Raising Standards:  LSC’s Quality Improvement Strategy

An occasional LSC discussion paper.

Comments from the Association for College Management

Key Points:

· Measurement is an important aspect of quality improvement, but measurement alone does not lift standards

· Management resources absorbed by excessive bureaucracy are management resources diverted away from quality improvement 

· Managers are the leaders of change and success and should be encouraged and supported to be lifelong learners.

· Well qualified and skilled staff are the sine qua non of excellence

· All staff – teachers, managers, business, manual, administrative, service – contribute to organisational success.  All staff therefore need encouragement to gain the skills and qualifications to help them do their jobs better.

· Staff who are valued and whose morale is high will contribute more.

· An inclusive pay initiative will lift quality

· The pilot schemes for educational maintenance allowances resulted not only in wider participation but also higher achievement levels. EMAs should be implemented as a nation wide scheme. 

This Association strongly welcomes this debate on raising standards, and would wish to actively assist and support any work the Council undertakes in this area.  However we are concerned that the LSC has done little as yet to stimulate real debate and good practice, and we feel in this regard the local LSCs are themselves the victims of the bureaucracy which we describe below. The LSC has a major responsibility to ensure its own staff are fully trained and equipped with the sophisticated skills and analysis necessary to a modern quality monitoring and improvement role.  A ‘tick-box’ approach is quite inappropriate to modern approaches to quality improvement.

Guiding principles:

We support the guiding principles set out in the document.  We would propose the following addition to those  principles:

· Contributes to workforce development for the 21st century

Measuring quality:

The greater part of the LSC paper focuses on monitoring organisational performance and organisational standards.  The paper identifies a wide range of measures for this purpose, including inspection, learner surveys, annual self assessment, national measures and performance indicators.

Benchmarking, monitoring and tracking are essential elements of raising standards. Organisational initiatives for incremental quality improvement need data on current standards, the standards the organisation aims for, and measured progress towards those standards.  Benchmarking and tracking are integral to that process.  But monitoring is not an end in itself and measurement alone will not achieve excellence.    

Bureaucracy

This Association represents managers in colleges responsible for direct academic delivery and essential support and monitoring services.  All our members report a significant and alarming increase in bureaucracy since the creation of the LSC.  A large North West college describes how, on top of their existing 70 days internal audit, ISR, ESF, SRB and the college external audit,  the local LSC (like all LSCs) has introduced its own monitoring team and yet another level of audit. This adds no value to the service and indeed diverts scarce resources. The multitude of separate funding streams that colleges deal with, each has  its own rules and accountability.  Colleges are required to collect 94 pieces of data from students.  Further education is the most intensively audited of the education sectors, at about 120 days of audit a year. 

The current model of provider reviews is deeply flawed.  It would be sensible and acceptable if the purpose of a termly assessment of providers were to identify colleges at risk.  However the purpose of the current model is to assess all aspects of all providers in order to give them a rating. This demands a very high  level of data input,  and intense scrutiny of the provider. Such a high level of scrutiny is  unnecessary for the large majority of colleges and indeed actually undermines the quality of service provided by those institutions by diverting resources from delivery and quality towards bureaucracy. Much of the data will be inadequate or dated (eg drawing on inspection reports which may be several years old).  Furthermore the local LSC’s lack the capacity to carry out this process properly and transparently.  Government, the LSC, the inspectorates all agree that the responsibility for quality improvement lies with colleges themselves.  Inspections and regular transparent information about key aspects of institutional  performance should be the main processes for external quality assessment.  More detailed intensive monitoring should be reserved for colleges that are at risk.  At present however the intense, resource consuming monitoring is rapidly becoming universal.  Colleges have been urged for some time now to be learner focused rather than centred on their own institutional needs. Most have responded with alarcrity.  However some of the new arrangements – extra audit, provider reviews -  instigated by the LSC emanate from the appetite of a new complex organisation for bureaucracy.  They do not issue from the needs of learners.   Overall we would recommend a much lighter touch provider review process with more intense follow up for colleges causing concern.

The Standards Fund has been invaluable in the search for quality improvement.  There is still more to do and it is essential that this initiative continues.  However even here the full impact of the Standards Fund on quality is somewhat undermined by the proportion of the  resource that is swallowed up by monitoring.
Management and other resources absorbed by excessive bureaucracy are  resources diverted away from quality improvement.  It is essential that the LSC radically and urgently reviews its practice. 

A modern workforce:

Raising qualification and skill levels among teachers is a central strategy to lifting student success and the document summarises the new arrangements for which FENTO has oversight.  College managers are mentioned briefly at the end of the paragraph.  ACM believes that the leadership role played by  college managers is critical for a college to thrive. The new common inspection framework reflects this, according  ‘leadership’ high significance in the inspection process.  ACM encourages college managers to think of themselves as lifelong learners whose professional development is essential for their colleges’ success. Building on the FENTO management standards we look to the LSC for support and encouragement for managers in this regard.

All staff – teaching, management, business, manual, administrative, service – contribute to organisational success.  All staff therefore need encouragement to gain the skills and qualifications to help them do their jobs better.  Again we propose that the LSC looks at opportunities to practically support and encourage the development of all – not just teaching - staff.  

This Association has played a leading role in developing a framework for a comprehensive pay initiative, as we believe that recognising and valuing the contribution to student success of all staff is essential for organisational excellence. Support for this initiative by the LSC would contribute significantly to the pursuit of organisational excellence.

Support for learners.

We have long advocated strategies to minimise the financial obstacles to participation in learning and are pleased to find reference to this in the paper.  The pilot schemes for educational maintenance allowances resulted not only in wider participation but also higher achievement levels for those learners.  This was a result of the ‘something for something’ agreement on which EMAs are based.  We strongly urge the LSC to join us in lobbying government to extend EMAs nationally and to look for additional strategies – building on the experience of ILAs – to minimise financial barriers to learning for adult learners.

Final Points arising from the paper

There is still a need for more  coherence and greater clarification of the different quality functions and processes  of the Inspectorates and the LSC.

The paper refers to the identification of new providers;  more needs to be said on the detail and criteria for this process, and the  circumstances under which existing providers will be allowed to grow. 

The Association would warmly welcome the opportunity to support and contribute to the Council’s quality improvement work. 

Nadine Cartner

Education Officer

Association for College Management 
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