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What’s the point?

Should the aim of schooling be:

a) to get as many students as possible into university,

b) to make sure we have enough plumbers,

c) to enrich an individual’s life, or

d) it all depends on the wind direction?

The government just can’t seem to make up its mind

John Crace reports

Had Charles Clarke (UK Secretary of State for Education) dropped in on Hatch End high school in north London late last Thursday after​noon, he might have reckoned the entrepreneurial vision of education that he had hymned in i his speech to the annual conference, of the Confederation of British ~ Industry two days previously had I already been made flesh. Seated around a seminar room, he would have found 23 year 10 students, aka the directors and shareholders of  HIJKLMNO - or H20 for short - j discussing their company's products, i balance sheet and sales strategy for I the Christmas period. Similar business meetings were taking place in hundreds of class​rooms around the country, as teams of between six and 25 students compete over the course of the academic year in the Young Enterprise challenge. Young Enterprise was set up in 1963 I to give young people the opportunity "to gain personal experience of how business works, understand the role it plays in providing employment and creating prosperity; and be inspired to improve their own prospects and the competitiveness of the UK”:

It operates on the principle of learning through doing, so while turning a decent profit is not to be sniffed at, it is not the be-all and end-all. “The idea is that all students should get to understand how business works,” says Simon Evans, a design and technology teacher who jointly supervises the Hatch End students along with business studies teacher Yvonne Chisholm. Every company will make mistakes; the important thing is that students must be able to show they have identified and learnt from them: 

'Young Enterprise has expanded dramatically over its near-40-year history, and along the way students have become a great deal more business savvy. Chisholm has been involved for more than five years and in that time she reckons things have become a great deal slicker. "The standard of entry we are seeing now; would have romped home in the competition five years ago," she says. And yet the message coming I through from both business and government is that education is failing UK plc. The review of enterprise and the economy conducted by Howard Davies, chairman of the Financial Services Authority, which was published earlier this year, concluded that many young people were leaving school without the skills and confidence that industry required. In his speech to the CBI last week, Charles Clarke broadly accepted these findings and made the startlingly utilitarian declaration that "Learning is important in its own right, but if education is not properly relating to the world of work it has failed".

The following day, in his pre-Budget speech, the chancellor, Gordon Brown, promised £60m of extra cash to promote entrepreneurship in schools by giving every 14-year-old five days of hands-on business and entrepreneurship experience. But even if one, for a moment, accepts the education secretary's rather narrow view of the purpose of learning, is the premise that business skills can be successfully bolted on to the national curriculum necessarily a goer?

Hatch End high school is a mixed-ability comprehensive of some 1,200 pupils, teaching years 8 through to 11. At the beginning of each academic year, Evans and Chisholm invite all 300 year 10 students to a meeting to hear about Young Enterprise. This year 60 turned up. The two teachers talked about the level of commitment involved; two evenings a week- one taken up with business matters, the other with product manufacture, and numerous other weekends and evenings for sales. By the end of the meeting 37 students decided they had better things to do, and 23 signed up.

Which was pretty much the ideal scenario as far as both teachers were concerned. The rules of the competition state there can be a maximum of 25 students per company, and while schools can enter more than one team, it is not a practice Hatch End recommends. "Things can turn nasty," Chisholm smiles. "Students can try to sabotage each other's efforts. Posters advertising sales events get torn down:' Only once in the 15 years or so that Hatch End high has been entering the competition have lots had to be drawn to make the numbers work.

This process of self-selection has a lot going for it, as you are left with a group of enthusiastic volunteers with the commitment and the drive to make things happen. Last year's group did so well they were able to donate about £171 to charity, as well as return each of the 400 shareholders their original 50p stake along with a small dividend, and this year's group is well on the way to emulating the success. They have already made over £100 from car cleaning to raise some quick capital and have now made some cards and clocks to sell in the run-up to Christmas.

The group is by no means the finished article. Both teachers admit they have had to learn to steer a fine line between offering direction and allowing the students to get things wrong. "You have to know when to keep your mouth shut," says Evans. "They make duff choices all the time," grins Mike Katz; a manufacturing consultant for Kodak who acts as the group's business adviser. "I try to talk them through the options and make them aware of issues such as security and keeping an inventory, Their biggest problem, though is translating their decisions into actions:' Even so, you'd have to say that regardless of whether these kids were taking part in Young Enterprise or not, they are precisely the ones you would have no hesitation in backing to go on to have successful careers. They may not all be outstandingly academic, but they are engaged and are all tipped to achieve a minimum of 5 GCSE passes at A to C. They enjoy what they do, know their worth, know the worth of having Young Enterprise on their CVs and most talk happily about going off to university in the future. In short, these are not the kids who are dragging British industry back.

Making projects like this part of the curriculum for everyone would change everything. "When everyone is committed, you get no disruptions," says Evans. "The students are able to work effectively in groups." In other words, in precisely the collaborative style they will need for business. "But once you get people who don't want to be there, it becomes an uphill struggle," he continues. "As a teacher you have to become far more hands-on and directional. I'm sure most will absorb something, but it would be hard to say what."

There are also concerns that the government is confusing - or at least conflating - the ideas of entrepre​neurship and vocational skills. The two are not the same. Most students on the Young Enterprise scheme are there because they are interested in busi​ness, not because they want to learn how to turn crisp packets into clocks.

The soft skills of communication and collaboration are never going to do anyone any harm, but what a lot of business leaders say they are missing is the practical skills. The government says we need 400,000 new construction workers over the next five years; this year just 2,500 started building apprenticeships. Over the time scale, we need 20,000 plumbers; only 800 started training this year. So how does this square with the government's estimate that 80% of new jobs created between now and 2010 will require at least two A-levels?

A conspiracy theorist might take one look at the government's apparent enthusiasm for university top-up fees and conclude it was a neat way of ensuring that the less well off quit education and upped tools. After all, why bother to go £50,000 in the red to go to university in order to earn £17,000 at 22, when you can earn more than that at 18 for fixing someone's central heating?

Needless to say, this thesis doesn't fit easily with the government's other target of squeezing 50% of students into higher education, but since when has having two contradictory aims ever got in the way of government? Without quite embracing the Chris Woodhead position-'let all the non-academic kids quit school at 14 and do woodwork instead"-the government is edging significantly towards it by pushing for a more vocational educa​tional route for those that want it.

While there must be some doubt whether those students who are disaffected by the intricacies of algebra will suddenly become paragons of time-keeping and enthusiasm just because the abstract has been replaced by a lump of concrete, you can't argue that it isn't a sensible option for those who will benefit. The problem is to ensure that both the academic and the vocational routes are equally valued.

"Of course, the politicians say there wouldn't be a two-tier system, but this patently isn't the case," says Chris Watkins, reader in education at the Institute of Education. "It's very clear that the academic route is valued higher than the vocational. If you really want to achieve parity, then you have to change the way the curriculum is delivered. You need less test​ing, less banging on about performance and less treating teachers as delivery boys and girls. You need to rethink the curriculum itself, making it more valuable and purposeful for kids - which isn't at all the same thing as enabling them to get a job. At the moment, the government's vocational plans are just spin - a fob-off."

Watkins is also concerned about any attempts to shoehorn students into a career too early. "People need time to learn about themselves and the world before reaching those kinds of decisions;' he says. Chatting to the year 10 students at Hatch End high bears this out. Ambitious they may be, but at 15 they all reckon it is far too early to consider any particular career. "We've only just chosen our GCSEs," says one. They view their lives holistically, not just as workers to-be. Which is just the way it should be. These kids have got their heads screwed on. Can the same be said about the government?

