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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]There is international concern about high levels of youth unemployment and an urgent cross-national debate about how to facilitate young people’s transition from education to working life.  In England young people are facing a crisis of opportunity in terms of employment that is currently affecting 18-25 year olds, but has the potential to undermine 14-19 year olds’ participation, progression and transition into further/higher study or the workplace.  This is at a time when the government intends to raise the age of participation to 18 by 2015.  We identify a range of factors that affect both the decisions and actions of young people and those working with them and propose a multi-level ecological model to aid understanding and positive intervention. At the heart of this model lies the ‘local learning ecology’ (LLE), which we argue can take on a different form depending on the mediating actions of education professionals and other social actors at the local levels.  We describe the features of two ideal types of 14+ LLE – ‘low opportunity progression equilibria’ and ‘high opportunity progression eco-systems’ – with the latter more likely to benefit all young people in a locality.  We conclude by suggesting that the ecological model has the potential to be adapted for other public, private or third sector areas of activity.



Introduction
Since the banking crash of 2008, there has been a growing international debate on what the OECD refers to as ‘the jobs crisis’ (OECD, 2009).  Countries across the world are considering a range of social, educational and labour market policies designed to facilitate young people’s transition from education into work (e.g. Duell, 2008; Symonds et al., 2011; UKCES, 2011) because of the ‘permanent scars’ that spells of unemployment have on young people and, particularly, on the most disadvantaged (Bell and Blanchflower, 2009).  Here we discuss what we refer to as an unprecedented crisis of opportunity facing young people in England, with a particular focus on middle and lower attainers.  In the first part of the article we argue that despite the UK Coalition Government’s aspiration to raise the participation age in England to 18 by 2015, the current economic and policy context is likely to lead to a rise in the number of 14-19 year olds not in education, employment or training (NEET) (Lee and Wright, 2011).  The second part of the article suggests a new way of looking at this issue through an ecological model that has its presenting edge in what we call ‘local learning ecologies’ (LLEs).  We conclude by identifying two ideal types of LLEs – ‘low opportunity progression equilibria’ and ‘high opportunity progression eco-systems’ in order to illustrate the range of factors that combine together to produce the different LLEs that affect education opportunities and labour market conditions for young people.  The thinking behind these two ideal types draws on research undertaken for the Nuffield Review of 14-19 Education and Training in England and Wales (2003-2009), an Economic and Social Research Council Project, The impact of policy on learning and inclusion in the learning and skills system (2004-2007), and a number of more recent local studies in different parts of England (Hodgson and Spours, 2011a, b, c).  


Changes in ‘push and pull factors’ affecting participation, progression and transition into higher education and the labour market

Unemployment affects over one million 18-25 year olds and the proportion of those in this age group not in education, training or employment (NEET) is rising (DfE, 2011a).  While the crisis for 18-25 year olds is widely acknowledged and governments across the UK have put in place a range of measures to tackle this issue (UKCES, 2011), in this article we will suggest, in common with Lee and Wright (2011), that mass youth unemployment may well influence the way that 14-19 year olds view participation in post-compulsory education and training.  Recent national data show full-time participation levels rising between 2009 and 2010 (DfE, 2011a), although there is emerging evidence concerning a drop in enrolments at some further education (FE) colleges, particularly on lower level programmes (AoC, 2011).

An analysis of the conditions that have historically underpinned 14+ participation, progression and transition into higher education and the labour market (PPT) suggests that these data may be the start of a longer-term trend.  Using Raffe’s (1988) concept of post-16 participation ‘push and pull’ factors, we identify aspects of policy in England currently influencing 14+ PPT in the wider climate of economic instability and the desire to raise the participation age to 18.  By ‘push factors’, we are referring to those that directly support learner participation and movement within the 14-19 phase.  These include an accessible curriculum and assessment system; collaboration between providers to organise 14-19 provision and progression routes; the availability of impartial careers education, information, advice and guidance (CEIAG) for young people; funding for institutions to support 14-19 participation and progression; and direct monetary incentives for young people to remain in education and training up to the age of 19.  Policy changes have taken place in relation to all of these factors since the Coalition Government came into power in May 2010.

In terms of 14-19 curriculum, qualifications and assessment policy, there is now a greater accent on schools offering more traditional academic subjects (DfE, 2011b); an increased stress on external and linear rather than modular assessment in 14-19 qualifications; and proposed changes to performance tables to reduce the currency of broad vocational awards (DfE, 2010; Wolf, 2011).  The combined effects of these measures could make it more difficult for lower and middle attaining 14-16 year olds to progress post-16 and, in particular, to gain access to advanced level courses, particularly A Levels.

