ACM submission to the review of the future role of further education colleges

Introduction

The Association for College Management is a TUC affiliated trades union and professional association that represents managers of post 16 education and training.  The majority of our members are employed in further education colleges or adult education institutions

Our members' contribution to lifelong learning is invaluable, and creates the platform for ACM's leading role in the Learning and Skills sector. The primary purpose of the Association is to support the interests, values and views of education and training managers. ACM advocates management practices characterised by vision, integrity, achievement, high expectations, teamwork, and good judgement. Above all we believe that the service must be shaped by the needs of learners. In its work on national policy development, ACM gives voice to the views of our members, and aims to be principled, realistic and constructive.

ACM welcomes the review of the future role of further education colleges.  We believe a review is overdue and our submission has attempted to address some of the important issues that have been raised.   We hope that radical proposals will result.  ACM members will have a key role in ensuring both that the recommendations are implemented and that the intended outcomes are achieved.

ACM also welcomes the report by the Work Foundation entitled “Where are the Gaps?” produced at the request of the Secretary of State for Education and Skills and published on 22 March 2005 to coincide with the publication of the Skills White Paper.  It provides a thorough comparison of adult skills and learning in the UK with other EU countries.  While identifying a number of strengths and positive recent developments it identifies two major weaknesses: inadequacies in the structure, funding and coherence of the FE sector and the lack of parity of esteem between the vocational and academic routes.  We would hope that this paper is given due consideration as part of this review.
Purpose, role and mission: delivery models

ACM does not accept that the majority of further education colleges have a problem with their mission or that they have suffered from “mission drift”.

Further education’s mission is essentially local first, sub-region and regional.  Its primary focus is on post school and non-university provision for the whole community, and achieving this through high degrees of flexibility.  It’s the part of the education system that is genuinely customer focused and that fits around learners rather than expecting them to fit into education.

This mission includes:

· delivering a more mature and more comprehensive 16-19 provision, and in particular providing ‘second’ chance opportunities for young people who have failed to achieve sufficient qualifications at school in order to progress in either education or employment;

· supporting the local school system with alternative forms of learner experience and learner support; more focused provision for entry and foundation level learners (schools find it difficult to support such learners whilst at the same time seeking to maximise the level 2 attainment of their most able students); and with vocational provision (schools tend to offer desk-based vocational studies, rather than practical vocational learning);

· providing young people, adults and employers with a broad range of vocational and employment specific training;

· meeting the basic skills or Skills for Life needs of their local communities;

· providing customised support for local businesses;

· providing more flexible entry to and progress through higher education, often through partnerships with universities;

· offering a choice and diversity of qualifications – economies of scale can enable colleges to offer a wider range of qualifications than other providers of post compulsory education;

· delivering student success – colleges are as likely to include success in the institutional mission as other providers.

Where problems of “mission drift” have occurred it has often been the direct result of flawed Government policy or strategy, such as the competitive environment created following incorporation.

ACM opposes any proposals to create colleges of vocational education with the correlative implication of separate institutions for ‘academic’ learners.  The continuing attempts to reinforce and even strengthen the distinction between academic and vocational on the one hand, and 16-19 and post-19 education on the other, represent some of the most regressive educational policy thinking in recent history.  Such distinctions have no place in terms of the needs of a modern and inclusive society and economy.  They are also potentially discriminatory in terms of race and the relative wealth/poverty of post-16 participants.

Inevitably such a move would not just divide institutions in terms of academic and vocational provision but also by age, with school sixth forms and sixth form colleges taking on the ‘academic’ role.  If that happens, where will adults be able to study ‘academic’ subjects?  For example, the resounding success of access to HE programmes has been in academic areas.  Is this to cease?  Many adult learners still gain access to higher education or improve their career prospects through A level study.  Will this cease?  The danger is that ‘academic’ will more and more come to mean 16-19.

A further implication is that learners – both young and old – will become stereotyped as either ‘vocational’ or ‘academic’ by virtue of ability, individual learning pace and learning style.  There is strong evidence to suggest that many learners will be stereotyped as vocational or academic by virtue of where they live and which school they go to.

It is necessary to identify and define the problem before constructing solutions.  Where is the evidence that there is any kind of crisis or structural problem with ‘academic’ education, unless the GCSE pass rate is identified as an issue, which is clearly a pre-16 matter?  Where is the evidence that combining vocational and academic in one institution (either an FE college or a university) creates any kind of performance issue?

