Investing in Skills

Taking forward the Skills Strategy 

Response from the
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.
Deadline October 8th

Annex A: Questions for Consultation

Comments are invited on the following questions. If you wish to fax your comments please send to 02476 825 690

The information you send us may need to be passed to colleagues within the LSC and/ or published in a summary of responses received in response to this consultation. We will assume that you are content for us to do this, and if you are replying by email, your consent overrides any confidentiality disclaimer that is generated by your organisation’s IT system, unless you specifically include a request to the contrary in the main text of your submission.

Please insert ‘X’ if you want us to keep your response confidential (   

Name 

Organisation

(if applicable)

Address  

If you have a query relating to this consultation please contact your local Learning and Skills Council (contact details can be found at the end of this document)

Please insert ‘X’ in one of the following boxes that best describes you as a respondent. 

( Further Education College
( Further Education Institution

( Local Education Authority
( Higher Education Institution

X Trade Union
( Work Based Learning Provider

( Employer
( Representative Body


( Sectoral Body
( National Organisation

( Regional Body
( Voluntary Organisation

( School
( Individual

( Other (Please specify)




Section 1: The Need for Change and the Priorities for Public Funding
	Question 1: Do you have any comments or views on the analysis in 
Section 1:

This Association agrees that public funding for adult learning should generally be targeted on those groups of learners which have been identified as national policy priorities.  Specifically we agree that funds for fee remission and for additional support should be focused on disadvantaged students and on areas of market failure. 

A closer alignment between broad policy and funding policy would be welcomed by colleges as dislocation between different areas of policy has frequently placed colleges in the position of juggling varied, even conflicting directives.  Such inconsistency soaks up time and generates paperwork, distracting colleges from their number one priority: teaching students. 
Key points 

· We strongly support the targeting of funding on disadvantaged learners, and the creation of the level 2 entitlement. 
· However we are concerned that too narrow a focus for support will result in the exclusion of other groups of learners whose participation in learning we should be supporting not hindering.  Many level 3 programmes are invaluable stepping stones for individuals from modest backgrounds wanting to progress in their jobs, become better qualified and better educated. Women returners and older learners are just two examples of such groups of learners.  It is vital that higher fees do not render level 3 provision inaccessible to these sorts of learners. 
· We are not, however,  arguing against raising fees.  We consider that those well able to pay should do so.  But it is essential that the policy recognizes just where increased fees are feasible, and just where they deter learners whose participation we should encourage. 
· The paper explains how we might plan for a substantial increase in fees income.  
· However the demand for learning reflects millions of individuals’ decisions; it will not readily be harnessed to fit a central plan. 
· Policy must pay attention to the patterns of demand. It cannot expect to reshape the aggregate demand into the pattern that best fits government policy. 

· In short, plans should work within the context of a demand led system. 
· Plans and bureaucracy are rife in this sector and these proposals will generate yet more paperwork, in spite of the reassurances.  This is a matter of grave concern to us. 
· Employers have certain expectations of free or inexpensive training.  Furthermore too often they have a  poor record of paying for training.  The Association suggests that the Sector Skills Development Agency works with its member SSCs to consider how best to change this culture and to engage employers more fully in taking responsibility for the cost of training. 

· We are concerned that the proposed fees policy might create perverse incentives.  In its efforts to reach its fee income targets a college might develop a number of high return income generating activities (wine tasting for example)  that made no appropriate contribution to the public good.   Such activities might be chosen over more appropriate provision (level 3 crafts for example), where the latter brought in less income. 
· The document states that an increase in fees income will not result in a decrease in public funds. But can that promise be guaranteed for future administrations?
· While this government has an admirable track record in improving learning  opportunities for disadvantaged people, it has resolutely set its face against encouraging older people into learning. The substantial social and economic benefits of learning for older people have been overlooked. 
· Our advice is that the policy should work with a broad definition of income which affords colleges flexibility in how they reach their targets.   Attempts to define narrow categories of fee income for these purposes could lead to colleges switching provision around for funding purposes (for example from full cost work to LSC funded work).  Although colleges may hit their fee targets more easily this way, the total income generated may actually decrease. 

· We are concerned that as the Government has no adequate data on the likely impact of change on the demand for learning in colleges, the proposed fee strategy may prove to be ineffective and may simply reduce demand for learning without generating any additional cash
We will elaborate on these points in greater detail in the course of this response.




Section 2: Proposed Approach and Levers for Change

	Question 2: How could we best integrate the new approach to fees, income targets and learner support with the LSC Business Cycle?

