
programmes are essentially pre-vocational. The Service’s approach  
has however changed significantly over recent years, with more  
intensive courses, and a focus on developing integrated skills in  
language, number and ICT.

 “We still offer discrete English, Maths and ESOL 
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This shift is described by senior managers as “pretty organic, but based 
on clear decisions”. The development is informed by such strategic 
factors as national FE and skills policy, increasingly close links with 
the City Council and a desire to demonstrate how Service activity is 
helping meet corporate objectives, the mandating of JCP clients, the 
introduction of outcome-based success measures (and the perceived 
likelihood of a shift in future funding arrangements to a more explicit 
payment-by-results methodology) and, most recently, the local area 
review process and an expected move to local commissioning based on 
outcome agreements. It also makes good educational sense, enabling 
WAES to focus ever more closely on ensuring its programmes lead to 
definable progression, whether into further study or into employment.

“The integrated approach we are increasingly adopt-
ing is a big change for the Service, but is central 
to our mission as a ‘first steps’ provider, offering 
a personalised programme which responds to our 
learners’ needs. It is a different way of working, it 
provides challenge to our tutors and our programme 
managers, and it is resource intensive; but ultimate-
ly it is highly rewarding and, as OFSTED found 
when we were last inspected, it brings really positive 
results. We have, for example, seen the unforeseen 
impact of more and more learners opting to take 
additional discrete core skill courses, while, by in-
volving tutors from different departments, we have 
helped support lateral progress by learners who are, 
through their experience here, finding out what they 
ҰрԀ匀 entह頀� 
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Programme structure and content

‘First Steps to Employment’ requires 75 hours course attendance, and 
leads to accredited qualifications in English and in employability.  
English and maths are integrated through topic-based learning, and 
basic ICT skills are integrated into two employability units – Provide 
Personal Information for Employers, and Learn About Managing 
Money. The scheme of work contains additional elements: a Basic 
First Aid course and a Basic Food Hygiene course, each of 3 hours 
duration; a session on volunteering and how this can help with job  
applications and gaining experience; and a deaf awareness session. 
Art work is included to help develop self-expression and 
gives learners the chance to build skills in communication, 
decision making, research and evaluation. Personal  
development sessions are designed to build confidence and 
prepare for the interview experience; and learners are also 
able to access vocational taster sessions and, in cases where 
they have a clear occupational goal, undertake “inspirational visits” to 
relevant local employers. 

The six weeks of course delivery are each themed to cover: getting to 
know you, our local community, house and home, health, travel and 
transport and next steps. A recent review of the course is now leading 
WAES to restructure ‘First Steps to Employment’ into seven weeks  
so that the final week can be focused towards preparing for the  
next steps for participants. Each week follows a similar pattern,  
e.g. employability (including ICT) on a Monday and Wednesday.  
Project work such as planning, shopping for and preparing an  
end-of-course celebration event – part of the managing money strand 
–runs throughout the programme. Specialist staff, both from  
within WAES and from partner agencies, visit on a Friday to deliver 
additional elements.  

Two learner cohorts are run in parallel (morning or afternoon);  
these are streamed on the basis of English competence, as assessed 
at an initial pre-entry session and subsequent scrutiny of reading and 
writing diagnostic assessments by specialist tutors. In recognition of 
the need to provide a safe and purposeful learning environment, all 
Steps to Employment programmes are now capped at 12 per cohort. 
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WAES specialist staff provide individual guidance and learners  
are helped to prepare for employment effectively by completing  
application forms correctly and building appropriate curriculum 
vitae at one of the Service’s learning development centres. Access  
to the internet also provides helpful links to information on  
employment; the Service has a computer loan scheme in place. 
Learners keep a diary as a record of their activities and use these  
to track progress. 

Staff provide timely advice to learners so that they 
gain in confidence to take on new challenges.  
Learners appreciate and make good and regular use 
of the well-resourced learning development centres, 
where they receive specialist help on a range of  
personal and academic matters. 

Learners benefit from excellent in-class and individual  
additional learning support which ensures that they  
succeed. Information, advice and guidance are very good. Learners 
have a good understanding of their rights and responsibilities and 
have access to extra support and self- study opportunities. These 
support their progress outside the classroom to achieve their  
learning outcomes, as well as helping them gain in confidence. 

The Service readily acknowledges it “can’t do everything for  
everybody”, and has developed and refined its partnership working 
to resource elements of provision. WAES for example draws on the 
expertise of the Beacon Centre which specialises in support for the 
visually impaired. External links are also used to help those learners 
seeking to set up their own business, including help with marketing, 
and local networking. 
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The Service’s partnership with TalentMatch has enabled learners 
experiencing extreme disadvantage to complete these courses  
supported by the charity’s mentors. Talent Match is targeting 
young people who are furthest from the jobs market, including those 
who are completely outside of the benefits, work and training system 
and facing severe barriers to gaining the skills they need to get  
into work. In some cases, these learners have taken up a European 
work experience opportunity supported by the Service’s Erasmus+ 
European funded programme.

