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Summary

This paper seeks to understand what impact, if any, one of the recent set of qualification

reforms had on the university outcomes of students on BTEC Level 3 National (RQF)

qualifications, introduced from September 2016 onwards, which also largely introduced a

minimum of 40% external assessment.

Thisis the first set of data available for the reformed qualifications. Previous studies have

used data fromlegacy BTEC Level 3 National (QCF) qualifications, which have since been

largely phased out.

Headline findings

1.

BTEC learners have a high continuation rate - much higher than international and
national benchmarks. The vast majority of students entering higher education (HE)
with BTECs complete theirdegrees, experiencing a continuationrate thatis:

2. higherthantherates seenin many jurisdictionsinternationally, including the USA
and Australia;

3. significantly higherthan the Office for Students’ 80% regulatory threshold for
higher educationinstitutions.

BTEC RQF learners have a higher continuation rate than BTEC QCF learners (91% vs
87%). Students on the newer, post-2016 BTEC (BTEC RQF) were more likely to
continue their studies into their second year than students entering HE with older,
internally-assessed BTEC QCF qualifications, suggesting that the newer qualifications
are an even better preparation for highereducation. This is the first published
evidence to date on outcomes for students on RQF BTECs.

BTECs play a crucial role in supporting increased participation by traditionally under-
represented groups in higher education. Students from areas with historically low
levels of participationin HE are over twice as likely to enter HE with a BTEC as those
from areas with higherlevels of participation. BTEC students are more likely to have a
characteristic fromunder-represented students, including ethnicity and socio-
economic background.

Author: KMason, B Ashworth & R Bhatta Page 30f16 ELS_A1067 | Version:1.0
Approver: HDalton & S Owen Date: 31/10/2025



Context and aims for thisresearch

At Pearsonitisincredibly important to us to understand the efficacy of our qualifications,
and the impact they have on student outcomes. We regularly evaluate the effectiveness of
our provision through different means.

The past tenyears have seen extensive reform to vocational qualificationsin England, with
furtherreform being proposed by the government at the time of writing this report. This
academic year marks the first teach date of the updated BTEC Level 3 Nationalsin
England, featuring a minimum of 40% of externally-marked assessment (i.e. public exams)
and developedinline with the DfE’s Alternative Academic Qualification (AAQ) criteria.
Qualifications within this category have a primary purpose of supporting progressioninto
higher education.

This paper seeks to understand what impact, if any, the previous set of qualification
reforms had on the university outcomes of students on BTEC Level 3 National (RQF)
qualifications, introduced from September 2016 onwards, which also largely featured a
minimum of 40% external assessment (developedinline with the DfE’s Applied General
and Tech Level criteria).

BTEC Level 3 Nationals have been taught since 1984, and for decades were known for
being assessed entirely internally, via tasks set and marked within schools and colleges
and subjectto Pearson’s external verification and quality assurance processes. The last
iteration of this design was the QCF suite, introduced in 2010 onwhat was known as the
Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF). 2016 marked a key milestone inthe
qualification’s history, with the introduction of external assessment (i.e. exams and tasks
setand marked by Pearson) across the different subject areas, on the Regulated
Qualifications Framework (RQF).

External assessment had already beenintroduced at Levels1and 2 in the BTEC First suite,
introduced from 2012, and piloted at Level 3 with the children’s play, learning and
development sector. During the redevelopment of the BTEC Level 3 Nationals on the RQF,
the overwhelming feedback from HE was that an element of external assessment would
better prepare students forthe transitionto HE. From 2016, the DfE also required that
publicly funded qualifications on performance tables feature a minimum of 30-40%
external assessment, depending on their purpose and whether they were designed
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primarily to aid entry into employment (Tech Levels) or HE (Applied Generals). Most of the
reformed BTECs sit withinthe Applied General category.

BTEC qualifications have historically had a strong track record for aiding progression to HE,
as the second most common qualificationroute into HE after A levels. Approximately
100,000 students enter HE with a BTEC qualification each year (Curnock Cook, 2022).

We wanted to understand what impact, if any, the introduction of external assessment and
exams had on student readiness for HE. We specifically examined the impact onthe HE
continuationrate, one of the most widely available metrics used to measure success at HE.