Too often a lack of integration across the piece has given rise to problems that create operating difficulties for colleges.  Local steers that conflict with those from the centre, funding steers that contradict social priorities, demands for flexible programmes that are not possible within the national framework, have all been a source of frustration for colleges in the past.
It would be very helpful if LSC policy could be followed through at all operational levels, consistently and coherently. 




	Question 3: Do you agree with the proposed approach to 

reforming fees?

We agree that in the medium term more income should be generated through fees. The Association’s  key comments are: 

· It will take time to change the present culture and for people to acclimatize to a context of  higher fees. This is the case even though current fee levels are relatively low, in comparison with our European neighbours.  Slow and gradual change is necessary to successfully, and comparatively painlessly, reshape expectations. 
· We need to beware of perverse incentives that lead providers either  to over-concentrate on areas of work that attract 100% fee remission, or to go for high returns through activities that are off mission for the sector. 

	Yes    No  X



	Question 4: Do you support the proposed approach to 

income targets?

This Association takes the view that plan led funding must work within  a demand led approach to provision. Targets arising from plans which pay little heed to actual empirical demand are unlikely to be met or will only be met by distorting provision from the pattern that reflects real demand. 
Inevitably more plans, more targets and more audit causes the college sector’s collective hearts to sink. Colleges are already awash with bureaucracy and these proposals will bring more. 

The Association agrees that there should be income targets for individual colleges.  For the 2005/06 session this  should be based on present fee levels.  We suggest a 2% per annum rise after that.  

	Yes    No  X


	Question 5: Are there other options, besides those set out in Section 2, that would better achieve the objectives set out in Section 1?

See Q4 




Section 3: Putting the New Approach into Operation

	Question 6: Does this approach to setting income targets look feasible and appropriate?

The paper suggests excluding income from non learning related sources as these are too locally variable. However each college is set in a unique locality and the potential for income from learning activities is also  variable in relation to such factors as  the proximity of large employers, the local social and class demography of the area, and local attitudes to learning.  All of these and other factors will affect a college’s ability to generate income.
While we are supportive of policy and planning steers that aim to make best use of public funding, we consider that these must always recognize and acknowledge that the pattern of demand demonstrated by millions of adults will not necessarily conform closely to those plans. 

This Association strongly supports the level two entitlement and the policy of stimulating demand through free tuition.  Plans such as those for basic skills and the level 2 entitlement can encourage demand, but they cannot determine demand. 

In general colleges need to retain some significant flexibility to go with the pattern of demand for learning in their locality.  It makes neither social nor economic sense not to be able to reallocate resources away from level 2 towards access courses for women returners (for example) if that is the way demand shapes up.  Where plans are overly rigid, learners lose out. And this kind of fast responsiveness is what colleges are excellent at: re-designing provision as a new pattern of demand emerges. 

The use of penalties is inappropriate (para 3.3g.)


	Yes    No  


	Question 7: What considerations should be taken into account in setting the target?

We consider that:

· Change should be phased in slowly

· Fees targets should be flexible in relation to actual demand for learning

· Care should be taken to avoid perverse incentives




	Question 8: How widely should the scope of the income target be drawn?

Comments

If it is decided to set fees targets for individual providers we support the option of counting all income from both learning and non-learning activities. This would afford colleges more flexibility on meeting those targets. 




	Question 9: Should it focus exclusively on fee income, or a wider range of income sources broadly related to training and tuition costs? Which of the categories a-c in paragraph 3.5 should be within scope of the income target?

Comments

See Question 8



	Question 10: What is the best way to engage governing bodies in consideration of fees and income policies, and performance against targets, as an integral part of business planning?

Governors already do this through their engagement and work on the college development plan, and the associated three year funding plan. No additional bureaucracy should be imposed. 



	Question 11: Is there a role for collective local discussion and ownership of income targets?

If so, how is that best managed?

This Association strongly supports collaboration between local colleges and other providers.  However we are concerned that this aspect of the proposals may be rhetoric, and that the reality would bring yet another layer of administration and meetings which would add little value for learners. It is in the nature of the process that the policy will focus on individual institutions. 

	Yes    No  X


	Question 12: What would be the most effective way of incentivising the achievement of income targets, within the performance management framework?

If income targets for individual colleges are implemented then we suggest that they are based on advice from each college. They are in the best position to judge what would be a realistic increase in income from fees. We strongly counsel the LSC not to impose targets. Imposed targets will increase the risk of perverse incentives, and strain local relationships. 



	Question 13: Should changes to the fees assumption should be introduced over (a) a two-year period or (b) a four-year period?

Four year period.  Changing culture and expectations takes time.  Consideration should be given into how the policy best meshes with 3 year development plans. 



