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your learners’ ability to make informed decisions, to
allow them to sustain a job and be responsible citizens.
Achieve more with Oxford, Cambridge and RSA.

Quality Vocational Qualifications, Cambridge Style

See ocr.org.uk/vocational to empower learners for employment and life.

Welcome to the Summer 2014 issue of agenda.
This is a busy time of year for OCR with our energies focused on thousands of students taking our exams and
getting the results they deserve.
You can read in this issue about what else has been keeping us busy. With the help of our network of amazing teachers,
university academics and subject experts, we’ve created and submitted the first new GCSEs and A Levels coming your
way soon. We’ve developed engaging and challenging new qualifications for teachers and students alike. You may
have read about our inclusion of contemporary texts in an English A Level and broadening the history curriculum at
A Level in the media recently but don’t worry if you’ve missed it. There’s plenty of time for teachers, working hard at the
coalface, to prepare for change, and my colleagues and I at OCR are here to support you.
Stephen Drew, headteacher at Brentwood County High School, has a lot of commitments, including being the
subject of TV programmes on education. We are delighted to include an interview with him about his own career
path, what attracts him to teaching and the challenges he faces.
The world of vocational education is undergoing massive change too. You can read about our conversations
with key stakeholders on how to make apprenticeships work and also about an employer-led apprenticeship in
the cutting edge world of data technology based in Birmingham, using OCR’s Cambridge Technicals in IT.
Talking of which, students in Mauritius will soon be able to take the same qualifications.
All this, plus encouraging young entrepreneurs with the Premier League, a joint survey with the NUS, and an
OCR examiner of 53 years. To get in touch about anything you read here, please email us at agenda@ocr.org.uk.

Mark Dawe
Chief Executive, OCR
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From Brand to Benin
OCR has taken the opportunity of reform to create new and exciting
qualifications designed to inspire teachers and students alike.
Here’s just a snapshot of what’s coming your way.

GCSE and A Level reform
What’s changing and when?
After months of hard work and with invaluable input from teachers,
university academics and subject experts, OCR has submitted all the
draft GCSE and A Level qualifications to be taught in schools from
2015 for accreditation.
The first new qualifications to be taught will be GCSEs in English
and maths, and A Levels in nine subject areas (art and design, history,
sociology, computer science, economics, business, English, the
sciences and psychology). The subjects for first teaching in 2016 have
also been confirmed. Take a look at the timelines on our website.
When you have some free time, take a look at the draft
specifications that are available online. You can also sign up for
email updates to keep yourself informed of developments. It was
great to see so many teachers who attended our recent expo events
across the country but don’t worry if you missed those dates –
there will be plenty more opportunities to find out about the new
qualifications coming your way.

A Newsnight interview with Dizzee Rascal is part of an anthology in
OCR’s new English Language and Literature A Level (right), while Benin
is one of the African Kingdoms in OCR’s new History A Level (below).

A Level English Language
and Literature
You may have read the media
coverage about OCR’s new A
Level English Language and
Literature. We worked with the
educational charity, the English
and Media Centre (EMC), in a
unique partnership to create a
radical new A Level.
EMC put its expertise into
content and resources while
OCR led on all aspects of
assessment. Both organisations
shared a vision for a subject in
which students should be able
to analyse any text, spoken or
written, literary or non-literary
in the most appropriate way. It’s
a distinctive qualification that
synthesises literary and linguistic
approaches and encourages
the interplay between reading
and writing. The texts range
from classics such as the
poems of Emily Dickinson and
William Blake to memoirs such
as Twelve Years a Slave and
contemporary works including
fiction by Jhumpa Lahiri. Much
media attention was given to
the inclusion of a transcript

of a BBC Newsnight interview
with Dizzee Rascal and the text
of Russell Brand’s evidence on
drugs policy presented to the
House of Commons, as part of
an anthology of spoken and
written texts, across different
time periods and contexts.
George Norton, Curriculum
Team Leader in English at Paston
VI Form College, Norfolk said:
“For me, an English Language
and Literature specification
must be distinct from other
English A-Levels: rigorous
but appealing to students;
varied but with real academic
depth; exciting to teach but
practicable. The OCR/EMC
specification is all four, a real
and exciting indication of where
English as a subject is right
now. It will be hard to resist a
course that allows me to teach
William Blake, the writing of The
Secret Footballer and the script
of Dizzee Rascal’s Newsnight
interview. I’m looking forward to
it already.”
www.ocr.org.uk/english

A Level History – Beyond Hitler and the Henrys to Alfred and Africa
To broaden the history that A
Level students can take and
combat the repetition of topics
taken during KS4 and KS5, OCR
has extended the options on its
new History A Level.
A Level students will have the
chance to tackle new topics,
including Alfred the Great,
Genghis Khan and pre-colonial
African kingdoms, alongside
more familiar areas of study.
OCR Head of History Mike
Goddard said: “School history
has been criticised, sometimes
unfairly, for being too repetitive
and for having a 20th century,
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Western focus. Universities tell
us they want incoming students
to have greater breadth of
knowledge. OCR’s new African
Kingdoms 1400 to 1800 topic
for example, developed with
experts in higher education,
will give students the chance
to discover for the first time, the
economic and political power
of four pre-colonial kingdoms
which had far-reaching
global trade and diplomatic
connections.” Take a look at the
video on our website about the
new unit, featuring KCL’s Dr Toby
Green.