There would also be considerable difficulty in determining what is academic and what is vocational.  Where would science go?  If it went to an academic institution, what would happen to vocational science?  Where would engineering go – obviously vocational unless studied at Imperial or Cambridge!  So who would prepare young people to study engineering at Imperial and Cambridge?  What would happen to the wealth of vocational education now running successfully in sixth form colleges?

There is also compelling evidence from recent successive Ofsted Chief Inspector reports that neither sixth forms nor sixth form colleges are good at meeting the needs of the least able students, which form the majority – some 60% - of young people who fail to achieve 5 or more GCSEs A-C including Maths and English.

The infrastructure costs of further dividing vocational and academic post 16-provision would be enormous and would divert capital resources from existing priorities.  Whilst in larger towns and cities different sorts of post 16 institutions are already working closely together to focus on the provision that they are best at rather than competing against each other for the same students, in rural locations it would be impracticable to have separate post 16 institutions for vocational and academic provision whilst the factors that caused the closure of school sixth-forms would still exist.

The current structure for post 16-education already works; it is successful; and it delivers Government priorities.  It is not general further education colleges that are problematic but rather the stop-go policies of successive governments.  Where problems do occur they tend to be with small to medium sized colleges.  Of the forty large general further education colleges inspected up until January 2005 only one had received lower than a grade three for leadership and management.  16% of medium and small further education colleges received grades four or five for leadership and management over the same period.  This would tend to suggest a return to college mergers, halted when LSC took over from FEFC, is probably the right direction of travel.  The evidence from the LSC’s Strategic Area Reviews would also seem to support this conclusion but they appear to have been sidetracked for apparently local political reasons.

Purpose, role and mission: Impact of incentives upon college behaviour and delivery

The impact of funding strategies on college leadership, management, and provision has been that far too much time is spent managing bureaucracy rather than focusing on teaching and learning, as the following examples illustrate:

· far too much money is spent creating, tracking and auditing learner information;

· too much effort is expended on creating plans that no-one reads or takes account of - often they are a  paper exercise with only the spreadsheets having any value in the planning process;

· leadership has become less about the curriculum, learning and learners and more about short-term performance criteria, which often have little positive impact on learners;

· quality of provision is constrained by performance criteria – disincentives to innovate and become demand-led and flexible in case the numbers do not come out right.

Leadership requires expanded autonomy, improving trust, and a willingness to take risks.  Colleges have had diminished autonomy imposed by mechanistic managers, ever decreasing trust, and increasing incentives to become more and more risk averse.  For example the new provider PR criteria are now all about the degree of risk posed.

LSC planning and target setting of college provision and performance could impact seriously in the future and lead to decline in provision as a result of ‘planning’ being seen to be more important than ‘responsiveness’ or being ‘demand-led’.  What is wrong with viring funds between priorities?

The college inspection regime has affected college behaviour in a positive way and there is evidence to support the claim that overall institutional and learner performance has improved as a result, especially from the introduction of robust self-assessment exercises.  However, there are still a number of issues that need to be addressed:

· Why is it necessary to have two inspection bodies?

· Widening the role of inspection bodies – should they not also offer support and advice?

· Time and resources – because so much can rest on a college inspection institutions commit vast amounts of resources preparing for inspection.  Should the lighter touch approach used in higher education not be adopted?

· There is not a flat playing field between schools and further education – secondary schools in “deprived areas” can receive excellent grades for leadership whilst achievement is well below national averages yet further education colleges in the same borough cannot.  Why?

· Inspection outcomes are being used as a political football by Chief Inspectors with damaging results - one four grade does not mean that a college is failing and incremental improvement should be recognised.

· Any inspection framework that fails to take into account value added and distance travel measures is seriously flawed.  Colleges should be judged against institutions with similar provision and students.

Accountability, authority and leadership: College governance 

FE is probably more accountable than any other part of the education service.  Taking inspection, audit, and transparency and detail of learner participation and performance together – in no other part of the education world can these combined indicators of performance be viewed and also be guaranteed to be accurate.

