The vocational curriculum in Further Education (FE) can be an option for a wide range of ages. With a various choice of subjects that can lead to qualifications including a BTEC or National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) all of which could help develop valuable life skills in preparation for, higher education and the world of work (Gower College, 2017). According to the Wolf Report 2011 (cited in O’ Grady, 2013, p. 68) all course’s need to be ‘ fit for purpose’ in other words the vocational curriculum needs to be relevant to students, potential future employers and the economy. FE colleges’ and lecturers as such must first plan and adapt courses to be inclusive and accessible for all and so encouraging wider participation. Lecturers also need to be mindful of the varying diversity within their class, such as, age, ability and social background and ensure, meaningful experiences and relevant courses for all (Donovan, 2005). According to Hargreaves (2004, p. 13), the vocational curriculum often offers opportunities for students to engage and gain valuable work experience in their chosen course. That said according to Atkins (2014, p. 6) vocational education has long been negatively viewed, as an alternative for students deemed incapable of following a more academic route in education. While an option for every student, when leaving school at 16 for instance, often it is A levels that are favoured, recommended and perused (O’Grady, 2013, p. 60-63). Furthermore, within colleges, lecturers and even students have often dismissed the lower levels within any given vocational course as pointless. Ultimately for Chankseliani, James Relly and Laczik (2016) cynicism continues even today, however, for the benefit of the economy and societal advancement raising the profile and standard of the vocational curriculum and pedagogy has been a long-term goal in education throughout Britain. Today, the vocational curriculum in FE follows the statutory guidelines set out in the Equality Act 2010 (cited in Welsh Government, 2016) to protect student’s rights. As such the aims in FE are to meet the diverse needs of all students and be inclusive of age, Additional Learning Needs (ALN), pregnancy or parental status and international students, with funding, initial access and inclusive practice viewed as an essential way of achieving the aims (Gower College 2017 and Cardiff and Vale College 2017). 
While relevant government and corresponding FE policies are in place the exact extent to just how inclusive the vocational curriculum is in practice needs to be explored further.

According to the Welsh Government (2014) full-time academic or vocational FE courses for students aged 16-18 is often available at no cost to the student. However, depending on the course, for example, hairdressing or art and design, students would be required to purchase relevant materials. Also other costs such as a DBS (if applicable), administrative fees, travel and general living expenses would all need to be met by the student (Gower College, 2017). In this instance, potential barriers may arise for some students in accessing or continuing in post-compulsory education, especially if living in a low-income household. According to the Welsh Government (2014), teenagers from disadvantaged backgrounds are often identified to be less likely to continue in FE after school. Recommendations were made following the Nuffield Review 2006 (cited in Atkins, p.154) that suggested there was a need for more relevant, quality vocational courses in FE. Today, in order to reduce the number of teenagers, ‘Not in Education, Employment or Training’ (NEETs) (O’ Grady, 2013, p. 30-32) the Welsh Government (2015) has targeted students from disadvantaged backgrounds with a strategy to widen participation. According to Stats Wales (2017) an estimated 18.5% of 16-18 year olds in Wales were identified as NEET. Tomlinson (1996, cited in Bostock and Wood, p. 13) suggested that wider participation was important in FE to ensure inclusive access for all. Wider participation he argued would benefit society and the economy through higher rates of employment. Moreover, it could help overcome elitism and exclusion. The financial incentive the Welsh Government offers to continue in FE sees qualifying students able to claim ‘Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) (Gough, 2015, p. 2) and a free bus pass. However, both only apply to students studying on a full-time course (Welsh Government, 2014). Students eligible for EMA would receive £30 a week, paid fortnightly, however, in order to qualify specific criteria needs to be met first. For example age (16-18) when applying, household income (qualifying benefits) residency in Wales and whether study will take place at an eligible college. 
While the payments may certainly support students financially to continue in education payments can be affected by poor attendance, behaviour and performance at college. Moreover, students whose household income is just above the eligible amount may find cost a barrier and so would be unable to continue in FE (Welsh Government, 2015). According to a report carried out by Brier (2014) that evaluated the effectiveness of the EMA, students in receipt of the funding were not expected to achieve as highly as non-eligible students. Furthermore, there was no correlation found between progression on to higher education and receiving EMA. Ultimately, the EMA may not be entirely inclusive to all, as there is a restricted age limit for claiming, EU applicants need to have lived in the UK for at least three years in addition to meeting all the other entry requirements to qualify (Gough, 2015). Furthermore, students must be physically able to attend a college to qualify for the funding. However, this may present as a barrier to a student with a disability that prevents them doing so. Moreover the chosen college may not be able to meet the needs of the learner (Equality Act, 2010, cited in Welsh Government, 2016). That said, while other forms of government benefit may be claimed, this is dependent on the individual’s circumstances (Carers Wales, 2017).