The principle of broadening
school history is an approach
favoured by many historians,
including Professor Peter
Mandler, President of the
Royal Historical Society who
commented: “History tells us
not so much about who we
are as about who we have
been and what we might yet
be. We welcome efforts by the
examination boards to bring
recent academic research
on hitherto under-explored
histories within reach of school
pupils.”

All schools will have to study
options from across a 200
year range and include the
study of more than one state
in the subject criteria for the
2015 History A Levels. OCR’s
options range over nearly 1700
years and include dozens of
states. We will be supporting
schools to broaden their history
teaching with help such as a
web-based tool telling schools
if their option choices meet
requirements, what resources
are available and offering a
personalised specification.
www.ocr.org.uk/history

NEWS

Supporting you through
qualification reform
Teacher training

CPD Hub

New GCSEs for 2015
OCR’s new GCSEs for 2015 in English Language, English Literature
and maths will be the first exams to use a 9 to 1 numerical grading
scale to identify levels of performance, replacing the current A* to
G, with 9 being the top level. Maths will have a Foundation tier for
grades 1 to 5 and a Higher tier for grades 4 to 9. The English GCSEs
are not tiered.

We were delighted to see so many new and familiar faces at our
recent EXPO events bringing teachers up to date on the key
reforms and developments in GCSE and A Level subjects for first
teaching in 2015. Over 1600 teachers attended these popular
events – we even had a waiting list for some dates. More help for
teachers on reform is scheduled.
We are also reaching the end of another year of stimulating
‘premier’ CPD events. This year’s programme of high quality
training events in inspiring locations which give teachers access to
experts in their field ends with a history conference on the Tudors
in the appropriate surroundings of Hampton Court on 10 July.
To view any OCR CPD event, visit www.cpdhub.ocr.org.uk.

OCR’s new Maths GCSE emphasises problem solving and building
understanding of concepts. Mark Dawe, OCR’s Chief Executive,
said: “There is no doubt maths will get more challenging from
September 2015: pupils will spend more time learning the kind
of maths needed to boost their problem-solving and reasoning
skills. OCR is poised to help students and teachers in every way we
can. We are going above and beyond to provide all the necessary
support – classroom resources, face-to-face training and email
updates – to enable as smooth a transition as possible.”

Introducing OCR’s subject specialists

Just hours before the Tour de
France passes OCR’s offices in
Cambridge, OCR Chief Executive
Mark Dawe has his own cycling
test of endurance.
On 5 July, Mark takes part in ‘La
Marmotte’, a gruelling annual
one-day 174km (110 mile) ride
in the French Alps, involving
more than 5,000m (16,500 ft)

In order to provide schools and colleges with a higher level of
subject expertise, OCR has a new team of subject specialists,
organised in four large teams; English and Creative; Mathematics
and Technical; Science, Health and Social Care, and ICT; and
Humanities and Languages.
Unlike OCR qualification managers who had the twin demands of
running summer exams alongside supporting teachers, the new
subject specialists are devoted to responding to teacher queries,
visiting schools and colleges, developing new qualifications,
running cluster groups and commissioning CPD and resources.
The subject specialist teams combine teaching and assessment
expertise.
You can ‘Meet the Team’ for your subject on the OCR website.

www.ocr.org.uk/maths

CEO’s own Tour de France

Resources by teachers for teachers
OCR continues to publish innovative new resource materials,
designed by teachers for teachers, to support the next generation
of GCSEs and A Levels for first teaching in 2015. Samples of the
resources are available on the OCR website:
www.ocr.org.uk/reformresources.
Based on research into what teachers want and like, we’re
introducing four main types of teaching and learning resources:
Delivery Guides, Transition Guides, Topic Exploration Packs and
Lesson Elements.
The new transition guides, for example, focus on how a particular
topic is covered at two different key stages, highlighting the
differences in the approach at each level. The guides suggest
useful ways to prepare students at the lower stage to progress up
to the next level.
Our delivery guides help to pinpoint misconceptions that students
may have in a topic. They offer a body of knowledge about
teaching and learning that grows throughout the lifetime of the
specification.
OCR’s new resources provide a range of activities and suggestions
so teachers can select the best approach for their particular
students.

of climbing. Mark is fundraising
for two projects helping young
people in Cambridge, the
children’s charity Blue Smile and
for new facilities at Stapleford
Community Primary School.
You can support Mark via
mydonate.bt.com.
La Marmotte is considered
to be one of the toughest
‘cyclosportive’ challenges.
To get ready for the epic
journey, Mark has had to
lose three stone in weight:
“This challenge was the
only thing that was going
to get me out of bed early
in the morning and force
me to eat a pile of salad,
sacrificing my morning
bacon roll,” he said.

In brief
NEWS

OCR’s longest serving examiner?
In the last issue of agenda, we celebrated the achievement
of Mike Hopkinson who retired after 40 years as a design and
technology examiner for OCR.
We were delighted to hear from Jill Dowson, currently chief
examiner for Text Processing, who originally joined RSA back in
June 1971 as an assistant examiner for typewriting. Her years
in the examining seat for OCR exceed Mike’s. However, Peter
King who was an English examiner from 1959 to 2012, is surely
OCR’s longest serving examiner having clocked up 53 years. He
witnessed the integration of the Midland Examination Group into
UCLES and eventually into OCR, the demise of the CSE and the
introduction of the GCSE. Throughout, he regarded himself first
and foremost as a ‘Cambridge examiner’. Congratulations to Mike,
Jill and Peter for their outstanding achievements.
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Making apprenticeships work

Above: OCR Chief Executive Mark Dawe talks
apprenticeships with Shadow Skills Minister,
Liam Byrne MP (right).

