Association for College Management

Response to The Learning Country

Thank you for providing an opportunity to comment on the Learning Country.

The Association for College Management is the trade union and professional association which represents managers of post 16 education and training.  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 policy development, ACM gives voice to the views of our members, and aims to be principled, realistic and constructive.

These comments are largely confined to issues that relate directly to further education; though the scope of our response inevitably covers issues and questions raised in most of the chapters.  We fully support the paving principles and embrace the central proposals of tailoring programmes to meet individual learners more flexibly and precisely.  We support too the proposals  to  provide 14-19 year olds with new and more imaginative curricula uninhibited by institutional barriers,  and for FE to make a full and creative contribution to the life long learning agenda.

Community Focused Schools

In endorsing the  policy of encouraging schools to work more closely  with the communities they serve and in the promotion of enterprise and community capacity building with FE colleges we would emphasise, in respect of secondary schools, the benefits and efficiencies to be gained from developing the concept of community schools within the CCET framework. Such a framework we suggest should enable people to see the scope of education and training provision available in an area in the form of a simple booklet. CCETs are uniquely placed to ensure that all publicly funded providers contribute to the locally planned and delivered provision of post 16 courses. All providers of post 16 education and training within a CCET boundary should specify and publish their particular and perhaps unique contribution to the CCET provision and how it relates to the area plan’s coherence, with a particular emphasis on progression opportunities, access and location and over or under provision. 
The proposal to provide assistance for schools to deal with poor pupil behaviour, equal opportunity and diversity, and to tackle disaffection relates to similar problems and resource issues in FE.  In many colleges considerable resources, over many years, have been directed to these areas with additional funds provided by FEFCW Supplementary Funding and ESF.  We would strongly suggest that the current ELWa funding methodology review considers the significant additional resources required to provide “permanently” an appropriate support infrastructure for the diversity of FE students currently enrolling and planned to increase in the future.

The 14-19 Phase

We concur  that it is no longer self-evident that all pupils should move through secondary school at the same pace or that 16 is the principal break point. It is no longer self-evident that all pupils should follow essentially the same subject dominated curriculum in their final years of school. Colleges and secondary schools working together can provide innovative examples of local curriculum initiatives developed across the subject/vocational divide designed to engage, motivate and orientate pupils usually in their final year of compulsory education.  So many initiatives succeed because of the commitment of the teachers, lecturers and managers involved, but they are often short-lived because they are difficult to sustain in the absence of institutional administrative support. Informed by members experience we believe that new arrangements are necessary to ensure that successful practices are sustained beyond the enthusiasm of teachers and lecturers who are often the same practitioners who set up the initiative. Therefore we strongly welcome your proposal to introduce a requirement that schools plan much more systematically for handling the transition at 16 in concert with other local post-16 learning providers and, we would add, take place with the facilitation of the LEA within the CCET framework with the involvement of Careers Wales.

We note that you intend to promote the Welsh Baccalaureate learning the lessons of workload and rules of combination and welcome this as an example of your ‘evidence-based’ approach to new developments.

In terms of credit based qualifications and a transfer framework, while it promotes greater flexibility, indications are that administrative costs may be high for the framework to be operated simply, at least at the installation stage; the recurring costs need to be considered also for the scheme to be a success and not a resource burden.

Developments and improvements recommended for work experience are welcome but will put an increasing load on local employers.  Further Education colleges have remained largely outside of the good service offered to schools by Careers Wales in co-ordinating local work placements; consideration needs to be given to including all providers of vocational education in the 14-19 phase.

We note and look forward to further consultation on the development of policy in the 14-19 field with all stakeholders in 2002.

Building Supportive Environments

Our only comment here is to note you want to ensure that unnecessary bureaucratic burdens are removed to free up time for teaching and learning; lecturers and managers in FE too complain about paperwork overload associated with the requirements of validating and examining bodies.

Opportunity for All

We are pleased that ELWa is to be remitted to work especially with further and higher to meet the requirements of the SEN and Disability Act 2001 to enable institutions to provide access for young people.  This should enable colleges, with additional guidance, to build on the considerable investment, in ensuring the facilities and curricula are as accessible as resources allow.  Endorsement by the Minister of the Assembly’s EO Committee Report is welcomed particularly the reference to combat racism.  Your intention to provide additional financial resources for refugees and asylum seekers is strongly supported and will provide an added incentive to the early work currently being undertaken by colleges.  