At the same time, the new policy emphasis on institutional diversity and freedom, markets and competition (DfE, 2010) rather than collaboration is affecting 14-19 partnerships (Baird et al., 2010).  The local organisation of provision below advanced level is particularly dependent on institutional collaboration and any weakening of these arrangements could erode progression opportunities for provision for middle and lower attainers post-16.  Moreover, local authorities’ statutory role to ensure adequate 14-19 provision for all learners in their locality has been significantly undermined by this government’s active encouragement of new types of schools (e.g. academies or free schools) funded directly by the Department for Education.  In many areas, too, the number of local authority education professionals has been so severely reduced as a result of public expenditure cuts and their shrinking number of schools, that they are not able to prioritise their area role in relation to 14-19 education and training provision (Baird et al., 2010).
Amidst increased institutional competition there has been a move from a dedicated independent careers service for young people (Connexions) to a greater reliance on schools/colleges to provide CEIAG (UK Parliament, 2011).  In a competitive climate, institutions have a vested interest in recruiting and retaining students, thus increasing the possibility that learners will have limited access to impartial and comprehensive guidance, with some ending up on inappropriate courses.  High quality CEIAG for young people is something that both international and national research has highlighted as being important in supporting youth transition from study into working life in the current economic context, most notably for the most disadvantaged and those lacking cultural capital (e.g. OECD, 2010; Symonds et al., 2011; Kintrea et al., 2011).

One of the major changes in 2011 was the replacement of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) grant for 16-19 year olds from low-income families by a lower level of targeted funding (DfE, 2011c).  College principals have suggested that this policy, together with the increased institutional competition mentioned above, is depressing 16+ participation rates (AoC, 2011).  

At the same time, government policies have also affected what Raffe referred to as ‘pull factors’.  These provide longer-term incentives for young people to participate, progress and succeed in 14+ education and training.  They include access to higher education and the availability of employment opportunities and high quality apprenticeships, with clear financial returns for learning.  Here the picture is mixed.  The Coalition Government is strongly in favour of increasing the supply of Apprenticeships, particularly at the higher levels (BIS, 2011a; Hayes, 2011).  However, while the number of Apprenticeships has risen by 100,000, the minority involve 16-19 year olds (Lanning, 2011).  Moreover, the youth labour market remains sufficiently depressed to raise questions as to whether the supply of Apprenticeships can be sustained and whether there will be employment opportunities for young people to aspire to and that will make it worth their while to remain in education and training.  The most dramatic policy-related change in terms of pull factors is the marked rise in higher education tuition fees, which will come into effect in 2012 (BIS, 2011b).  Evidence from local studies (Hodgson and Spours, 2011a) and early indications from applications to higher education in 2012 (UCAS, 2011) suggest that significantly fewer 14-19 year olds will see university as a possible option, thus swelling the numbers of young people wanting to enter the fragile youth labour market at 17+.

The combined effects of the economic context and policy changes affecting 14+ PPT suggest that the recent rises in full-time education participation among 16-18 year olds may come to an end, and that more young people will be seeking employment-related opportunities.  The question is whether these will be available for young people in their localities in a period of economic recession and at a time when public expenditure is being reduced.  International research indicates that these changes are most likely to adversely affect lower and middle attainers (OECD, 2010).  In England this group comprises 14-16 year olds who are unlikely to gain 5 A*-C GCSE grades at 16 and all 16-19 year olds not participating in full-time Level 3 programmes or an Advanced Apprenticeship.  These young people may consider themselves to be behind most of their peers in terms of attainment (Spours et al., 2009), have complex progression routes, less secure outcomes in terms of higher study and employment and are often involved in programmes that have a lower status within the English education and training system (Wolf, 2011).  

An ecological model for analysing 14+ PPT
Three elements of the model 
The national policy factors described above, mediated by a range of agencies, providers and social actors, exercise powerful effects at the local level and it is here that the process of 14+ PPT is primarily enacted.  The local economy and geography; young people’s perceptions of the opportunities available to them; the norms and traditions of their parents and communities and patterns of institutional relationships are factors that work together to affect how young people see their futures and the role of education and training within this (Raffo, 2010; Kintrea et al., 2011).  Thus the factors that affect 14+ PPT constitute a complex set of interacting levels.  Through a process of mediation by policy-makers, educational professionals, employers and parents, these multiple system layers shape the opportunity structures and perceptions of individuals acting within the system.  That is, factors present at the international and national levels, such as economic downturns and education policy, impact upon practices at the lower local levels where providers and curricula operate to support 14+ PPT (Hodgson and Spours, 2009).  