OCR held a breakfast meeting in the House of Commons in April on
making apprenticeships work.
Chaired by Shadow Skills Minister Liam Byrne MP, the meeting
brought together employers from across a range of sectors
including banking, energy, vehicle manufacturing and construction,
as well as senior civil servants from BIS and parliamentarians, to
share experiences of implementing new apprenticeships and
to identify areas of concern at a time when apprenticeships
are undergoing rapid change. The meeting took place shortly
after the announcement of Phase 2 ‘Trailblazers’, the initiative to
make apprenticeships more responsive to employer needs, and
employers from both Phase 1 and 2 Trailblazer sectors attended the
breakfast event.
There was a consensus that well informed careers advice
about apprenticeships was vital. Many felt that the awareness
of apprenticeships by schools and colleges needed to improve.
Different sectors expressed different priorities but employers
wanted to be in the driving seat in choosing the type of training
to suit their needs, not have it determined for them. Starting
and running apprenticeship programmes was easier for larger
organisations and more support was needed to get SMEs involved.
The SMEs present expressed particular concern about making sure

teaching is relevant to their trade and the potential administrative
burden around funding.
As well as helping to create exciting new apprenticeships that
meet employer needs, OCR was particularly interested to listen to
feedback on specific issues such as improving standards of English
and maths, the grading system and the assessment of competence
at the end of an apprenticeship.
Charlotte Bosworth, OCR Director of Skills and Employment, said:
“Thanks to a very stimulating discussion and a genuine sharing of
knowledge by all those involved in implementing apprenticeships,
this breakfast event produced lots of exciting ideas on making
apprenticeships work. The issue of maths is key and, as a provider
of a range of maths qualifications, OCR hopes to inform the debate
about how to achieve the rise in standards that is required.”
Liam Byrne MP commented: “When it comes to apprenticeships,
the government has focused on quantity over quality, yet the
future of this country depends on achieving both. The OCR event
was a brilliant opportunity to pool expertise and discuss the ways
in which we can achieve this. This work is vital if we’re to create
accessible opportunities for young people and address the UK’s
skills gap.”

Cambridge Technicals go international
The Ministry of Education and Human Resources in Mauritius is
taking advantage of the expertise of both OCR and its sister exam
board, Cambridge International Examinations, to offer a new
qualification, the Higher School Certificate Professional, which
recognises the academic and vocational achievement of 18-yearolds. Alongside Cambridge International A Levels, young Mauritians
will now have the opportunity to take OCR’s Level 3 Cambridge
Technical vocational qualifications. In March, a delegation from the
Mauritius Exams Syndicate visited schools in England including
Long Road Sixth Form College in Cambridge (pictured right), to see
how the Cambridge Technical in IT is delivered. The Chief Executive
of Cambridge International Examinations, Michael O’Sullivan, and
OCR’s Head of International Projects, Dominique Slade, visited
Mauritius in May to formally celebrate the new HSC ‘Pro’ initiative
with the Mauritian Minister of Education and the head of the
Mauritius Exams Syndicate.
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OCR’s Dominique Slade (centre) took a delegation from the Mauritius
Exams Syndicate to meet students taking the Cambridge Technical in IT
at Long Road Sixth Form College in Cambridge.

NEWS

Helping young people
to be ‘work-ready’
In March, the Leeds-based social
enterprise, Ahead Partnership,
with the help of Lord Nash,
Parliamentary Under-Secretary
of State for Schools, launched
the expansion of ‘Make the
Grade’, its programme which
brings together schools and
employers.
Make the Grade successfully
provides schools with
employability and skills
development activities involving
local employers from different
sectors. The Ahead Partnership
works in partnership with over
200 employers, including many
household names. With new
funding from the Big Lottery

Fund, it aims to expand Make
the Grade from a regional to a
national programme.
Ahead CEO Stephanie Burras
approached OCR to get
involved in the expansion of the
scheme. As part of the plans,
OCR is now working with the
Ahead Partnership to build a
placement programme which
provides meaningful work
experience to a young person
that is relevant and beneficial
to all involved. By mapping
employer-led challenges
against OCR’s Employability and
Entrepreneurship qualifications,
young people not only
complete worthwhile activities

for the employer, but also have
an opportunity to achieve
relevant qualifications.
The key features of the
placement programme echo
the recommendations of the
recent UKCES report, ‘Not Just
Making Tea’, which stressed the
importance of meaningful work
experience, with a focus on a
realistic work context.
A two-week pilot programme
which OCR has helped to set up
takes place in July. If successful,
this will be rolled out for a larger
number of schools next year.
www.aheadpartnership.org.uk

Why ‘being entrepreneurial’ is top
of the league
OCR’s ‘Being Entrepreneurial’
qualification has recently
been used by The Premier
League to support its
annual Enterprise Challenge
in which 23 participating
football clubs strive to work
with hard-to-reach youngsters
and help them gain a foothold
in the world of business, work
and employability. Some
participating students have also
taken the opportunity to obtain
the OCR qualification as a formal
recognition of a successful
learning achievement. More
than 3,000 young people aged
between 14 and 19 took part
this year as team members
in the challenge with 40 of
the selected semi-finalists
working towards the Level 2
qualification.
This year’s Enterprise
Challenge asked teams of
young people what they
would do to develop a club’s
fan base in Africa and the USA
with each team ‘pitching’ their
business proposals to an expert
judging panel at an event in
London. Building a worldwide
fan base is a strategic business

