Raising Expectations: enabling the system to deliver (Joint DCSF/DIUS consultation)

Response from Association for College Management 
The Association for College Management is the TUC affiliated trade union and professional association that champions, represents and supports managers in the post-16 education and training sector.  Our membership embraces academic and business managers at several levels including principals.

1.
Introduction

The proposals in this document build on the changes in summer 2007 that set up the division of the DfES into the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS).  At that point responsibility for 14-19 education and training was placed with the DCSF and the intention announced to place the remit for all 14-19 provision with Local Authorities. 

‘Raising Expectations’ describes the detail of how the changed responsibility for the 14 – 19 phase will be implemented.   It also proposes the abolition of the Learning and Skills Council (LSC), transferring the remit for adults to a new Skills Funding Agency (SFA).  (The new arrangements are reminiscent, perhaps, of the 1980s model whereby Local Authorities were responsible for 16 – 19 provision, and the MSC for skills development).
The introduction comments on the success of the LSC in driving up retention and attainment over recent years.  In a sector that has already undergone two major structural changes since 1993, this raises the question of why further change is necessary.  Throughout the document it is difficult to see what real benefits the changes will bring to learners: it would be wrong to make such far reaching structural changes merely for reasons of political expediency. 
While the proposals described in the document represent dramatic and far reaching changes, we are concerned that they fail to describe a coherent  education service, not least because the starting point for the reforms appears to be infrastructural rather than with the key questions of how best to engage pupils, students and employees, and how best to ensure their success. 
We are concerned that while colleges are challenged to respond flexibly to the needs of young students, adults and employers, organizing funding into two distinct silos in this fashion diminishes flexibility and the capacity to respond nimbly.
14 – 19 phase: proposals and comment
One aim of these changes is to give to local authorities the remit for delivering education and training for all children and young people up to the age of 19, and to enable that provision to be joined up with other children’s services.  Local authorities will also take responsibility for the education and training of disabled young people up to the age of 25. 
However the structural architecture of the proposed changes is complex. In their new role local authorities will commission provision for young people aged 14 -19, and the general trend will be for the 14 – 19 curriculum to be delivered through partnerships rather than by individual institutions. In order to offer good-value comprehensive provision, and to deal with cross boundary issues, local authorities will form sub-regional clusters, and these, in turn, will link to the regional plans of Regional Development Agency.   At these sub-regional and regional levels local authorities will work in partnership with the new Young People's Learning Agency and Skills Funding Agency as well as the Regional Development Agency. The new Young People’s Learning Agency is described in this document as a 'slim national agency' with responsibility for ‘securing budgetary control and for securing coherence in the event that there could not be local agreement'.  Where general FE colleges attract students from across LA boundaries they will relate to a lead Local Authority.  Sixth form colleges will be accorded a separate legal status than that of GFECs, and those colleges with mainly young students will be able, should they choose, to opt to become 6FCs.  
Shadow structures for the proposed changes will be in place from September 2008 and these will implement the changes gradually until the formal start in 2010.   National funding rates – “comparable funding for comparable activity” – should end the college/school funding gap as far as 14 – 19 provision is concerned.   
The transfer of the remit to local authorities has been applauded as a return of the whole of this phase to democratic control. This Association however has a range of concerns about local authorities.
Local authorities do not have the capacity to deliver this phase of education well and we are concerned about how, and how quickly they will develop that capacity.  At present however they lack the experience, skills, knowledge and capability to carry out the remit described in this document.  Our intelligence is that most 14 -19 coordinators in Local Authorities see their job as making sure that Diploma provision takes off successfully in their area. But what about apprenticeships and the apprenticeship guarantee?  In this area in particular we are concerned that local authorities are ill equipped.
We are not convinced that local authorities will embrace their new responsibility for out-borough students enthusiastically.  Experience prior to incorporation in 1993 was that local authorities were much more interested in focusing on the needs of their local community: it is their raison d’être.  Elected members are unlikely to put at risk the chances of electoral success protecting the opportunities of those who do not elect them.  Already we are seeing, even before the proposals reach the statute book, local authorities encouraging providers, post 16 and others, serving a wide area across borough boundaries to enter into restructuring exercises which will see them replaced by academies with a narrow curriculum and only serving one borough.    