Such a perspective suggests that the current context requires us to take a more holistic view and to go beyond the level of the individual school/college when seeking explanations to the dynamics of 14+ PPT and the generation of inequalities.  We argue that this requires the construction of an ecological model that adequately illustrates the complex dynamics of the local area and educational and economic systems that education professionals and other social partners operate within and that young people navigate. 

In broader terms we see ecological analysis as offering a new ‘language’ to conceptualize stasis and change in a variety of environments, contexts and spaces of activity, which exist in linked scales or levels.  This is part of a diverse effort to understand complex situations in a rapidly changing and fragile world - ways of thinking about child development and resilience (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Schoon, 2010); processes of business innovation and skill development (e.g. Finegold, 1999; Bollier, 2000; Hall and Lansbury, 2006); communication and information systems (e.g. Nardi and O'Day, 1999); learning relationships (e.g. Siemens, 2003); professional practice (e.g. Stronach et al., 2003; Fisher and Owen, 2008), education policy-development (e.g. Weaver-Hightower, 2008; Raffo et al., 2010); and processes of evolution, resilience, sustainability and change management (e.g. Folke et al., 2005).  The increasing use of environmental metaphors and analyses suggests a growing interest in seeing human power and governance relations in terms of fragility, balance, inter-dependency, sustainability and care. 

This general ecological perspective applied to 14+ PPT has resulted in a provisional model comprising three major elements.  The first is a multi-level ecological framework based on Bronfenbrenner’s four ecological levels of human development (1979) – micro, meso, exo and macro.  These levels have been extended to five, with an additional exo layer, to align them more closely with governance structures in education, particularly at the local (exo 1) and sub-regional levels (exo 2).  It is these latter levels that particularly affect 14+ PPT.  The dynamic relationship between the five levels of the ecological framework is informed by debates about ‘localism’ that attempt to reconceptualise the relationship between national, regional, local and institutional levels of governance and, in particular, the effects of higher levels on those below (e.g. Pratchett, 2004; Hodgson and Spours, 2012).

Within this multi-level framework lies the second element - the ‘local learning ecology’ (LLE).  The LLE is essentially constituted at the middle levels - meso, exo 1 and exo 2 - as a ‘space’ (geographical, economic, social, educational and physical) that is strongly defined by young people’s journey-to-learn/earn patterns, which are fluid and often go beyond administrative and political boundaries.  The concept of the LLE has resulted from a fusion of ideas about ‘high skill eco-systems’ (Finegold, 1999; Hall and Lansbury 2006); conceptualisations of place/space and young people’s identity and agency in urban settings (e.g. Lupton, 2010; Raffo, 2010, Dillaborough and Kennelly, 2010) and models of weakly and strongly collaborative 14-19 local learning systems (Hodgson and Spours, 2006).  We use the term ‘ecology’ in a neutral sense in that it describes a set of inter-dependent relationships.  The term does not, therefore, imply a particular quality.  LLE’s can exist in different forms or conditions: they can be larger/smaller, collaborative/competitive or coherent/fragmented.  

The third element of the model relates, therefore, to the particular ‘quality’ of an LLE.  Here we suggest that an LLE can be conceptualised on a continuum, ranging from a low opportunity progression equilibrium (LOPE) to a high opportunity progression eco-system (HOPE).  Once again we draw upon the work of Finegold (1999) in which he analysed the combination of factors (national, regional, local and institutional) that could move a low-skill equilibrium (Finegold and Soskice, 1988) to a high skill eco-system.  The concept of equilibrium and eco-system are applied in our model to the context for 14+ PPT, focusing around the provision of opportunities for successful progression with the 14-19 phase and transition beyond it to further learning or the labour market.

Element 1. The dynamics of a multi-level ecological framework 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological settings – micro, meso, exo and macro - have been given more explicit spatial and governance dimensions in our framework.  Rather than being conceptualised solely in relation to the individual child and her/his development, they are also seen as levels of an education system that spans the national, regional, local, institutional and personal levels that affect 14+ PPT.  This leads to an elaboration of Bronfenbrenner’s four settings, into five interconnected and overlapping levels.  The framework enables us to examine relationships vertically (e.g. between ecological framework levels) as well as horizontally (e.g. between individual actors within a level).
The micro is the confined space in which the young person develops her/his initial ‘learner identity’ and dispositions to the world through her/his immediate relationships with family, friends and teachers.