objective for many leading
clubs as they seek to capitalise
upon the global popularity of
English football’s top tier. The
winning team was named as
the West Ham United Kicks. As
part of winning the Enterprise
Challenge, the students
received an iPad mini each and
will have the opportunity to
meet the Premier League’s Chief
Executive Richard Scudamore
and the Prime Minister’s
enterprise adviser Lord Young
at 10 Downing Street later this
year.
Charlotte Bosworth, Head
of Skills and Employment at
OCR commented: “The ‘Being
Entrepreneurial’ qualification
has had a significant impact
since launch with many
teaching institutions interested
in its innovative content and
approach. We are delighted to

have supported the Premier
League Enterprise Challenge
by providing a qualification
that can encourage young
people to think about the
world of business and obtain
the essential transferable skills
which will be vital for whatever
career path they take.
“It is vital to embed
entrepreneurial mind sets
and attributes so learners
understand the importance
and role of self-belief, taking
initiative, understanding
risk-taking, demonstrating
determination, and having the
right attitude towards failure.
Such mind sets are invaluable
when it comes to developing
a successful career and we
are delighted that our new
qualification was selected by
the Premier League to play an
important role in helping to
inspire our next generation of
budding entrepreneurs.”
Peta Bistany, Director of
Planning and Projects at The
Premier League, added: “The
Premier League clubs use their
position of popularity to work
closely with local communities

Enriching
Cambridge
Technicals
Ever since the launch of
Cambridge Technicals
in 2012, OCR has added
industry-relevant content
and resources.
OCR is now working with
Richer Sounds, the hi-fi,
cinema and TV equipment
retailer, to produce a range
of new learning resources
for students of Cambridge
Technicals in Business.

Company founder and
owner, Julian Richer, is
renowned for his capacity
for motivation and
entrepreneurship. The
new resources will offer an
invaluable insight into the
workings of this successful
UK business.
From September, case
studies based on detailed
interviews with key people
across different areas of
Richer Sounds will be
available. The case studies
will cover:
how Richer Sounds uses a
range of marketing tools in
a fast-changing market
the use of a trial day as part
of the recruitment process
how staff performance
is managed through a
unique self-developed
dashboard tool.
Keep an eye on the
Cambridge Technical in
Business webpages in
September for these relevant
new resources.

•
•
•

and engage fans in meaningful
activity. Through the Enterprise
Challenge, supported by OCR,
we’re encouraging young
people to develop valuable skills
for the future and teach them in
an innovative way.”
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INTERVIEW / STEPHEN DREW

Stephen Drew became headteacher of Brentwood County
High School in Essex in September 2012. A school of about
1400 pupils aged 11 to 18 and 200 staff, Brentwood recently
acquired academy status, after being rated Good by Ofsted
earlier this year.
A history teacher by training, “Mr Drew” shot to fame in the
fly-on-the-wall Channel 4 documentary Educating Essex when
he was deputy head of Passmores Academy in Harlow. He has
recently embraced television again to address the issue of tackling
the behaviour of young pupils faced with exclusion from school.
Here he tells agenda about his own career and the challenges he
faces as a headteacher.

What has been your path into your
current role?
I trained to teach at the Institute of
Education in 1997, with most of my
training in Tower Hamlets. I taught for
four years at Stowupland High School
in Suffolk before moving to be head of
history at Passmores in Harlow in 2002. At
Passmores, I was head of department, head
of faculty, assistant headteacher and finally
deputy headteacher from 2008. I became
headteacher of Brentwood County High
School in September 2012.
What do you like about working in the
field of education?
Working with young people is a privilege.
Schools are special places where we get
the chance to improve the lives of young
people in a unique way. What happens to
us when we go to school affects us for the
rest of our lives. Every day is a new chance
to be better. Young people never cease to
surprise you, to energise you, to challenge
you or to entertain you. Most of all though,
young people make you endlessly proud
of what they can achieve. I love the fact
that our young people prove the doubters
and the cynics wrong every single day with
their hard work, responsible attitude and
dedication to success.
Who do you admire in your field?
There are so many amazing teachers and
headteachers in our schools who I am
inspired by every day. Tom Sherrington
(@headteacherguru) is a headteacher
who writes with great clarity on teaching
and learning. Ross Morrison-McGill (@
TeacherToolkit) is a deputy headteacher
who has a profound understanding
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of what makes schools succeed. Phil
Beadle (@PhilBeadle) is a fantastic English
teacher whose passion, teaching skill and
dedication to young people is second
to none. I also have to highlight the two
brilliant headteachers who I worked for at
Passmores, Kevin Sadler and Vic Goddard.
Their inspiring leadership influenced me
greatly.

If you weren’t a teacher, what would
you be?
All the things I would want to do would not
bring me an income.

Was your own experience of education
a positive one and what lessons did
you learn from it?
I loved school. I am not sure that my own
teachers always loved having me in their
classrooms however. I learned that as a
young person you only get one chance at
your education and sometimes you need
the adults around you, both teachers and
parents, to help you to ensure that you do
not waste that chance. I have learned that
teachers and parents have an absolute
responsibility to support young people to
succeed. We must always remember that
we are the adults and that this means that
we must never accept second best either
from a young person or from ourselves.

What are the greatest challenges faced
by schools such as your own over the
next five years?
Aside from the financial challenges that are
increasingly becoming desperate for many
schools, the issues of changes to curricula
and exams are key. With the DfE deciding
that there should be complete change to
the curriculum in all Key Stages and at the
same time making radical changes to the
exams system, schools face an absurd level
of change.