The term ‘inclusive learning’ first emerged in Tomlinson’s Report in 1996 (cited in Bostock and Wood, 2012, p. 11), which reviewed access and provision for students with disabilities in FE. As a result, Tomlinson suggested that learners with any form of disabilities or learning need should have equal access and opportunities in FE. Moreover, he argued that educational establishments in FE should concentrate on what they can do to support learners, in other words, consider what can be done to remove any barriers and enable participation and essentially end any discriminative practice. Today in line with the Equality Act (2010, cited in Welsh Government, 2016), FE colleges must make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to allow students with a disability or learning need that may affect attendance at a college to gain fair access to courses, lessons and the physical building. 

Although, according to the Citizens Advice (2017) the extent to which adjustment can be made depends on the individual circumstances and the educational provider. However, as a strategy to avoid and remove any potential barriers to learning, the ALN legislation that encompasses disability and learning needs ensures students with ALN receive more support and recognition of their rights. This would be applicable throughout school, in the transition from secondary school to FE and throughout post compulsory education up until the age of 25. During this time period students will also have an Individual Development Plan (IDP) that will be developed through collaboration with all stakeholders including the individual student. The IDP would then follow the student throughout their education and be reviewed and adapted where applicable thus helping to ensure inclusive access and participation in education (Welsh Government, 2017). In practice, this could mean that the lecturer would be able to consider and adapt curriculum content, pedagogy and appropriate location and plan in a way that ensures all provision meets all the needs of individual learners. As a result, student’s would experience equal access, be able to fully engage in tasks and undertake any course related work experience while being fully supported throughout (Donovan, 2006 and Wood, 2011). 

According to Stats Wales (2017) in 2016 there were just under 1, 500 births recorded in Wales, born to mothers aged 19 and under, with over 6, 000 babies born to mothers aged 20-24. According to Arai (2009) becoming a parent at any age, especially a young age can make continuing in education difficult, delay continuation if already enrolled on a course or even prevent enrolment in the first instance. There is often a stigma attached to becoming a parent at a young age moreover some parent’s experience social isolation, this may be especially true where there is little family or financial support available to a parent. However, under the Equality Act (2010 cited in Welsh Government 2017) an individual should not be discriminated against due to pregnancy. According to Gower College (2017) admission to any course would be approved based on entry criteria being met regardless of pregnancy or parenthood. 
That said for students who may face barriers to accessing vocational courses in FE and so never enrol the effects can be far-reaching. For example, an inability to access a course, develop life skills and attain a recognised qualification can have a long-term impact on future work prospects and salary (Hadley and Ingham, 2017). According to Daguerre and Nativel (2006) there is a correlation between poverty and teenage pregnancy and so without intervention and support a poverty cycle can develop and potentially continue, negatively impacting on future generations educational attainment and work prospects. However, as a strategy to encourage and support parents of all ages to enter or continue in vocational education a ‘Child Care Grant’ or ‘Parents Learning Allowance’ may be claimed. However, available funding is means tested and so may not be necessarily inclusive for all (cited in student finance wales, no date). That said benefits such as tax credits might be claimed instead, although again, eligibility and amount depends on personal circumstances. In college strategies adopted that could benefit learners include, online learning, this would allow students to study a course or complete parts of the course at home and so ease the pressure of childcare and transport costs. Online learning could be incorporated as a short or long-term measure to allow a student who experiences difficulties accessing the course from time to time to continue learning. Other ways to promote inclusivity for students who are parents could be with the structure and timetable of the course (Powell and Tummons, 2011). For example where work experience is a part of a course then students could be placed at a location close to their home (Gower College, 2017/18). Moreover, classes can be delivered on a part-time basis or in the evenings so that students can continue to learn, seek employment, and raise their family. As such completing the course becomes more feasible, the likely hood of entering lifelong learning increases, eventually leading to desired employment (O’ Grady, 2013). 