The meso is the wider context populated by professionals within which the young person’s experiences and relationships begin to expand and where her/his ‘imagined futures’ begin to take place.  As with Bronfenbrenner, the meso is associated with a more diverse and complex set of relationships beyond the immediacy of the micro.  For 14-19 year olds this will include the school/college or work-based learning provider, the curriculum and the inter-relationship with a wider range of professionals. It is also a space in which professionals have the potential to collaborate – whether this be within a department, across the institution more broadly or involving multi-agency working (Warmington et al., 2004), with different types of professionals who come from other ecological levels.  

Moving outwards we come to the exo 1 system level, which for Bronfenbrenner is any setting which does not involve the developing person directly, but in which events take place that have an impact on that person.  In our conception and in relation to 14+ PPT, the exo 1 level comprises the dynamics of a locality - a local demography and geography, community traditions, institutional arrangements, travel-to-learn patterns, the 14+ provision and curriculum offer and networks of professionals and other social partners including the local authority.  This ecological level is one of the prime spaces within which the LLE operates and, unlike for Bronfenbrenner and his conception of the developing child, this setting is also the terrain in which some young people directly participate, particularly lower and middle attaining learners, because of their need to travel for vocational provision that is often not provided in their school sixth form.  Paradoxically, this is also the level that may remain relatively unknown to them if they find themselves positioned within restricted micro and meso environments.

The exo 2 system level does not exist in the Bronfenbrenner model: we have introduced it because of the strong relationship between local and sub-regional/regional factors in 14+ PPT.  Moreover, it has been recognized as a distinctive ecological level in the literature on skills ecosystems (e.g. Finegold 1999, Hall and Lansbury 2006).  The exo 2 system level comprises the regional economic landscape and labour market, employers, training providers and their organisations, regional agencies and networks, including local authorities, further and higher education institutions, specialist vocational provision and wider travel-to-learn/earn patterns.

The macro embraces both international trends (e.g. globalisation, migration, the eoonomy, the Web) and the national political level, including the role of government policy and the use of policy levers.  We are particularly concerned about the role of macro factors in relation to the levels below.  In ecological terms macro factors, such as national policy and the economy, can act to disturb or destabilise local relations.  These wider factors are always present, but the question we wish to ask is whether they can be effectively mediated by social partners at the meso and exo levels to work in the interests of the LLE.  Previous research on the English system (e.g. Coffield et al., 2008) has argued that centralised policy levers could be reconfigured into ‘policy frameworks’ that afford spaces for local stakeholders to act upon policy, to tailor it to the needs of localities and their communities, thereby helping the ‘macro’ to play a more positive role in the LLE. 

Element 2. Local learning ecologies (LLEs) 
The LLE is defined and constituted by the actions, practices, and perspectives of the individuals (young people and the most immediate adults) who interact at the micro level, albeit in response to the wider structures and practices at the other four levels (meso, exo 1, exo 2 and macro), including the actions of key stakeholders who mediate national policy and affect the dynamics of the LLE.  LLEs thus comprise a complex set of relationships between young people’s travel-to-learn/earn patterns; the organizational configurations of schools, colleges, work-based learning providers and higher education institutions; the character of the local labour market and the opportunities it provides; the social and economic geography of an area and the nature of communities and their traditions.  All of these act together to affect the opportunity landscape for young people at 14+.

Into this element of the ecological model we have integrated the work of those concerned with ‘space’ (e.g. Massey 1995, Raffo 2010, Dillabough and Kennelly 2010) and ‘place’ (e.g. Lyons 2007, Gibney et al., 2009; Kintrea et al., 2011) in order to understand the relationships between spaces, cultures and personal learner identities, particularly at the neighbourhood and community level.  However, in this element of the model we also seek to apply notions of space and place to levels of governance so that we can explore how these work in terms of the role professionals and civil society organisations play at the meso and and exo levels as they mediate macro factors.  It is precisely these mediating roles within the LLE that influence its condition.