What do you do when – if – you have
time off?
I enjoy time with my family. I play rugby
every Saturday for Bishop’s Stortford Rugby
Club. On a Sunday evening, I play five a side
football with friends. I am a member of the
British Museum and pay regular visits.
I enjoy cycling and walking. As a family, we
enjoy visiting great cities. This summer we
are going to Warsaw, Prague and Budapest.
I particularly love camping, but I am starting
to understand that my teenage children
and my wife are not as keen as I am!

Travelling the world’s key historical sites is
not something that qualifies as a job! I really
have no idea what else I would do if I was
not a teacher.

This situation is compounded by the
inability of the various political parties to
agree that any changes currently being
introduced in 2014 will remain in place after
the election in 2015. To me, the issue is not
what changes are made, it is about schools
actually being able to know what is going
to happen and what work we need to do.
As a headteacher, how do you know
when you are doing a good job?
When my students, parents, staff and
governors tell me that they are happy with
what we are achieving as a school. Praise
from Ofsted, the Department for Education,
the media and politicians are valuable
but are a secondary issue. The job of the
headteacher is to serve your community
and your stakeholders.

INTERVIEW / STEPHEN DREW

What achievement are you proudest of?
Being given the chance to be a
headteacher for the first time in 2012.
I aspired to headship from the earliest
days of my teaching career. I believe in the
moral purpose of what I do as a teacher.
The chance to support a school of young
people, parents, staff, governors and a
wider local community to be the very best
they can be is something I am proud of
every single day.
If you were stuck in a lift with a
government minister, what three
things would you ask for on behalf of
your school?
I would ask for a period of peace and quiet
in which we can deal with all the changes
required of us before another new set of
probably contradictory changes are dreamt
up. I would ask for ministers to adopt a default
position of being positive about young
people rather than pandering to a media that
delights in demonising young people all of
the time. Finally I would ask for the money to
pay for a 4G artificial pitch for my students to
be built over a single weekend!

“I love the fact that
our young people
prove the doubters
and the cynics wrong
every single day with
their hard work,
responsible attitude
and dedication to
success.”

OCR AGENDA Summer 2014
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FEATURE / APPRENTICESHIPS

MAKING
APPRENTICESHIPS
WORK
AN EMPLOYER-LED APPROACH

CASE STUDY A model of close collaboration between an employer, a college and OCR
WHAT One year Mercato data engineering apprenticeship
WHERE Birmingham Metropolitan College (BMET)
WHEN August 2013 – August 2014
WHO Nine apprentices started in August 2013, ranging in age from 16 up to 27
LEADING TO Level 3 Diploma in OCR’s Cambridge Technicals in IT (Smarter Technology pathway)

THE EMPLOYER
Mercato

Software technology company,
Birmingham

From its base in what was once the
heartland of traditional industry in
Birmingham, Mercato Solutions Ltd is
now leading the way in a 21st century
revolution, the handling of big data.
The company is one of three closely
inter-linked SMEs, (Mercato Solutions Ltd,
Probrand Ltd and Icomm Technologies Ltd),
employing a total of 230+ people. It has
grown rapidly in the last 14 years through
its ability to deliver innovative technology
solutions to data management problems
and to offer this data handling expertise to
customers, including IBM, Capita, and the
Welsh Government.
The innovative company is continually
exploring ways to find ‘work- ready’
employees and embarked on its first
apprenticeship programme in summer 2013.
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Mercato’s Director of Marketing Steve
Bushell says: “Apprentices are the seeds of
the future. As both a school governor and
as a technology industry representative on
the Birmingham Skills Board, it is absolutely
clear that business and education have to
work more closely together to overcome
the clear gap in the supply of the workready people we need. I am in favour of
a model where employers are involved
in training their workforce through
apprenticeships, not relying on colleges or
universities to educate people in isolation.“
As the data handling technology sector
has expanded, Mercato uncovered a
shortage of the type of staff it needs. After
discussions with Birmingham Metropolitan
College’s (BMET’s) Clive Davies, Mercato
made the decision to commit to a one year
apprenticeship programme that upskilled
people in ‘data implementation’, precisely
the skills it needed for the growing big
data industry. Mercato’s radical technology,
which has won the Queen’s Award for
Innovation, sits on software known as
KnowledgeKube. This implementation
platform is enabling the apprentices
to become ‘data implementers’ who
are developing and automating highly
complex workflow and business process
solutions, without having to write a single
line of code.

Steve explains: “We want qualifications and
learning to be as meaningful and relevant
as possible. When we heard that the
apprentices would take OCR’s Cambridge
Technicals in IT course, with some
additional new IBM ‘Smarter Technology’
units, we knew that this would be a great fit
and too good an opportunity to miss.”
Mercato and BMET intentionally recruited
people for the new apprenticeship
programme that came from a variety of
different backgrounds, that were ‘blank
canvases’, with little experience in IT.
“Thanks to our close working relationship
with BMET and OCR’s flexibility in creating
a bespoke curriculum,” Steve continues,
“we’ve made sure that what the apprentices
study is aligned to our needs. And we’ve
found that we can mould the apprentices
to be the ‘data implementers’ we need
within a surprisingly short time.”
“Here at Mercato, we really see the
value in apprenticeships. I do think that
employers need to shed some of their
misconceptions. We pay the people on
the course above the minimum wage. We
are realistic of course – not everyone will
complete the apprenticeship programme
as it is demanding. My rule of thumb is
80/20 to complete. But some exceed
our expectations. Take Jonathan Burns
(read below) for example, he is already
committed to joining us full time, as he has
such an aptitude for the data handling work
and is helping BMET to improve the course
through his data management skills.”