FE college governance is probably close to best practice in the public sector.  It may be cumbersome but maybe that goes with accountability.  Those problems that do exist often relate to the difficulty of colleges to recruit and retain high quality board members from a diverse variety of backgrounds.  This is partly a result of the prohibition of payments to Board members – something that is rare in most other parts of the public sector outside schools, colleges and universities.  Potential governors wishing to put something back into the community are much more likely to accept a remunerated position on a health trust.  Political activists are much more likely to seek election to a local authority where they will receive substantial allowances.

Nevertheless, Corporation Boards are generally made up of qualified, hard working volunteers, representative of, if not accountable to, their local communities and that work well with college executives.  Staff and students are represented on Boards and they certainly do not suffer from the problems resulting from the introduction of cabinet and mayoral systems in local government.

A major criticism of FE governance is that Corporation Boards do not have enough discretion in the way they organise and manage themselves.  The diversity of different types and sizes of institutions should be recognised.  For example, it should be for individual corporations to decide what committees they should have and they should be judged on performance.  If a college receives a good inspection outcome it should not at the same time be subject to the petty criticisms of an LSC auditor.   

Our fear is that the Government criticise the current arrangements because it makes it more difficult for it to direct and control institutions.  However, the reality is that there can either be directly maintained institutions or autonomous institutions with clear mechanisms for accountability.  Ministers should not on one hand say pay is a matter for individual college corporations whilst on the other criticise them when they resist the often heavy handed planning directives of the LSC.  The example of Wales, whilst maybe not the ideal route to follow, clearly shows that if the Government wants more influence it needs to provide the appropriate level of funding.

The trend in a modern democracy points to autonomous institutions, which can relate to their mission and ‘local’ circumstances in a more precise and responsive way than can any Government department or national funding agency.  ACM does not believe that it is governance that is the problem but rather the start-stop approach to national, regional and local priorities: 3 year development plans abandoned after 1 year; local LSC’s disempowered almost from the outset; confusion over 14-19 reform and so on.

Local management and leadership

One of the major problems is the lack of reliable academic research on leadership and management in FE and what is required to lead a successful institution with high student and learner achievement.  This is a deficiency that must be resolved in order to provide useful data and guidance but must not be achieved by diverting resources away from leadership and management development of staff.

ACM welcome the creation of the Centre for Excellence in Leadership (CEL) but believes that it has been inadequately resourced and that the demand model is flawed.  It is too early to say yet how successful CEL has been and we need to wait to see the benefit of the investment.  However, we strongly support the call for CEL to receive further funding.  Our fear, based on the experience of our members, is that those colleges that need to invest in leadership and management development are those often least likely to do so.  In almost every area of the economy financial difficulties are most likely to lead to cutting staff development budgets first.

ACM does not believe that there is reluctance in the sector to embrace best practice from elsewhere or to share ideas from other parts of the public sector and commercial world.  However, often there does seems to be a mind-set that others do not understand the further education world and ACM would welcome the recruitment of more senior managers from outside the sector.

Image and reputation

Individual colleges often enjoy an excellent local reputation, reflecting their role and contribution to their local community – further education’s reputation is high amongst those it serves.  Surveys of students undertaken on behalf of the LSC show a remarkable level of satisfaction with teaching and learning in colleges.  Colleges are successful in meeting the needs of local businesses.  But this is at variance with the sector’s national reputation.  

National reputation is a political and professional construct.  The problem needs to be addressed by those decision makers who fail to understand and support the central role of further education.  If someone did not use FE in their career progression; only ever considers their children fit for the best schools and universities; and lives in a community that is relatively advantaged – then why would they understand FE?

This problem is compounded enormously by the qualifications issue.  Schools are identified with GCSE and A Levels, even though they teach a minority of A Level students; sixth form colleges are identified with A Levels, even though many do much more than A Levels; universities are identified with degrees.  It is these simplistic brands that give these institutions their identity. The vast range of provision in further education, from 14-99 and from level 0 to level 5, makes it impossible to provide some equivalent brand indicator. The sector needs to be recognised, not as the provider of a single characteristic qualification, but as the flexible provider that meets the critical needs of all its client groups and the communities and economies it serves.

Social inclusion and diversity

Further education meets virtually all sub-university adult-learning needs.  It meets the needs of the majority of young people failed by schooling.  It meets an ever-increasing proportion of pre-16 needs because schools cannot cope with the less able, the slower learning, and the more vocationally inclined.  Further education is the most flexible part of the education system and primarily serves people who have failed to reach the Government’s attainment targets for ages 16 (school) and 25 (university).