Element 3. LOPE, HOPE and different conditions of LLE
An underlying assumption of the ecological model as a whole and applied to 14+ PPT is that LLEs fall upon a continuum, with movement from a ‘low opportunity progression equilibrium’ (LOPE) to a ‘high opportunity progression eco-system’ (HOPE).  This suggests that sustained movement from LOPE to HOPE requires changes to be made at all levels of the ecological system framework.  However, arguably, some movement along the continuum can be achieved and stability reached if changes are made at the meso and exo system levels (i.e. within the LLE).  Here we venture an initial hypothesis as to how the respective ecological levels function in a LOPE and then a HOPE, which we illustrate in the final part of the article.

In the case of a low opportunity progression equilibrium (LOPE), factors at all the levels interact in such a way to diminish opportunities for 14+ PPT.  There appears to be a direct relationship between national macro factors (such as national economic conditions and educational policy), the established features of a locality (e.g. the labour market and institutional formation in the exo levels) and key socio-economic features of communities that manifest themselves at the micro and meso levels.  In the context of current policy in the English system, if unmediated, the macro level works to keep the exo levels in a fragmented and competitive condition, which allows the educational meso and micro-relationships to remain relatively unchanged.  At the centre of this equilibrium are weak collaborative relationships at the meso and exo levels that could otherwise provide greater educational, progression and transition opportunities within the LLE, particularly for lower and middle attainers.

In the case of a high opportunity progression eco-system (HOPE), a self-sustaining logic is established primarily through processes of devolution.  For example, macro factors, such as the economy and national policy, work to support the mediating effects of social partners at the exo 1 and 2 system levels.  These, in turn provide a framework for the actions of the meso level (e.g. institutions), aimed in this case, at fostering 14+ PPT for all young people.  Wider national measures can also facilitate personal and family involvement by beneficial social policy such as EMA  The HOPE dynamic outlined in Table 1 also suggests the emergence of a virtuous cycle involving all the ecological levels not only from the top-down, but also from bottom-up as learners and their families are more able to participate in a more accessible education and training system.

At this point we illustrate through two ideal-type models in Table 1, possible characteristics of the five ecological levels in LOPE and HOPE.  For the purposes of the Table we have had to make clear distinctions between them.  In reality, however, the boundaries are much more porous and existing LLEs are most likely to combine features of both LOPE and HOPE.

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

Local learning ecologies – from equilibria to ecosystems

In describing LOPE and HOPE LLEs below we focus primarily on the dynamics between the meso and exo levels because, as we have argued earlier, it is the interactions between and mediating forces within these levels that primarily shape the condition of the LLE.  We follow this by a consideration of the respective roles of the macro and micro levels. 

Low opportunity progression equilibria (LOPEs)
One of the central features of the LLE is the meso setting of the individual school, college or work-based learning provider in its immediate environment.  LOPE meso-systems can be characterized as introspective in which the institution has a narrow or problematic relationship with the community around it.  There can be a concentration on examination performance with little regard for the wider curriculum or community (e.g. Gruenewald and Smith, 2008) or for learner progression and transition. Professionals in this type of environment will tend not to give priority to relationships with others beyond their institution.  This makes these institutions less resistant to the effects of the macro system, particularly for example, policy levers such as inspection and performance tables.

LOPEs thus can comprise highly differentiated meso environments in which competitive institutional arrangements fuel social divisions across schools, colleges and work-based learning providers and14-19 partnerships remain under-developed and ‘weakly collaborative’ (Hodgson and Spours, 2006).  This can lead to a relatively unco-ordinated local curriculum offer with gaps and duplication in provision, together with a lack of clear progression pathways and little provision of impartial CEIAG.  These conditions can be exacerbated by weak local civic leadership and under-developed, collaborative professional relationships, so that micro and macro demographic, social and economic factors are insufficiently mediated to ensure high levels of equity and opportunity for young people.  In this context the market and institutional self-interest dominate the narrative about progression opportunities and young people’s futures; a situation in which middle and lower, rather than higher attainers, are more likely to suffer.  Furthermore, this form of introspection and focus on attainment rather than progression and transition to the labour market can lead to little connection between education providers, with local and regional employers and further and higher educational institutions have a weak regional mission.  The result is that that there is little or no shared understanding or narrative about regional opportunities and futures (Hodgson and Spours 2011b; Lee and Wright, 2011).  Again this is much more important for those learners who are not going to make a transition to higher education outside the locality or region.