FEATURE / APPRENTICESHIPS

BMET, his potential was spotted by BMET’s
Clive Davies who encouraged him to apply
for the upcoming Mercato Apprenticeship
course. Along with eight others, some
of whom were straight from school and
others from a variety of work backgrounds,
including McDonalds, Jonathan started the
apprenticeship in August 2013.

THE APPRENTICE
Jonathan Burns
“My future is in IT” declares 28-year-old
Jonathan Burns. From working in the
security industry up to 18 months ago,
Jonathan’s career has changed dramatically
since his innate talent for IT was discovered.
After taking a short course in basic IT at

For the one year Diploma programme, the
apprentices’ week is split 50/50 between
studying at the College for the first half of
each week and working at Mercato’s offices
in the second half.
Jonathan comments; “The balance is
fantastic. Our college tutor Clive Davies is
very enthusiastic and we are learning so
much. We all work hard and we’re totally
committed, even if that means we have
to be a bit more business-like and have
a stronger work ethic than some other
students at the college.” The parts of the

working with a different exam board (OCR),
teaching new qualifications, working with
a new industry partner and condensing a
two year course down to one year. He does
not regret the decision however.

THE COLLEGE
Birmingham Metropolitan
College
Birmingham Metropolitan College (BMET)
is one of the largest Colleges in the UK,
with 14 campuses, providing further and
higher education courses across the West
Midlands. The College has strong links with
employers and provides apprenticeships
spanning a range of sectors including
hairdressing, cookery and business
administration.
Clive Davies, the Assistant Director of
Technical Innovation and Development at
BMET, admits his college took a brave step
in creating the one year apprenticeship
programme for Mercato. It involved

“I am proud that we could innovate and
work in partnership to support a cutting
edge company that is at the heart of
the growing IT hub around Birmingham
leading the way in data engineering. As
part of the trailblazer initiative, I was asked
by e-skills UK to be part of a national team
looking at different roles in the digital
industries, particularly that of the data
engineer. An employer-led approach to
apprenticeships is actually a great model,
and one that operated successfully in this
country for many decades.”
The choice of qualifications for the
apprenticeship programme at BMET was
key. “OCR’s Cambridge Technicals in IT
course is a fresh and exciting one to inspire
learners. I had worked closely with IBM
before and I was really pleased that OCR

Cambridge Technicals in IT Diploma course
that Jonathan has enjoyed most have been
the specialist IBM Smarter Technology units
which complement the data engineering
work he has been doing at Mercato. He’s
also really enjoyed the course units on
business skills.
“I have been able to take what I learn in
college straight into my work at Mercato.
In fact, I am now based full time at Mercato
as a data implementer and using the
company’s data management software,
(called KnowledgeKube), to improve the
apprenticeship course. That’s the area of the
business that I’m hoping to make my future
at Mercato. The course has been great, it’s
really been about building and growing on
the job.”

was able to provide a specialist option on
smarter ways of working with big data in
the form of new IBM Smarter Technology
units which they added to the core
Cambridge Technicals course. This makes
the design of the apprenticeship very
relevant to Mercato’s needs.
“I like the innovation that OCR is
demonstrating with the Cambridge
Technicals course with these specialist
pathways and they are right to emphasise
the importance of work experience which
some courses don’t require.
“Our apprentices come to us for two and a
half days a week and got through six units
before Easter. The apprentices have been
a highly motivated bunch – they’ve had
to be to cover the material required in the
time. But they have all proved themselves
up to the challenge and will be an asset to
any company.”
While this has been a pilot year for the
Mercato Apprenticeship at BMET, and there
are a few tweaks that Clive would make
for the second year, he is convinced that
the apprenticeship is on the right track.
“I believe we have now secured the right
approach to preparing people for success
in the workplace.”

For further information visit
www.ocr.org.uk/apprenticeships
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FEATURE / JOINT SURVEY WITH NUS

A LEVEL REFORMS:
WHAT STUDENTS THINK
Earlier this year, OCR collaborated with the NUS in a survey asking
students what they think about the reform of A Levels coming into
effect from 2015. Although OCR has talked extensively with teachers and
university academics about qualification reform, this was the first time
that we had asked students directly for their opinions.
More than 1750 students took part in
the joint survey which was conducted
between January to March this year. NUS
membership begins at 16, so the survey
incorporated the views of those currently
taking A Levels, as well as those who had
taken them in the recent past. In addition
to specific questions about exam reform,
the survey also asked wider questions
about careers guidance and advice.

The results of the survey on students’
views on A Levels reveal the concerns
many students feel in the face of change.
Students want to make rational choices
about what to take at A Level and beyond.
The survey was a very useful exercise for
OCR. We believe that exam boards can
respond by incorporating student feedback
into the development of new A Levels and
by making sure students, as key stakeholders,
are kept informed about the changes.

Key themes that emerged from the findings were:
●

●

Students want to make rational wellinformed choices about what they
study at Level 3.
They feel that the value that
higher education (HE) places on
qualifications is critical in helping
them make decisions about what to
study.

●

●

The main concerns they have about
changes as a result of the reforms are
the decoupling of the AS, the focus on
exams and the lack of opportunity for
second chances.

●

A real concern that those students
who may already be disadvantaged
will be even more so by the reforms.

A perception that new A Levels will be
harder and as such they are less likely
to study STEM subjects.