The strategies employed by colleges to promote inclusivity in the vocational curriculum can differ throughout the UK for international students. British and European students who study full-time vocational or academic courses do not have to pay fees. 
However, international students do, with vocational courses costing around £5, 000 a year. Moreover, additional costs include accommodation, living expenses and any recourse needed for the course itself (Gower College, 2017).  Due to these costs, often sending a child to study in Wales or UK is not a feasible option for parents. Furthermore, a good standard of English is an entry requirement for most FE courses, with proof of attainment being requested before starting a course (Cardiff and Vale College, 2017). For students whose level is considered to be less than the requirement, studying abroad may just not be an option. That said, colleges in Wales offer a range of support to students to ensure learning, social and emotional needs are met. For example help and advice is given to support students completing VISA applications, initial interviews can take place over the phone or through Skype, opportunities to develop spoken English language and guidance on choosing the right accommodation. While private rental and staying on campus are available, another option is the Home Stay programme. Here a student would live with a family and benefit from daily exposure to the English language and experience a different culture. Further support for students comes from study skills incorporated in vocational course’s, one to one tutorials and help and guidance from an international team designed to support students for example in health, financial matters and ensure general well-being (Cardiff and Vale College 2017 and Gower College, 2017). In addition, some colleges offer a befriending programme or ‘buddy’ system designed to help ease students into their new surroundings, familiarise with the local surroundings and socialise with peers. Seasonal camps offer international students the chance to visit landmarks, take part in various activities and develop knowledge and understanding of the English language further. Students also have opportunities to attend various social activities such as diversity fairs, fresher’s fairs or join a sports club. Colleges often arrange events and nights out where students can socialise with peers helping to form friendships, all of which aim to promote well-being and help prevent a student from feeling isolated or homesick (Gower College, 2017 and Cardiff and Vale College, 2017). 

In addition, counselling services are also available to international students to access at any time. Furthermore, students get a chance to have their say through the student council or even put their name forward to become a rep (Gower College, 2017). Ultimately the vocational qualification gained at the end of a course is often recognised internationally and so benefit students future work prospects. 

Through the vocational curriculum, lecturers can support all learners by ensuring inclusivity, equality and diversity policies are implemented and adhered to (Colleges Wales, 2016). According to Spenceley (2014, p. 126), inclusivity in the classroom can be achieved when lecturers become familiar with their learner’s profiles, for example, ALN, age, background, preferred language, experiences and motivation to lean. In doing so, lecturers can develop, respectful relationships with students that can help improve and maintain good attendance, positive attitudes and overall attainment. In providing opportunities for collaborative work, where students feel safe to voice ideas, questions or even concerns, lecturers provide a platform where views can be expressed, and diversity can be celebrated. Furthermore, the support and the practical experiences students gain in many vocational courses can provide relevant, meaningful, transferable skills and insight into a potential future carer they may not have achieved through a more academic route.  Moreover, according to Gower College (2017) students will take part in a screening process before the start of a course. The results of which can help lecturers better understand their students current skills level, scaffold learning, arrange for an individual support worker if necessary and liaise with outside agencies where appropriate. As a result planning, delivery and resources can all be adapted to cater for all styles of learning (Pritchard, 2014).  Lecturers can support learners further in the class through, one to one tutorials, study skills sessions and English language support.  Moreover, students can become empowered in their learning when lecturers raise awareness of what facilities and support are available and how to gain access.  As a result, students are more likely to seek help and advice should they need it (Powell and Tummons, 2011).

In conclusion, through the vocational curriculum in FE various strategies are used to help ensure inclusivity. Since the Equality Act (2010) colleges in Wales and throughout the UK have developed, implemented and followed policies that help ensure all students can gain equal access to vocational courses regardless or ALN, parenthood, age or whether studying as an international student, in doing so colleges can achieve wider participation. As a diverse range of students enrol in vocational courses this provides an opportunity for different cultures, beliefs and experiences to be shared and celebrated, this, in turn, can make learning more meaningful for all. 
Moreover, the funding available for students aimed at students aged 16-18 and beyond aims to ensure that cost does not present itself as a barrier to access and that the number of NEET is reduced. The vocational curriculum provides students with an opportunity to gain qualifications, develop transferable and life skills that can be of great benefit to future employment and throughout life. While the academic route may still be considered by some to be the preferred route following post 16 education, this is not always suitable or preferred by students. With this in mind it is important that the vocational curriculum continues to celebrate diversity, continues to promote inclusivity and is valued as an essential alternative route in education.
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