There have been numerous published studies on this topic, the latest being the Nuffield
and Oxford Brookes study (Dilnot, Macmillan & Wyness, 2022). However, all studiesto
date examined the impact of legacy qualifications, which were 100% internally assessed
(i.e. coursework-based) and have since been largely retired.

Thisis the first study to look at outcomes associated with the reformed BTEC Level 3
Nationals containing external assessment. We are excited to contribute to and move the
discussion forward by sharing our findings.
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The research approach

The present study revisits this research using two sets of data from the Higher Education
Statistics Authority (HESA) for university entrants in academic years 2019/20 and 2020/21.
These two cohortsrepresent some of the first university entrants with the revised BTEC
qualifications and contain students with both RQF and QCF BTECs, allowing the study to
address threeresearch questions:

1. Isthere a high non-continuation rate for students entering higher education with a
BTEC?

This will explore the data from HESA to see what the non-continuationrates are fortwo
cohorts of students entering HE. The study will then try to understand whether this
represents a ‘high’ non-continuationrate, with reference to national and international
benchmarks.

2. Isthere adifferencein the continuation rate between the QCF and RQF BTECs?

We look at these outcomes from HESA to explore whether the reformed qualifications are
associated with differences in non-continuationrates, relative to their QCF predecessors.

3. Do BTECs provide aroute for widening participation in higher education?

Widening participationin HE has been a policy aim for successive governments and
previous research has found that BTECs were a major contributorto successin thisaimin
the 2010s. We investigate whetherthereis evidence in our data that students from low
participation groups continue to use BTECs disproportionately as aroute to entry for HE.
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The cohorts

Thisresearch tracks the outcomes of two cohorts entering HEin 2019/20 and 2020/21. In
the 2019/20 dataset there were 302,050 students entering HE with A levels, BTEC RQF,
BTEC QCF oracombination of the three. Inthe 2020/21 dataset, this grew to 311,100.

Table 1: Proportion of students in our data entering HE with different Level 3 qualifications.

2019/20 2020/21

Alevel only 71.1% 71.0%
BTEC QCF only 12.9% 12.5%
BTEC RQF only 4.5% 5.2%
Mixed A level/BTEC QCF 5.6% 5.0%
Mixed A level/BTEC RQF 4.9% 5.5%
Mixed BTEC QCF/RQF 0.6% 0.5%
Mixed A level/BTEC QCF & RQF 0.4% 0.3%

Table 1shows that the cohort entering HE with A levels only are dominant, with around 71%
of new students going through thisroute inboth years.
Data definitions

The following datawas included in the HESA data. When applicable, more specific
definitions are giveninrelevant sections of this report.

Table 2: Data fields contained in the HESA data.

Term Definition Usein analysis
Qualification type This is the qualification(s) The datawasfiltered to
takenat Level 3. include only students who

had taken Alevels or BTECs,
including in any combination
with each other.

Gender Flagged as male/female
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Term

Continuation flag

Definition

Whether ornot the student
had continuedinto their

Usein analysis

secondyear of study

Age onentry The age of the studentswhen  Groupedinto 18/19 and ‘older’
they entered HE

Ethnicity Recordedin 12 categories

POLAR4 quintile

POLAR (Participation of Local
Areas)is ameasure of
disadvantage according to
the proportion of young
peopleinthe areawho
participatein higher
education. POLAR4 was
calculated using data of
students who began their
studies between 2009/10
and 2013/14.

Divided into five quintiles.
Quintile Tshows the lowest
rate of participation; Quintile
5 shows the highest rate.

State school flag

Whether the student had
attended state school

Parental education

Whether the student’s
parents had beento HE

Parental occupation

Grouped into nine categories

Region Where the student lived
before starting HE
Disability flag Whetherthe studenthad a
known disability
HE subject In27 categories
Reason for non- This was gathered by higher This datawas notused, asthe

continuation

educationinstitutions.

majority of recordedreasons
were “Unknown” or “Other”.
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Findings
The findings are broken down by research question.

1. Is there a high non-continuation rate for students
entering higher education withaBTEC?

The continuationrates foreach group are presentedin Table 3. It seems to show that BTEC
students have slightly lowerrates of continuationin both cohorts than those taking Alevels
only, but that BTEC RQF students are more likely to continue than those on the older BTEC
QCF qualifications. Students taking a mixed diet of BTECs and A levels continue their
studies at arate somewhere in between.

Table 3: Continuation rates for each group of students by Level 3 qualifications taken.

