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PRESSURE from Government in
its strive to modernise and
redefine ways our young people
are taught may be exciting and
crucial routes to improving
achievement, but has the process
really been thought through
regarding the demands the new
diplomas put on business?

Diplomas offer a very
interesting route to learning. For
the first time there is a definite
link between the academic and
the vocational teaching elements,
apart from the apprenticeship
route.

Business has been crying out
for better literacy, better
numeracy and better ‘soft’ skills –
attitude, timekeeping and
communication.

With diplomas we have a
process that sets out to link
business with school and college
as an integral part of the process.
It also leads to direct work
experience for students, which is
an essential element in the
learning process, providing a
‘glue’ to knowledge retention and
as an inspiration to future career
choice.

While attending the third
annual conference on diplomas in
September, I was sadly and
inevitably struck by the lack of
businesses in attendance. Hardly
surprising – business does not yet
know what is going to hit it in
terms of demands from teaching
establishments.

The diplomas set out to provide
upwards of 100 guided learning
hours per student, some as much
as – or more than – 160 hours.

Each student will be asked to
focus on the business sector the
diploma is set in, for example
creative and media, together with
the functional skills; English,
maths and ICT. Whereas
development has been started
with the Sector Skills Councils, in
my experience little is known of
them or seen of them in day-to-
day life.

As small-business people, we
are working closely with schools,
building up a business
engagement process appropriate
to the needs of both educators and
employers – but driven by
employers.

As most of the economy is made
up of micro or small businesses,
this army of entrepreneurs could
offer young people a dynamic
insight into enterprise and
commerce. It is important that we
engage with them effectively.This
requires much improved
communication from not just the
education authority but the
schools and education
practitioners within them.

The key challenge of the work
placement elements of the
diploma lie in making the

interaction between business and
young people rich in content for
students and easily managed and
absorbed into the working day for
business.

These are interesting times, but
the introduction of diplomas
won’t automatically change
perceptions or alter employers’
approach to recruitment.We need
to work together to communicate
at every opportunity the value of
diplomas, apprenticeships and
work experience placements to
business. The sign of success will
be employers signing up to
participate year after year.

We are playing our part
through our community interest
company, Education for
Enterprise, in forging new and
innovative links between
education and industry. We
benefit from the fact that as a
senior part of the Federation of
Small Businesses lobbying team,
we move seamlessly from year
seven in a local school to directors
of Sector Skills Councils and
indeed the education einister’s
office itself.

The message we take to
Government is, however, a

double-edged one. Yes, we think
this is in principal a good idea,
but has anyone stopped to really
work out the number of hours of
business commitment required
across all the diploma subjects to
make this an effective
proposition? Furthermore, out of
the whole process, what is the
only part that is not funded?
Business engagement.

With that in mind, we have set
out to make positive
contributions from business. We
have been building up a fast-
growing group of small-business
ambassadors, are working with
one of the creative and media
diploma groups as business
advisors, and – late-breaking
news – we will soon be opening a
commercial office operating from
a local school.

Binding this into the
curriculum, we will be able to
bring business and students
together across a long-term work-
experience programme which we
are confident will benefit all.

For more information, visit
www.smallbusinessambassadors.
co.uk or email info@small-
businessambassadors.co.uk.

COMMENT

It’s the fat end of
a nasty wedge
NEWS the NHS spent more than £560
million on obesity-related matters in Kent
alone last year is sure to ruffle feathers
throughout the county.

Unlike other serious health problems
such as lung and heart disease, many
people question whether obesity-related
diseases are not just caused by people who
eat too much and exercise too little.

The latter viewpoint is one held by
Richard North, a spokesman for the right-
wing think-tank The Social Affairs Unit,
who believes obesity treatment should be
rationed.

This would allow doctors to “send some
fat people away, saying their problem is
idleness and greed”.

But regardless of whether obesity is the
fault of the individual or not, does that
mean the NHS should refuse to help them
when the condition affects their health?

If so, should victims of lung cancer be
left to die in pain if it was smoking that
caused their illness? And should people
with heart disease be shoved to one side
because they enjoyed one fry-up too many?

The NHS has a duty to help people who
are ill, regardless of whose fault it is, and
obese people are no exception.

To poke fun and label them as “fat, lazy
and idle” is unfair when many of us are
responsible in some way for the illnesses
that affect us now and in later life.

As with many illnesses, the best way to
deal with them is to educate people about
how best they can change their lifestyles.

To ridicule and exclude is not the
answer.

Steep learning curveOPINION:
Federation of Small Businesses
regional chairman ROGER
HOUSE says the demands new
diplomas will place on firms
must be taken into account

Gypsies and Travellers in your community

Consultation is underway on plans for new accommodation for Gypsies, Travellers and 

Travelling Showpeople across the South East. 

Consultation by the South East England Regional Assembly runs until 21 November 2008. 

The Assembly wants views on 10-year targets for new spaces, and how they should be 

spread across the region. 

Chairman of the Assembly’s Regional Planning Committee Cllr Moira Gibson said: 

“After years of uncertainty over making space for the Gypsy and Travelling communities, councils
now have a duty to provide new spaces in a bid to cut homelessness and reduce unauthorised
encampments. We want to hear everyone’s opinion on the new plans.”

The Assembly’s work will agree how many spaces are needed in each council area; individual

councils will decide the exact location of new spaces.

Key consultation questions include:

• Is 1,064 spaces for Gypsies and Travellers a suitable 10 year target?

• Is 276 spaces for Travelling Showpeople a suitable 10 year target?

• Which of four options gives the most suitable spread of camping spaces across the region?

In Kent, exhibitions will be held at:

Dover District Council Headquarters, White Cliffs Business Park, Whitfield

Mon 6th to Fri 17th October

Canterbury City Council Headquarters, Military Road, Canterbury

Mon  13th to Fri 24th October 

Maidstone Library, St Faith Street, Maidstone

Mon 20th to Sat 25th October

Swale Borough Council Headquarters, Swale House, East Street, Sittingbourne

Mon 3rd to Fri 14th November

Swanley Library, London Road, Swanley 

Mon 10th  to Fri 21st November

Full consultation information and a short film on Gypsies, Travellers and
Travelling Showpeople is online at www.southeast-ra.gov.uk/consultations or
call 01483 555202 for a printed copy. You can also send views to South East
England Regional Assembly, Berkeley House, Cross Lanes, Guildford GU1 1UN.