Your intention to focus attention on the membership of governing bodies is especially important in respect of gender imbalances and the range of constituencies falling within a college’s remit.

Learning in Welsh

We are delighted to note your plans to strengthen progression pathways between Welsh medium schools and further education colleges via Community Consortia.  

We are confident that many will readily assist in the research that ELWa will be conducting on progression routes.

ICT

The FE Sector has long recognised that the new technologies were a highly effective means of both motivating and providing access to learning for students of the most widely differentiated ability range, irrespective of age, gender or ethnic origin whether through the medium of Welsh, Urdu or Braille. So, obviously, the answer to the majority of your questions is in the affirmative.  However, to concentrate on a single issue of language is to place the emphasis of the digital development of learning in the wrong area.  It is more important to emphasise the wider possibilities that this means of accessing learning will represent.

Many colleges have concentrated on a broad provision of high-speed data networks, a wide distribution of proprietary PCs, its own IT Support Unit and a specialist digital content development section.  This approach has allowed some colleges to produce computer-based interactive learning materials in a variety of languages, which are vocational in nature and contextualised in content.  The learning materials have been developed in partnership between subject specialist teachers and computer authoring technicians, thus enabling colleges to be well placed to further develop e-learning strategies 

.

Members wholly support the approach to ICT development set out in the Paving Document and would encourage an even greater emphasis being placed on this development.

Clearly, the gaps in coverage will only be addressed by the provision of relevant subject content, both academically and vocationally-based within a contextualised and appropriately-differentiated, easily accessibly networked format.
The New Era for Access

It is with enthusiasm that we endorse your description of post-16 learning in Wales, particularly the idea of connecting schools, FE, HE and other providers in strategic compacts and partnerships for progression.  For sometime many colleges have been promoting the idea of community compacts. There are examples  of colleges developing GNVQ compacts with  local secondary schools. Members report that while successful in improving staying on rates and in reducing absenteeism for a while they have in some cases since faded; this serves to illustrate that successful progression arrangements are more likely to be sustained if they form part of a local authority’s policy, supported by an appropriate infrastructure.  CCETs should exercise a strong steer, if not ‘contract’ in bridging the pre and post 16 phase divide.  However, the notion of partnership may need to be underpinned by firm agreements and/or new legislation arrangements if ephemeral unproductive competition between schools and FE colleges is not to frustrate sensible progression paths.  Further evidence relating to our GNVQ compacts with schools point to the need to construct robust strategic compacts through the development of curricula involving teachers and lecturers working together in each relevant sector; while this is not difficult between schools and FEIs, there are issues to be overcome with HEIs.  Proposals considered in Chapter 5 should facilitate the creation of course teams made up of teachers and lecturers from the relevant sectors.  The curriculum specification, necessary for successful strategic compacts, in our experience, should be produced through the joint design of course teaching schedules and assessment programmes; coupled with the learners experiencing teaching in different settings across sectors; this should help progression choices. Careers Wales have an important role to play at critical stages in a learner’s progression; therefore specialist careers officers need to be involved in the curriculum design process when relevant, with an expanded role for CCET to KS3.

It follows from the above in respect of FEIs and HEIs that the two Councils of ELWa need to operate more flexibly across respective boundaries in the planning and delivery of post 16 learning. Your request to ELWa to possibly establish compacts across sectors by 2005 seems realistic and necessary.

Access, Knowledge and Skills

Evidence from our Members confirm your remarks about the low levels of literacy and numeracy among some adults and young people.  Colleges have made great strides in developing and implementing curricula designed to help students improve their basic and key skills, usually within a vocational context.  There is sound evidence to show that the curriculum, which requires high levels of resource, is improving retention and achievement rates.

Your assertion, when implemented, that some pupils under 16 will be better provided for in college or work related education should make a significant contribution to raising the skill levels. We accept that closer collaboration between schools, together with further and higher education training providers and employers should lift the skill levels efficiently across the piece including levels 3 and 4.  Such an approach will be helped by the plans for Estyn to assess the quality of provision within similar frameworks.  

Your proposals for Trades Unions and the planned evaluation of the Wales Union Learning fund are welcomed.

Progress and Practitioners

We are pleased there is a chapter on practitioners with generous acknowledgment on the professional impetus of teachers and lectures to secure an improvement in standards. 