2019/20 2020/21

Alevel only 96.5% 95.1%
BTEC QCF only 87.5% 85.0%
BTEC RQF only 90.9% 87.4%
Mixed A level/BTEC QCF 92.0% 91.3%
Mixed A level/BTEC RQF 94.3% 92.5%
Mixed BTEC QCF/RQF 96.5% 95.1%
Mixed A level/BTEC QCF & RQF 87.5% 85.0%

Table 3 shows that continuationratesincreased forall qualificationroutes from 2019/20 to
2020/21. Thisis likely to have been animpact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The impact of
the pandemic on continuationratesis a complex mix of factors, but for the present study,
andinthe absence of any other evidence, itis assumed to have had an equal effect for
students from all educational routes. Forbothyears, it shows that BTEC RQF students
continuedinto theirsecondyear at a higherrate than BTEC QCF students, and that
students taking a mixed diet of qualifications at Level 3 continued at arate somewherein
between theirhomogenous peers.
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Internationally, continuationrates range between 75% and 88%. For example, in the United
States, first-time full-time undergraduates have afirst-year continuationrate of 76.7%
(Hanson, 2024). Thisis a similarrate to that seenin Australia, where 76.1% of students who
started theirundergraduate degree in 2017 continued or completed by 2022 (McKee,
2024). Across the OECD, an average of 88% of bachelor's degree students continue in the
tertiary education system by the beginning of the second year (OECD, 2019), although this
is afigure that should be treated with caution due to differencesin the ways in which data
is collected andinterpreted between OECD members (European Commission, 2015, p. 8).
Withinthe EU, reporting of completionrates has been patchy;in 2015, only 12 out of 35
European countriesregularly reported a national indicator of completionrates (European
Commission, 2015).

In England, non-continuation rates are monitored by the Office for Students (OfS), whichis
the regulator for higher educationin England. In September 2022, they broughtin
minimum expectations for the proportion of students on higher education courses who
continue their course. This threshold was set at 80% of students who must continue their
studies (Office for Students, 2022). Figure 1 makes these comparisons graphically. Itisa
reasonable conclusion that the continuationrate for these qualificationsis notlowin
absolute terms.
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Figure 1: Continuationratesin Year1of HEin 2019/20 for different routes through Level 3 education and
international jurisdictions.
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2. Is there a difference in the continuationrate between
the QCF and RQF BTECs?

FrombothTable 3 and Figure 1, we can see that the continuationrate forthe newer BTEC
RQF qualifications is higher than their older BTEC QCF equivalents for students entering HE
inthe same year. The reform and the inclusion of external assessment have therefore
arguably better prepared students forthe world of HE, as they were intended to do.

The non-continuationrates for students taking a mixed curriculum, e.g. a BTEC Level 3
National Extended Certificate (one Alevel equivalent) alongside Alevels, ora BTEC Level 3
National Diploma (two A level equivalent) alongside an Alevel, are evenlower, and there is
again a positive difference between those with a BTEC RQF alongside their Alevels and
those witha BTEC QCF.
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3. Do BTECs provide aroute for widening participationin
higher education?

Increasing participationin HE has been the policy of successive governmentsin England
(Connell-Smith & Hubble, 2018), and one of the most commonly used indicators for
targetingwidening access measures is the POLAR4 measure. POLAR4 (Participation of
Local Areas) quintiles are a classification systemused in the UK higher education sectorto
measure and categorise different geographical areas based onyoung people’s
participationin higher education, where Quintile Tincludes areas where there is the lowest.

Figure 2: Proportion of students from POLAR4 quintile by Level 3 route entering HEin 2020/21.

Mixed A level/BTEC RQF only 16.9% 19.4% 21.7% 20.6% 21.3%

Mixed Alevel/BTEC QCF only 16.0% 19.3% 20.6% 21.7% 22.4%
Quintile 1
H Quintile 2

BTEC RQF only 17.5% 20.5% 21.5% 23.0% 17.5% e
Quintile 3
Quintile 4
BTEC QCF only 18.1% 19.8% 21.7% 22.6% 17.8% Quintile 5
Alevelonly [9.6% m 17.6% 23.2% 36.1%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure 2 shows that students entering HE having done only Alevelsin Level 3 are four times
as likely to come from POLAR4 Quintile 5 than from Quintile 1. In contrast, thereis amuch
more evendistribution of quintiles where students enter HE witha BTEC, and students who
only did BTECs at Level 3 are twice as likely to have come from Quintile 1than students who
only did A levels.