The students who took part:
8%
●

Sixth Form

●

University
undergraduates

31%
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25 %

31%

34 %

27 %

●

FE Colleges

●

Others

69 %

●

Female

●

Male

52 %
23 %

●

16 -18

●

19-23

●

24+

FEATURE / JOINT SURVEY WITH NUS

What students think about...

THE ‘DECOUPLING’ OF THE AS

Respondents expressed fears over the
‘decoupling’ of the AS Level. (Currently
the AS Level comprises 50% of a students’
final grade. However under the reforms
the qualification will be completely
freestanding.)
Nearly three quarters (73%) of respondents
would only find the standalone AS Level
useful if it was included in offers from
universities. The removal of feedback on
academic progress, currently provided by
AS results, was identified by the majority of
students (61%) as a problem for students
making rational decisions about which
courses and universities to apply for.

The implication is that in the new system,
future sixth form students will follow a much
narrower programme of study focused on
just three subjects rather than four.
POLAR analysis (Participation of Local Areas
is a classification of areas across the UK)
of the responses revealed big differences
in likely uptake of AS Level. Half of those
from areas with high participation in HE
would take an AS Level out of enjoyment or
interest. Yet only one in five from areas with
low participation would take an AS Level for
this purpose.

“We want to build successful new A Levels and make them work.
The survey helps us to do that.
“The results show us that students want to make rational,
informed decisions about their subject choices at A Level and
about their future career paths.
“There is still time for exams boards to incorporate changes into
the A Levels over the next three years of development, informed
by the feedback we have received.
We are looking, for instance, at extra feedback sessions and mock
exams for students experiencing linear qualifications for the first
time, and exploring alternatives that enrich the curriculum.”

73 %
60 %

would only pick a standalone AS if
universities included them in offers

Six in ten said that without AS
results as an indicator of progress,
it would be more difficult to apply
to university

8%

Fewer than one in ten said the
reforms would make A Levels more
attractive to students

Sally Brown OCR Head of Policy (HE)

What students think about...

LINEAR EXAMS AND SUBJECT CHOICES

From September 2015, new A Levels will
be taught as linear qualifications, with
assessment taking place at the end of
the course only. Compared to the current
system, six in ten said that the reformed A
Levels would not be better preparation for
university and almost seven in ten (68%)
said they would be no better preparation
for a job.
Over three quarters (76%) of survey
respondents were opposed to A Levels
consisting of exams only at the end of a
two year course. 69% said that the main
disadvantage of assessment in this form
is that there will be no feedback on how
well they are doing until their course is
completed. There was also considerable
opposition to the reduction in the
opportunity to resit the A Level, as students
will have to wait a full year before they can
resit. 89% said that this will unfairly penalise

students who have faced significant
upheaval in their education and need a
second chance.
Subject choice patterns are likely to change
in reformed qualifications. There was a
perception that new A Levels will be harder
and that students may choose to move
away from STEM subjects. For example,
32% of respondents who have taken or
are taking mathematics currently said they
would be less likely or a lot less likely to
take mathematics A Level ; for physics this
figure is 53%. This has big implications for
the supply of A Level students to STEM
university courses and into employment.

32 %

32% of respondents who have
taken or are taking maths currently
said they would be less likely to
take a new maths A Level

53 %

For physics the figure is 53%

51% of students stated that the biggest
influence on subject choice was ensuring
they were able to progress to their
university or career of choice.
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COMMENT

WHAT’S THE FUTURE
FOR THE REFORMED ‘AS’?
PAUL STEER, OCR DIRECTOR OF POLICY AND STRATEGY,
CONSIDERS THE ISSUE

Come September 2015, teachers will be
delivering the first batch of reformed,
linear A Levels. The new AS is a ‘decoupled’
qualification that can be taken part way
through an A Level programme but which
won’t contribute to the final A Level grade.
People have begun to ask questions about
the purpose of the new AS – is there really
any point in students taking it? The jury is
still out on this one. Talking to teachers and a
wide range of stakeholders reveals that most
people remain undecided. There is a strong
element of ‘wait and see’, and this is probably
the right view to take – the arguments for
and against are finely balanced.
Co-teachability is one of the issues that
many are attempting to grapple with. The
regulator has made a co-teachable AS a
requirement. This means that the same class
of pupils can be taught both the AS and the
A Level in their first year, with the AS being
the point of termination for some pupils,
while others go on to take the full A Level
at the end of their second year. Superficially,
this looks like business as usual but the
linear nature of the A Level introduces
some important structural changes. The A
Level syllabus covers two years’ worth of
study time and anything learned in those
two years may come up in the final exams.
This means that content studied for the
AS may be assessed again in the A Level.
Furthermore, the AS is notionally set at a
slightly lower level of demand, designed for
pupils who have only been studying for one
year. In other words, the new A Level is no
longer a game of two halves.
The challenge of teaching two terminal
exams side by side with different points
of termination will be greater for some
subjects than others. The best way to think
this through is to review the exam boards’
draft syllabuses for AS and A Level, to look
at how they have structured the content,
and the advice and guidance provided.
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Of course, there are others who never
liked the AS in the first place. They accuse
it of wasting valuable teaching time with
exams and revision. They also believe that
the ‘modular’ nature of the current A Levels
compartmentalises learning into silos that
limit pupils’ opportunities to make links
between topics across the whole syllabus.

‘coupled’ format. Its reliability as a predictor
of final grades is valued, as is evidence
of its contribution to social mobility and
access. But the imperative to offer equality
of access could become problematic.
Universities will have to consider how to
treat applicants fairly who have attended
institutions that no longer offer the AS.