Nested within the LLE are the multiple micro-ecologies of the young people.  The LOPE does not provide the conditions to nurture those who are not actively exposed to a wide range of learning experiences in their family settings.  For young people growing up in deprived family environments and insular communities, who experience dissonant relationships between these settings and education, the LOPE can be particularly damaging.  In its extreme form, it becomes an impoverished environment in which learning identities and imagined futures are created and recreated in a restricted and parochial way because these are the ones that make most immediate sense to the young person in terms of affiliation, whether this be to the most immediate family, peer group or even a gang (e.g. Raffo et al., 2010; Kintrea et al. 2011).  In terms of 14+ PPT, the wider ecological landscape is viewed by the young person as negative or irrelevant, offering few opportunities (e.g. Green and Janmaat, 2011; Lee and Wright, 2011; Morrell et al., 2011), and one in which early failure closes down those that do exist. 

In the English case, the macro level in LOPE systems is overly dominant because it interacts in such a way with the meso level that it weakens the mediating power of the exo levels by, for example, actively promoting the market and failing to ameliorate economic instability; concentrating policy at the national level with little power-sharing at other levels; and introducing rapid top-down policy change that disrupts relationships below.  In addition, the lack of recognition of the exo system levels tends to exclude the all important education professionals and wider social partners from the policy-making process and discourages the joined-up working at the local level (Coffield et al., 2008) that is essential to the promotion of 14+ PPT.

High opportunity progression eco-systems (HOPEs)
A HOPE LLE functions in a more expansive way than its LOPE counterpart.  Focusing on learner attainment at the meso level may be considered important, but progression is seen as a priority.  Subject teaching, for example, will be encased in a wider curriculum that promotes the skills, knowledge and attributes needed to make progress; relates the education system more broadly to the community; and builds bridges with and to other parts of the ecological system.  Different groups of professionals are likely to work in a more collaborative way within the institution around these goals and thus develop a more expansive professional identity.  Ideas about an ‘area-based curriculum’ (e.g. Gruenewald and Smith 2008; RSA, 2010) provide useful illustrations as to how learning can operate across the micro, meso and exo 1 systems.  Crucially, there is a greater awareness of the progression and transition needs of learners beyond the institution and, therefore, a willingness to look outwards from the meso environment to develop provision at the exo levels that meets a wide range of learner needs.  In particular, there is an active attempt to embrace collaboration around the curriculum areas that are often under-served within a competitive environment - 14+ lower level provision and vocational opportunities.  At its most advanced, the HOPE LLE is one that connects the micro-system of the learner to the meso level of the institution and then, as maturation demands, to the broader exo 1 and 2 landscapes.  In terms of professional practice, a more expansive LLE invites teachers and lecturers to be prepared to collaborate with different types of professionals (e.g. health, business) (Warmington et al., 2004) and to become more aware of the professional practices and systems needed to open up opportunities for the young people in the locality (see for example the work on ‘ecologies of practice’ by Stronach et al., 2002; Boylan, 2005; Fisher and Owen, 2008).

Building on this expansive approach to the meso level, the HOPE exo 1 system level features a high degree of curricular, professional and civic organization comprising strongly collaborative institutional arrangements; a comprehensive curriculum offer with clear 14+ progression pathways that are agreed and designed by groups of professionals working with the wider community and social partners; and the provision of high quality, impartial CEIAG for all learners at key transition points.  Institutional and civic leaders see themselves as ‘place shapers’ (Gibney et al., 2009), so that there is a strong, shared and positive narrative for young people about the opportunities within the locality and beyond.  This role has traditionally been played, or at least facilitated, by local authorities which, in England, still have statutory responsibility for ensuring adequate education provision for all the young people in their localities but without the power to make this a reality.  In a HOPE, therefore, local authorities would need to combine forces with wider social partners in the area, particularly further education colleges, local employers, voluntary and community organisations, governors and parents, to champion the needs of all the young people in their locality. 

Effective progression and transition for the majority of learners will depend on the wider economic landscape.  This brings us to the HOPE exo 2 system level, which in its ideal form would be characterized by strongly shared regional economic and regeneration agendas and narratives articulated by civic leaders, employers and other social partners.  In such a context, higher and further education providers would see themselves as regional hubs and as part of a strong skills and economic development network (e.g. Hall and Lansbury, 2006).  The role of education professionals in such a system would be to collaborate with other economic and political partners to strengthen links between the exo 1 and exo 2 system levels through bridging organisations, such as 14+ Progression and Transition Boards (Hodgson and Spours, 2011b&c).  A move towards this approach is vital for the whole ecological model, because it is ultimately the wider labour market opportunities that exist at this level that help to create the positive narratives at the levels below.  Again this is particularly important for middle and lower attainers who are arguably less likely to travel outside the region for higher education, more likely to want to enter the labour market early and more concerned to find employment close to home.  