A third point concerns sixth forms.  Local authorities commonly believe that adding a sixth form to a school will improve recruitment and achievement and may thus have political commitments in that direction.  Indeed we have already heard of Diploma partnership arrangements being ripped up where a sixth-form has been conferred on one of the school partners.  
The document proposes the expansion of sixth-form colleges without explaining the benefits for students, or the consequences to providers and those learners who do not wish to attend such an institution.  The arguments should be discussed.  In the consultation meetings it has been suggested that there will be no benefits in being designated a sixth form college.  If this is the case then why introduce an additional distinct designation?  In reality many colleges will continue to focus on 16-19 full time provision, partly because that is where the funding is and partly because they will want to be designated as a sixth form college, either for the perceived benefits or for strategic advantage.   Indeed, we may reach a situation where large general further education colleges split into two distinct parts, still under the control of a single corporation, in order that part of their institution might be designated as sixth-form. And if the new model is appropriate why is it that Academies will be outside the new framework and will continue to receive their funding direct from DCSF?
A further concern is about the potential that these proposals contain for power struggles between the different elements of the very complex structure. The new arrangements demand a highly collaborative approach by local authorities, RDAs and other stakeholders in order to deliver a coherent education and skills offer determined by the needs of all young people, especially the most disadvantaged.  There is a danger that this degree of collaboration will not be achieved sufficiently quickly and maybe not at all - in which case decisions may sometimes, even often, be based on self interest rather than the interests of young people. Much in these proposals depends on partnerships and relationships, with organizations working together towards shared agreed goals.  It is not clear what the effective levers will be that will ensure that institutions do not stray from student-need based collaboration.  This is our view is a red risk – a potential problem that could present a serious obstacle to serving students well. 
The complex nature of the new infrastructure causes us serious concern.  International research suggests that education provision is most successful for children, young people and adults where there is a long term structural settlement by which the sub national arrangements are stable, enduring, effective and transparent; in other words where there is little churn in respect of the agencies that have responsibility for planning, funding and supporting schools and providers. Finland is a striking example of a country whose organisation of education has remained stable for a long time and whose record on participation and achievement outstrips all its other European neighbours.  
From this perspective it is dispiriting then to see the English system once again thrown into the air and radically rearranged. In particular the sub-national institutional arrangements are once more in flux and the proposed complicated structure in this document does not give us confidence that we have the model for a long term settlement. Indeed we are convinced that arrangements of this complexity that rely on consistently very high standards of communication, good will, efficiency, partnership working, altruism will not work.  They will unravel. 
While the vision of the Children and Young People’s Plan for a holistic approach to the needs of our 0 – 19 year olds is sound, the  problem is that (for 14 – 19 provision at least ) you wouldn’t want to start from the current local authority arrangements.  Local authorities will have the responsibility of ensuring an entitlement to the 17 Diploma lines for all their 14 – 19 year olds at 3 levels. For the same age group they will also offer A levels, Foundation Tier, BNDs and other qualifications.   In order to make their 14 – 19 offer local authorities are expected to work collaboratively with one another, with their sub-regional collaborative grouping, with their regional planning group, with the new Young People’s Learning Agency, with the new National Apprenticeship Service (for whom they must identify the necessary Apprenticeship provision in their area) - and of course with their schools and colleges.  This promises to be more a galaxy of black holes than of stars.
Adult provision: proposals and comment
There are distinct arrangements, described in this paper, for adult provision.  With respect to adults the paper says that the new system is 'focused on establishing a market which rewards success and brings together education and skills in a high quality offer to respond to the needs of adults and employers' (paragraph 7). The White Paper justifies the need for two new systems on the basis that they are necessary to respond effectively to the different policy challenges facing young people and adults and also to reflect their different needs.