Measuring progress is another issue. Pupils
and teachers like to do this. So do the
people who manage the teachers. The AS
has become an important measurement
point. The reliability of AS as a predictor of
A Level performance is very high, but this
is not surprising when it comprises 50% of
the final A Level grade. The correlation of
performance between AS and the linear A
Level may prove less reliable.

The current AS extends breadth by allowing
four subjects to be studied in the first
year, giving students the opportunity to
explore a wider range of disciplines than
might otherwise be the case. Even with
the current AS, A Level programmes are
relatively narrow and specialist when
compared with the broader baccalaureatestyle approaches in other parts of the
world, so people need to think twice before
ditching the AS if that means narrowing
things down to three subjects.

The AS is often cited as a powerful
mechanism for building confidence.
Students who are unsure about a subject
because they perceive it as challenging
(eg physics), or have not studied it before
(eg psychology), may be persuaded to
take it because they have the option of
‘giving it a go’ for a year. The NUS/OCR
survey of students (see page 12) reveals
53% of A Level Physics students do just
that. Worryingly, the survey also suggests
that the role of AS in boosting confidence is
most critical for those students who live in
areas where few young people progress to
university.
So long as universities use AS results to
inform admissions, it seems inevitable
the AS will continue to be taught. As the
HE ‘market’ evolves however, there may
be increasing disparity between entry
requirements. Under the new process, the
number of UCAS points an AS attracts will
go down – to less than half an A Level.
Some have interpreted this as a sinister
signal from HE but it is probably just the
result of applying the formula.
Universities have been outspoken in
support of retaining AS in its current

If an institution decides to withdraw or limit
AS availability, what could it do with the space
left on the curriculum? Could a refreshed and
more inclusive Extended Project Qualification
offer a new kind of breadth – especially if it
were brought forward a year? Could Core
Maths offer something vital to students who
have selected largely arts-based subjects?
What about activities that take people into
the community? And surely it is time to look
at the extensive vocational provision on offer,
especially with newly established government
policies which have brought in new Tech
Levels and Applied General qualifications.
Now is the time for each institution to
consider carefully what its curriculum offer
should look like, to study the new draft A
Level syllabuses and other qualifications
on offer, to keep one eye on the money
and funding, and the other on university
admissions policies, whilst all the time
bearing in mind the impact of the changes
on young people and the decisions they
might take.
Email your comments to agenda@ocr.org.uk
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17

Association for the
Teaching of Psychology
Annual Conference
2014

OCR History
Conference: Tudor
England – Rebellion,
Controversies and
Elizabeth

Westminster Education
Forum

Loughborough University
Come and meet our OCR subject
specialists at this three-day
annual conference for teachers of
psychology. The conference will offer
updating sessions, presentations
and workshops on teaching and
learning, as well as opportunities
to share good practice.

www.atpconference.org.uk

7
OCR Conference:
Computing – Across the
Curriculum

Hampton Court Palace
New for 2014! OCR’s one day
Tudor Conference brings together
presentations by experts on the
period, who will consider afresh key
elements of Tudor times. This course
is for you if you teach the period and
you’re looking to develop your own
knowledge of the subject and to
refresh and enliven your lessons with
new insights, regardless of which
awarding body or specification you
teach.

Glaziers Hall, London SE1
Stephen Diston, Subject Team
Manager for Science at OCR, will be
joining a panel discussing ‘Reformed
A and AS Level sciences: content,
delivery and preparation for Higher
Education’, scheduled to run from
11.00am -11.50am. The panel is part
of Westminster Education Forum’s
programme of morning talks on
GCSE and A Level reform.

www.westminsterforum
projects.co.uk/forums

www.ocr.org.uk/events/
view/ocr-history-conferencetudor-england-rebellioncontroversies-and-elizabeth

University of Warwick,
Coventry

11-13

This full day conference will provide
you with practical resources
and training in how to integrate
computing into subject areas such
as art, history, languages, maths,
music and science. Each session
will bring alive computing in action
within the school curriculum, with
both presentations and practical
demonstrations showcasing how
computing can and will influence
other school subjects now and in the
future. This course supports all OCR
GCSE Computing teachers.

Schools History Project
26th Annual Conference

www.ocr.org.uk/events/
view/computing-across-thecurriculum-2014

http://schoolshistoryproject.
org.uk/conference/
confcurrent/index.htm

Leeds Trinity University
Visit OCR on Stand 8 where our
subject specialists will be available
to answer questions on our history
qualifications and to provide the
latest on the GCSE and A Level
reforms. The SHP conference offers a
wide range of inspiring workshops,
plenary sessions, fringe events and a
resources exhibition.

To join OCR at
these events, visit
www.ocr.org.uk/events
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GCSE

REFORM

A LEVEL

Interact with our new
resources for A Levels
and GCSEs from 2015
Our new resources are designed to demonstrate the types of teaching and learning
support we’ll be developing over the next year to support you with the new
A Levels and GCSEs for first teaching in September 2015. We’re also developing
exciting new functionality to help you explore and use our resource materials.
Explore our resources and watch our film on the new functionality we’re
developing at ocr.org.uk/reformresources
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4497914419

OCR Customer Contact Centre
Vocational qualifications
Telephone 024 76 851509
Facsimile
024 76 851633
Email vocational.qualifications@ocr.org.uk

General qualifications
Telephone 01223 553998
Facsimile
01223 552627
Email general.qualifications@ocr.org.uk
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