In a HOPE learners in their micro-ecologies have the space and incentive to flourish. Because of the nature of the LLE, they have greater opportunity to participate in a number of social, cultural and educational settings; their horizons for action can expand and the ecological landscapes open up.  Critical actors for promoting 14+ progression in the HOPE are the personally engaged professionals, such as teachers, youth workers and careers advisers, who act in conjunction with the family, as friends, mentors and tutors, who can provide narratives about positive futures and challenge narrow horizons for action (Hodkinson, 1998).  Their role is particularly important for middle and lower attainers whose progression routes and transitions are often more tortuous and complex and who suffer disproportionately from youth unemployment (OECD, 2009).

Unlike the LOPE where the macro-level exercises a largely negative effect in the English context, in a HOPE it can play a facilitating role by nurturing the health of the system levels below.  In particular, the macro level (e.g. government policy and agencies) can provide the space for exo systems to develop so that they can play a vital part in stimulating the economy and providing greater economic opportunities for young people.  Finegold (1999) argues that national governments have to provide ‘catalysts’, such as funding, for ecosystem development.  Coffield and colleagues (2008) suggest the need for national policy frameworks that promote the active participation of social partners at the lower levels with maximum space for local discretion to operate, according to the demands of the LLE.  The development of the exo 1 and exo- levels could thus be seen in England as part of a wider rebalancing of the state in a more devolved and democratic direction (Pratchett, 2004; Hodgson and Spours, 2012) and as a way of tackling regional and local inequalities (Amin et al., 2003).

Conclusion 

We have argued that the growing crisis of opportunity facing young people requires a new type of analysis of 14+ PPT in England made more urgent by the apparent deterioration of important push/pull factors in the wider context of economic crisis and the policy of austerity.  We now have to view the progression and transition of young people in a more holistic and dynamic way in order to encourage a greater level of collaboration and intervention.

In discussing the concept of local learning ecologies (LLEs), we have focused on the essential terrain that shapes 14+ PPT.  We have argued that the fluid concept of LLEs is suggestive of the more complex transitions that require not only collaboration between education providers, but also deeper integration with local communities and the local and sub-regional/regional economies.  We have identified the meso, exo 1 and 2 system levels as the central organising terrain of the LLE.  These can provide the spaces for collaboration between education professionals and wider stakeholders who, through developing networks with a shared narrative of the area, are more able to mediate macro ecological factors.  We have proposed a five-level ecological model for this purpose.

Further developing the work of Finegold and Hall and Lansbury on the movement from equilbria to ecosystems, we have suggested that LLEs can exist in a LOPE or HOPE condition or at different points on this continuum.  While all levels of the ecological framework have to change in order to shift LLEs towards a HOPE condition, we ascribe a central role to the mediating actions of social partners at the intermediate levels because of the influence they can have on the whole system.  A critical difference between the role of intermediaries in LOPE and HOPE environments is that in HOPEs these actors not only mediate top-down policy but are also able to provide feedback to national policy-makers so that the macro level is able to nurture the LLE.  

While the ecological analytical model described here draws on existing research and on a limited number of local studies, it needs testing more widely.  We view this early theoretical work, therefore, as a guide to action as well as a way of conceptualising the current context for 14+ PPT.  In particular, we see the potential of new bridging organisations and networks, such as 14+ Progression and Transition Boards, both as a testing ground for the underlying theory and as a prime catalyst in building high opportunity progression ecosystems.

Moreover, while the ecological model with its three elements has been constructed to help understanding of the complexities of 14+ PPT in a rapidly changing policy and economic landscape, it may be applicable to other public, private or third sector areas of activity.  It would seem that any activity that exists at the local level and that is influenced by national policy and the economy could be the focus of a multi-level ecological framework analysis.  However, the number of levels and settings might be different, as might be their dynamics.  Furthermore, the second element of the model (in this case the LLE) could also be identified, whether this be a hospital trust or a network of entrepreneurs, constituting an ecology with its own identity and dimensions.  Finally, these ecologies would also exist in different conditions or states and would thus raise the issue of how to encourage their movement along the equilibrium/eco-system continuum. 
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Table 1. An ecological framework of analysis for 14+ participation, progression and transition (PPT)