The proposals for adult learning are much in line with Leitch and the Leitch Implementation Plan.   For the Skills Funding Agency '….the majority of its funding will flow in direct response to customer choices through Train to Gain and Skills Accounts' but that unlike the LSC, 'it will be a funding body, not a funding and planning body'.

In effect this means that the agency will oversee funding to colleges and other providers in order to meet the demands of employers and learners.  The SFA will also have responsibility for managing the framework of the FE sector, its development and performance (including responsibility for intervening in failing colleges).  

It will house two new major services - the National Apprenticeship Service and the Adult Advancement and Careers Service – as well as the National Employer Service for large employers of 5000+ employees. It is intended that there will be progress towards Employment and Skills Boards.  The SFA will have a regional and national presence, and its responsibilities will extend to informal adult learning.   
Government policy towards employers then appears to be:  “You had better invest in your workforce and train your employees to a far better level and extent than you do at present.  Because if you don’t we’re going to pay you lots of money to do so”.   We are unconvinced that this is the whole answer to  tackling inadequate employer investment in skills and believe that employers have responsibilities that many do not face up to and that government are reluctant to act on.   Recent research undertaken by the Learning and Skills Councils questions the success of “Train to Gain” and the role of brokers, suggesting that much of funding has in fact just been used by employers merely to replace the training that they were already providing for their workforce.
We are concerned too about the narrow conception of skills embedded in much Government policy and in the papers that have guided it, including that of Lord Leitch. This tends towards the narrow competence conception of skills forsaking a generous and more ambitious, modern conception of skills that would embrace creativity, intuition, reflection, innovation, autonomy, self governance. A narrow conception of skills is one that has as its end performance in a particular job in the short term; the bolder conception of skills is one that addresses the needs of a flourishing life, conceived holistically though according employability its rightful place. 
At present this government’s ambitions for adult education are largely confined to skills for employment, narrowly defined as discussed above. One might have anticipated that the values of a Labour Government would suggest that important Social Goods should not be commodified, should not be consigned to the market.   Justice, health ….. and education would be numbered among those social goods.    We call on Ministers to reflect on that model of liberal adult education which valued learning for its capacity to help make our society more generous, more decent, more reasonable, more rational as well as more skilful. 
The analysis above springs from the belief that there is more to a society that is worth living in than economic competitiveness, important though that is.   We have one further concern with a policy analysis that privileges skills above all else.  We would like to suggest that social inclusion might be the top priority strategy for education, since as long as we promote skills and achievement as the main priorities and allow inclusion to slip in importance we will inevitably exacerbate the divisions between those in the mainstream of our society and those on the margins. 
Conclusions

We are not convinced that the proposals in this paper present a well-argued and thought out plan for the future and we fear that it has been developed merely as part of a political strategy with the next general election in mind.  The evidence is that they do not have the support, or are even fully understood, by senior civil servant in DCSF and DCMS.  The proposals as they stand are likely to lead to colleges adopting strategies that will enable them to be designed sixth form colleges regardless of the benefits for their students.  We also fear that it will act as a further spur to various vested interest groups seeking the extension of sixth-forms in schools.  For those general further education colleges continuing to provide both 14-19 and post 19 skills education and training they will have to struggle with being pulled in two completely different directions: 14-19 in planned, collaborative environment and post 19 skills in a market driven, competitive one.  Even the most successful organisations would struggle to come to terms with such a divided mission.
In the face of the complex, power-hungry and cumbersome infrastructure suggested by this paper you will understand that we draw the conclusion that self-regulation and bureaucracy reduction are dead in the water. 
We would like to challenge both Departments to identify the savings that will be achieved by these changes and publicly commit to rechanneling them towards front line learning.

The Association for College Management is appreciative of the opportunity to engage in this debate and would be delighted if there were further opportunities to contribute. 
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