Although the significant majority of WAES pre-vocational learners 
progress internally, constructive links are being developed with other 
providers in the city, especially the FE college and the university, and 
a clearer delineation of the programme offer across the city. Plans 
are in place for Service Programme Managers to meet with 
their college counterparts on a regular basis in order to 
develop a keen awareness of what each provider offers, 
and for forward planning intentions. There is cross-refer-
ral between the two providers, and they jointly diary open 
days in the City Learning Quarter.

In some cases, these learners have taken up a  
European work experience opportunity supported by 
the Service’s Erasmus+ European funded programme.
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Staffing

WAES seek to ensure that the curriculum meets the needs of the 
community and of learners very well, with a wide range of courses  
to meet the needs of local employers. The ESOL programme  
supports the large local immigrant community well to prepare them 
for vocational study or employment, while the range of arts courses 
includes an emphasis on commercial application. Managers also 
design courses to meet the needs of learners with respect to timing  
of the provision and geographical location, and they respond  
well to learners’ requests to adapt courses to suit their needs.  
The shift towards a more integrated, multi-disciplinary approach to  
programme design and delivery both responds to and facilitates this. 
 
This requires a carefully thought-through approach to staffing.  
Senior managers have developed an effective structure whereby  
a team of five programme managers, each with responsibility  
covering a number of related subject areas, also have cross-Service  
responsibility for a particular strand of development. 

This ensures that the sharing of good practice across WAES, and 
within and between subject areas, is very strong.

WAES seek to ensure that the curriculum  
meets the needs of the community and  
of learners very well, with a wide range of  
courses to meet the needs of local employers. 
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  Benefits for the college, for staff  
  and for learners

Staff apply thorough initial assessment consistently and  
accurately to identify learners’ starting points and development needs, 
with the result that learners have individual targets and, to a large  
extent, follow a personalised curriculum which they find relevant  
and meaningful. 

Tutors have challenging and high expectations, so learners feel 
motivated and purposive. 

Learners benefit from particularly good support from tutors, 
which is very effective in improving their confidence, resilience and  
commitment to learning. 

Learning sessions are structured so that learners quickly  
understand, apply and extend their understanding and knowledge.  
The integrated nature of the programme means sessions are mutually 
supportive and learning is accelerated. 

Learners’ personal, social and employability skills develop 
markedly through participation in integrated learning programmes. 
They make friends and develop social networks among other learners. 
They also gain in confidence and develop a variety of skills applicable to 
the workplace such as improved communication and computer skills, 
punctuality, and working to timescales. 

Learners are helped to make choices on their future with tutors 
and support staff giving advice and guidance.

As indicated by OFSTED: 
“Learners progress laterally by exploring new subject areas 
and, increasingly, by following a programme of learning to 
meet their learning needs across several subject areas. They 
are aware and take advantage of progression routes within the 
Service between non-accredited and accredited programmes. 
Progression to further and higher education is very good.” 
information, advice and guidance  
provided by college staff. ”
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  Locality 

Wolverhampton is an area of extreme and multiple deprivations,  
and is in the 6% most deprived authorities in the country. The city  
is ethnically diverse, with around two thirds of the population  
white British, 18% Asian or Asian British and 7% from Black  
African/Caribbean or Black British groups. An influx of other ethnic 
groups, particularly from Eastern Europe, has taken place since the 
last census. Unemployment is high, with male unemployment at 15% 
and female unemployment at 11%. The percentage of adults with no 
qualifications is high at 23%. 
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  Background to the Project 

This case study forms part of a suite of six which were developed  
between January and March 2016. They provide insights and  
illustrations which will be of benefit to leaders, managers and  
practitioners when they are:

•	 Developing and delivering their pre-vocational offer; 

•	 Considering the implications for the professional development 
support needs of staff involved in prevocational design and  
delivery.

 
The Foundation would like to thank all six case study providers;  
for their time, commitment and help with the development and final 
production of the case study material.

The project has been commissioned and funded by the Education  
and Training Foundation, developed in consultation with Ofsted and 
HOLEX, and with the support and guidance of those listed at Annex 1.
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  Annex 1

Pre-vocational Project Steering Group

Paul Joyce, HMI		  Ofsted
Susan Pember			  HOLEX
Joni Cunningham		  HOLEX
Susan Austin			   BIS
Ed Munn			   DWP
Jackie Parry			   ETF
Jenny Williams		  ETF
Bob Powell			   Project Manager

Pre-vocational Seminar Participants

Yeolanda Lopes 		  BIS
Paul Joyce HMI		  Ofsted/Steering Group
Joni Cunningham		  HOLEX/Steering Group
Jackie Parry			   ETF/Steering Group
Jenny Williams		  ETF/Steering Group
Bob Powell			   Project Manager
Pat Carrington			  City College Peterborough - Case study provider
James Cupper			  WMC The Camden College - Case study provider
Caroline Miller		  Newcastle City Learning - Case study provider
Ian Pryce			   Case study provider - Bedford College
Sandra Williamson		  Case study provider - Humber Learning Consortium
Geoff Stanton			   Author, A Basis for Choice
Anthony Hamer		  ELATT/TSNLA
David Corke			   AoC
Cheryl Knaggs			  AELP
Alex Stevenson		  Learning and Work Institute
Alison Morris			   UKCES
Paul Kessell-Holland		  ETF
Ian Jelley			   Fair Train
Lynne Rogers			   UCL Institute of Education