	Levels of ecological framework
	LLE as LOPE
	LLE as HOPE

	Micro – learner in her/his immediate environment

· Learners’ interaction with their families, the classroom and their immediate community settings
· Arena of influence on learning identities, personal motivation and personal progression trajectories

	
· Immediate social and cultural factors have negative impact on aspirations and attainment and perceptions of opportunity
· Poor relationships between learners and teachers and mismatch of home and school environments
· Narrow set of learning experiences
· Early failure restricts progression opportunities
· Feelings of lack of personal agency and control in relation to education 
· Personal trajectories fractured or not clear

	
· High learner support from families and community
· Relationship with wider environment mediated by families and professionals
· Broad and relevant curriculum
· Wide set of experiences provided by a range of professionals
· Experience of educational success
· Feelings of high levels of agency and control
· Perception that opportunities will come as reward for effort
· Next steps clear, combined with general confidence in the future


	Meso – the wider institutional context 

· Learner interaction with a range of education and training professionals in the school/institution/learning environment
· The curriculum

	· Performance-oriented approach to learning and the curriculum – with low ecological and progression awareness
· Professionals defined solely by their subject 
· Weak whole curriculum approach
· Poor internal collaboration between teachers/lecturers
· Under-development of core learner skills for progression
· Little collaboration with other institutions
· Institutional behaviour incentivized by national policy and policy levers
· Lack of impartial, high quality CE&IAG


	· Strong holistic curriculum approach 
· Professionals both subject- and whole- curriculum defined
· High levels of internal collaboration between teachers/lecturers
· High ecological and progression awareness among teachers and other education professionals
· Strong impartial, high quality CE&IAG
· Professionals sufficiently confident to contribute to area offer and to collaborate with wider stakeholders


	Exo 1 - the local beyond the institution

· Learner interaction beyond the immediate learning context
· Locality/area/town/local authority
· Local demography, geography and history
· Configurations of different institutions (e.g. school, colleges and work-based learning providers)
· 14-19 partnership arrangements and networks of various professionals (e.g. youth workers and teachers) and other social partners (e.g. local employers)
· Local 14+ curriculum offer


	
· Institutional formation across the locality is socially divided 
· Competitive institutional relationships
· Weak 14-19 partnerships
· Under-developed local curriculum offer
· Poor CE&IAG due to institutional self interest
· Lack of co-ordination of progression routes and skill agreements
· Weak civic leadership
· Demographic, social and economic factors play a highly influential role

	
· Strong local identity with institutions seeing themselves as ‘place shapers’ of the locality
· High levels of institutional collaboration across 14-19 phase
· Developed area curriculum offer and agreement around progression routes and skill requirements
· High quality and impartial CE&IAG
· Strong civic leadership that seeks to bind the meso, exo-level 1 and exo 2 levels to influence wider demographic, social and economic factors


	Exo 2 – the wider economic/skills landscape 

· Learner movement and relationships outside the immediate locality
· Regional economic landscape
· Employers, training providers and their organisations
· Labour market
· Wider travel to learn patterns
· Specialist provision
· Regional agencies/networks
· Further and higher education providers


	
· Weak regional infrastructure and identity
· Little articulation of education, training and employment at the regional level
· Lack of a shared narrative around the economic agenda
· HE and FE regional roles under-developed
· Lack of Exo 2 civic and professional leadership

	
· Strong regional networks comprising a range of social partners
· Strong articulation between exo-1 and exo- 2 system levels provided by ‘bridging organisations’, such as 14+ progression boards
· Strong shared economic and regeneration agendas and narratives
· Higher education and further education see themselves as regional hubs
· Emergence of Exo-2 civic and economic leadership






	Macro – national and global levels
· Government and political parties
· National politics and policy-making
· National agencies
· The economy
· Wider society and cultures
· Global trends

	
· Economic instability
· Top-down policy and performance measures aimed at meso-level
· Promotion of competition
· Track-based qualifications and lack of curriculum cohesion
· Expenditure cuts
· Policy exclusion of professionals
· Lack of recognition of exo-system levels

	
· Economic stability
· National government sees its role as nurturing the health of the exo-systems
· National government provides ‘catalysts’ (e.g. funding, regeneration initiatives) to afford space for ecological development 
· Balance between national, regional and local levels of governance
· Provision of broad national ‘policy frameworks’ (e.g. around qualifications, funding, performance measures and labour markets) to support equity but also to allow for local discretion
· A more deliberative policy environment that includes professionals and other stakeholders.
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