	Question 14: Is there an alternative timescale you would suggest?




	Question 15: What are the key factors which should determine when to start changes to the fee assumption?

It would be helpful to run a pilot scheme in 2005 / 2006 in order to test out what works and what doesn’t with regard to fee levels, and how best to nest this policy amongst the surrounding arrangements.  We recognize that the lessons from a one year pilot would be limited but the pointers would be valuable. 
We suggest consideration should be given to a national initiative to  manage and support revised expectations about the cost of learning, and to encourage participation.   The Gremlins campaign has been highly successful.  We propose that consideration is given to a national ‘check out your college’ campaign advocating and publishing:
· A universal entitlement up to a first, full level 2, and, by 2010 a universal entitlement to a first full level 2 qualification 
· The availability of financial support for other learners

· The rich diversity of what is on offer at the local college.  Something for everyone wishing to develop their skills and knowledge for vocational or personal purposes:  from accounting and acting to welding and weaving. 
The support of the education trade unions, employers and the SSCs would greatly enhance the impact of such a campaign. 




	Question 16: What factors should we take into account in setting an appropriate level of increase in fee assumptions for learners outside the nationally prescribed groups?

· Previous qualifications

· Learners’ financial circumstances
· Market failure

· Skills shortage factor

· The predicted income premium for the qualification

· Value added for the local community

· And age.  This administration appears blind to the social and economic benefits of learning for older people, as well as the value to individuals’ quality of life.   The social and economic benefits are associated with 

· Decreased risk of dependency

· Decreased risk of dementia

· Greater economic independence

· Greater contribution to the community

But older people, even those on a reasonable income, may be cautious about fees, since they live on, or may be about to live on, a fixed income.  They may be anticipating living on a pension and accordingly cautious about spending their savings.  Special consideration should be given to older learners bearing in mind that they form an increasingly large proportion of the UK population.   Consideration should be given to the possibility of  people over 60 or people who are living on a pension infilling on any level three course for free. 



	Question 17: Have we correctly identified the key impacts for learners, providers and employers?

Although this paper claims that the funding available to the sector will not be reduced as a result of increased fee income, for how long can this be guaranteed?  We fear the possibility of an administration of a different hue taking advantage of higher fees to cut the public subsidy. 

We have already expressed our anxieties about additional bureaucracy, and about the importance of recognizing that a government plan will not easily translate into the preferred pattern of demand. 


	Yes    No  


	Question 18: What forms of support would best help providers implement the

reforms effectively?

We suggest that support might best take the form of:

· Recognition that changing culture and expectations takes time

· Gradual implementation.

· Using the advice of individual providers on the specific targets. 

· Bringing on board all stake holders – employers, SSCs, unions, providers and colleges – to commit to an agreed policy. 




Section 4: Developing Financial Support for Adult Learners

	Question 19: Are these the right objectives for developing financial support for adult learners?

We propose that the menu of learning entitlements and fees is knitted together into one clear programme and made the focus of a major public campaign to encourage learning.  Embedding and publicising a universal entitlement to free education up to a first, full level 2 qualification would be an important and enduring legacy of this Government.  Such a commitment would make a substantial contribution both to the economy and to individuals’ lives, and one that would be difficult to rescind. 
Clarity and a  high profile commitment to such an entitlement would have the strong support of this trade union. 


	Yes  ( No  


	Question 20: Do you agree with the proposed approach to prioritising discretionary learner support funds?

The present labyrinth of fees remission, financial support and loans is difficult for students – and even their advisors – to navigate.  Furthermore for providers these processes consume a good deal of time and energy. We suggest that it would be useful to develop:

· A clear public high-profile statement of learner entitlement

· A single assessment process to determine what kind of support each individual may draw on.

· Clear criteria for access to public support 


	Yes    No  


	Question 21: How can we develop the existing Learner Support Fund to support access to learning for low skilled and disadvantaged learners?

The remaining questions are focused on how to create a better process for using the funds designed for helping individuals to access learning.
That process needs to be:

· As simple as is consistent with efficiency 

· Widely publicized, widely known

· Transparent 

· Easy to administer

· A single process to cover all elements

· Clear criteria by which to determine the support individuals should have access to. 




	Question 22: How could we best develop the use of loans as part of a more coherent, reformed learner support programme?

Comments




	Question 23: How could the assessment and payment process for financial support for adult learners be improved?

Comments




	Question 24: Would local assessment of eligibility with a central payment function be helpful?

Comments


	Yes    No  


	Question 25: Do you support the principle of working towards single assessment of learners?

Comments


	Yes    No  
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