In commenting on your priorities and proposals we welcome that you are to consult on what needs to be done to modernise institutional practice and routines of practitioners. We are encouraged by the mention of routines; much of our innovative curriculum work has been successful, as assessed by Estyn, through changing lecturers’ routines rather than the counter productive approach of exhorting the need for attitude change. Few practitioners need  lessons in attitude change if the resources and teaching accommodation fit the needs students and course objectives. 

We have mentioned above when discussing student progression the gains to be made from practitioners being deployed in different settings; we therefore welcome this proposal and reinforce your view that CCETS ought to be well placed to promote the idea of cross-sector time-tabling of teachers and lecturers.

That you intend to increase para-professional and other support is welcome and in our view recognises the continually changing nature of teaching and learning. 

Your proposal to pay-off practitioners’ student loans for those working in shortage areas acknowledges that colleges are experiencing recruiting suitably qualified staff in certain fields, does not though solve the problem of attracting lecturers directly from industry in specialist subjects who do not have a student loan. Consideration of adequate remuneration, career and professional development opportunities are central to any serious discussion on attracting and keeping high quality entrants to Further Education. 

We support your view that better systems should be in place to ensure that the Assembly and other practitioners can benefit from HE research. Some Members report that they have contracted with Welsh universities to research and evaluate priorities relevant to their college.

In view of your earlier proposals on closer working between school teachers and FE lecturers there may well be a case for revising the GEST programme to include FE lecturers. Further you ask the question about initial and continuing professional development of lectures we support a policy of enabling unqualified new entrants to gain Qualified Teacher Status within the period recommended in England. CPD priorities need to be closely linked to the institutional plan and the capacity off all staff to comfortably and competently contribute to the plan

Solutions to your question on how lectures can play a wider role in tackling social disadvantage, particularly Communities First will certainly not be found in superficial targets; though considerable progress can be made by setting realistic targets supported by consistent policy steers in a college’s institutional plan. Such an approach is a pre-condition to ensuring there are sufficient resources to adequately support practitioners in their job.

Members report modest success in tackling social disadvantage within the context of inclusive learning strategies. We feel the combined efforts of inclusive learning strategies and community development provides a sound basis for further work on social disadvantage. It is assumed that CCETs will provide the means for practitioners to link more readily with the Youth Service and voluntary groups in moving towards strategic compacts. 

In response to your request to indicate priorities for governor training we suggest that training sessions should help governors to become more familiar with:

· quality management in colleges

· managing and resourcing learning

· the FE sector in the context of the Welsh Assembly and ELWa

· the College and the local context

· ELWa funding methodology

· ESF and other sources of funding

· estate management

· curriculum and organisational management

· personnel management

· risk management

Qualifications for Principals

We agree that consideration should be given to introducing a principalship qualification for new principals; but the discussion might more appropriately concentrate on succession planning across the sector and therefore give priority to developing a qualification for aspirant principals.

Student Support

The thoroughness of the Rees report clearly provides a sound foundation for developing policy on student support. We do though have one concern on what could become a rigid means tested Learning Maintenance Allowance. Whilst the levels of funding are sufficient we would prefer a system that allows greater scope for interpretation of the rules by college welfare officers. Our experience is that even small sums of money administered by college welfare officers can make the difference between a student continuing or dropping out.  Overly bureaucratic and centralised systems may appear fair and equal but will not always help those in real need.

HEIs & FEIs and Business Support

HEFC ought to have a role in promoting greater efficiency in the way most FE and HE colleges currently deliver business, knowledge and enterprise courses. The form of intervention is best left until the Assembly’s HE Review is published. 

Lifelong Learning Targets

We greatly welcome the simplification of the targets and the view that providers’ contribution to the targets should be based on their current position.  The targets should provide clear steers for FHIs when combined with ELWa priorities.  They are though demanding.  Viewed within the agenda of value for money and qualitative improvement the Paving Document provides both clear objectives for the colleges and helps to confirm our own strategic and operational direction.

We would be delighted to contribute to further discussion and policy development.  Please address further queries to: 

Association for College Management

10 De Montfort St

Leicester 7GG

Jeffrey Robinson

Vice Principal

Coleg Gwent 

The Rhadyr

Usk

Monmouthshire NP15 1XJ
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