The LSC has a brazenly economistic model of learning.  There is less and less recognition of the full range of purposes and wider social benefits of learning.  Chris Banks has said quite explicitly that the purpose of the LSC resource is to meet the needs of employers.  What would schools and universities look like if the same approach were taken there?

Learning is good.  The problem with UK culture is that lifelong learning is not officially promoted.  It’s subversive.  The USA and leading European economies actively promote lifelong learning, even where they do not pay for it.  Our cultural values, our qualifications system, and our priorities in post-compulsory education, at least for those other than the most advantaged, are all constructed around completing learning inflexibly in the first 14-21 years of life.

You can do anything you like as long as you’re academically able; if you’re not academically able, or if you have suffered educational disadvantage, then you have to bow to someone’s mechanistic idea of what the economy needs in terms of skills.

There is no evidence that skills planning works.  This all represents out of date thinking about how modern, flexible labour markets work; and fails to recognise what motivates people (e.g. command systems like New Deal are not working well).

Investing in the future

Under funding continues to be a major issue for the sector.  Although funding has increased over recent years so has the level of provision.  There can be no logical defence of a funding system that provides up to 40% more funding for students doing exactly the same course of study in a school sixth form as that for a student in a further education college.  Further education has been plagued by bureaucratic funding methodologies, inappropriate clawback, changed priorities and short term planning by Government and funding bodies.  As a result the infrastructure is in an appalling condition, teachers, support staff and managers are paid far less than their counterparts in schools and other parts of the public sector, and investment in staff development, especially for leadership and management training for key personnel, is woefully inadequate.  World-class training requires world-class buildings housing well-trained, highly motivated employees.

Whilst the introduction of plan-led funding breaks the relationship between student qualification enrolments and funding it has left in place most of the bureaucratic routines associated with the earlier funding regime.  Plan-led funding was supposed to bring an end to retrospective clawback.  Yet many local LSC’s are now operating in-year adjustments to funding or student numbers targets, which amount, in effect, to in-year clawback.  Although three year plan-led funding is not in place, the LSC are still demanding three-year development plans that can have no relationship with reality as nothing is known about the resourcing of any plans for years 2 and 3.  

LSC appears to be grasping the funding methodology nettle as part of the Agenda for Change programme and a simpler, fairer, funding methodology is likely to result.  However, the primary problem is how to provide extra funding for further education colleges as a whole.  Consideration should be given to studying funding arrangements in other European countries, such as Germany or Denmark, where employers make a greater contribution to funding vocational education and where there is a greater parity of esteem between vocational and academic students.  It can be no coincidence that these countries have a much greater level of continuing vocational study by twenty-one to thirty year olds.

Further education needs stable, coherent, consistent, long term planning instead of staggering from one short-term imperative to another, as is the case now.  It requires a major capital investment programme over the next ten years, to build on the start made in the recent budget, in order to bring the infrastructure into the twenty-first century.  It needs an increase in revenue funding to enable colleges to bring salaries into line with those in schools and other parts of the public sector in order to recruit skilled practitioners and craftsmen and women back into teaching – and then keep them.  Most importantly, it needs a massive increase in investment in leadership and management training to bring it to a similar level as that provided to schools through the National Centre for School Leadership.

Conclusion

In this submission we have addressed the key issues that we believe the review must consider in relation to the role, purpose and mission of further education colleges.  We have identified the changes that we think should be made to the further education college sector in the medium term.

In conclusion our vision for the future is for:

· Properly funded colleges, a less bureaucratic funding regime, appropriately rewarded teachers, managers and support staff, with increased investment in buildings and leadership and management development;

· Greater partnership between further education colleges and other providers, including sixth form colleges and schools, with an expansion in appropriately funded14-16 provision in colleges;

· Rationalisation of the qualification framework within a funding mechanism designed to encourage colleges to provide the skills training that local employers and economies need;

· A unified inspection body within a lighter touch framework which supports colleges to address the issues identified during the inspection process – and for schools and colleges to have a level playing field in inspection judgements;

· Proper consideration to be given to the StAR Reports;

· The Tomlinson recommendations to be revisited and policies adopted that will lead to parity of esteem between the vocational and academic in the longer term;

· Consistent longer-term planning by LSC. 
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