Thisis a patternthatisrepeatedin other widening participation characteristics. Students
were more likely to enter HEin 2020/21with a BTEC RQF when they are black (15.46% with
BTEC RQF vs 5.92% of those with Alevels only); when they are older (22.6% with BTEC RQF
vs 11.96% with Alevel only); orwhen they have additional needs (16.62% with BTEC RQF vs
16.51% with Alevel only).
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As the Nuffield report says, these are students who ‘without the availability of BTECs might
not have had the opportunity to attend university at all’ (Dilnot, Macmillan & Wyness, 2022,

p.4).

Limitations

Due to the yearsin which this data was collected, there is likely to have been some impact,
asontherest of society, of the COVID-19 pandemic, with lockdowns in early 2020 and
2021 affecting both cohorts. The COVID-19 pandemic saw a concomitant drop in the
continuationrate (HESA, 2022; Kernohan, 2022), whilst the pandemic and/or the
conditions associated withit (e.g. limited employment and travel opportunities) may have
also acted toincrease continuationrates among our sample. However, itis assumed that
the effects of the pandemic affected students from all qualifications homogenously,
ratherthan disproportionately causing either Alevel or BTEC students not to continue their
HE studies. There are reasons why this might not be true - the pandemic had greater
effectsin areas of greaterdisadvantage, such as those inlower POLAR4 quintiles, but all of
the impacts are complex, with unpredictable outcomes. Without evidence to the contrary
relating to this, this study has notincluded these in the conclusions.

One variable that was not available in this research was Key Stage 4 performance datafor
these students. This was found to be highly significant in the Nuffield study, and to have a
greaterimpact on continuationrates than many of the socio-economic factors.

Although the reasons for dropouts are included in HESA data, we were not able to test this
hypothesis, as the categories are often vague and the majority of dropouts are registered
by universities as being due to “unknown” reasons. Betterreporting in this area might help
identify whether the reasons for the dropout were related to Level 3 qualification (for
example, high numbers of dropouts due to pooracademic performance), or forreasons
related to background (such as “health” or “left due to employment” if a student felt they
could nolonger afford to attend their HE course). However, we appreciate the challenges
in collecting thisinformation, given there could be multiple contributory reasons for
leaving a course (health and financial concerns could simultaneously affect academic
performance, forexample) and students may not disclose the real reason to theirinstitution.
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Conclusions

Thisis the first piece of quantitative evidence that RQF reformed BTEC Level 3 Nationals
with external assessment are supporting better outcomes for students: the HE non-
continuationrate islower than for students who took the legacy QCF qualifications
entering HE that same year. The reform and principally the introduction of external
assessment have therefore arguably better prepared students for the world of HE, as they
were intended to do.

The non-continuationrates for students taking a mixed curriculum, e.g. a BTEC Level 3
National Extended Certificate (one Alevel equivalent) alongside Alevels, oraBTEC Level 3
National Diploma (two A level equivalent) alongside an Alevel, are even lower, and there is
again a positive difference between those with an RQF BTEC alongside their Alevels and
those witha QCF BTEC.

Itis encouraging to see these emerging trends, as it would suggest that the reformed
qualifications are better preparation for HE, as intended, and thisis an area we shall be
monitoringin future years.

Whilst the non-continuationrate for BTEC studentsiis still slightly higher thanthose
following an Alevel-only curriculum, as observed in the Nuffield study, this may be
explained by differencesin Key Stage 4 prior attainment, whichis not accounted forin this
study and had a very significant role to play in the Nuffield study, or other factors not
available within the data. Itis already clear from the data that the student cohort taking
BTECs is quite different to those going down the A level-only route.

The non-continuationrate for BTEC students taking either the QCF and RQF qualifications
islow by absolute standards, as we can see through comparison with both international
standards and the OfS threshold for UK HEIs. The majority of BTEC students progressing to
HE successfully complete theirdegree. Given that a disproportionate volume of the BTEC
cohort come from a disadvantaged and widening participation background, thisis notan
insignificant achievement. The qualifications support social mobility and help widen
accesstoHE.

We are very excited to see these emerging trends and evidence of the strengthened route
into and through HE that the BTEC qualifications support.
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