Appendix 4


New challenges, new chances: next steps in implementing the further education reform programme 
 UNISON response to Department for Innovation and Skills Consultation


October 2011





[image: ]





The response to the Department for Business Innovation and Skills consultation new challenges, new chances: next steps in implementing the further education reform programme 
October 19, 2011
About UNISON
UNISON  is the UK’s largest public service union representing over 1.3 million members in the public services, including further education, and other essential areas.
Response to consultation
The Comprehensive Spending Review 2010 announced that the FE sector would be facing a 25% cut in funding over the three years of the Review. There will also be cuts by the Department for Education in budgets for the education and training of young people. The Review stated that there would be a 1% reduction in the funding for 16 to 18 year olds.  These cuts combined with jobs and courses losses and attacks on public service pensions mean that our members in FE face a very worrying future. 
These funding cuts are taking place at a time when the economic prospects of the country are extremely bleak. Rising unemployment and stalling growth provide a very somber background for the government proposals for the FE sector.
With mounting unemployment and worsening economic prospects, FE colleges will face a very difficult task to respond to the learning needs of the people and communities they wish to serve. If the government’s rhetoric on giving sector providers ‘new freedoms and flexibilities’ is going to be translated into positive actions and activities, and not be ‘freedom and flexibility’ to cut provision and jobs, then the government will need to give urgent consideration to the restoration of the funding cuts, and the removal of the proposed restrictions to access to learning provision.
This response from UNISON will not answer some of the questions posed in this consultation as we consider that they are best answered by providers.
1. Vision for the FE landscape and shape of the sector 
1. To what extent should the Government influence the range of structural models for FE and skills delivery? 
2. What barriers currently constrain flexibility and responsiveness, in terms of structural development, and how might the Government address these to help the sector to reorganise for the benefit of learners? 
3. How helpful is our proposed approach to the new policy framework to replace ‘Models for Success’: are there other areas which should be included? 
4. Are there particular structural delivery models or case studies that you think it would be helpful to share, via the framework? 
5. We propose that the existing college merger criteria should be broadened to cover the need for effective leadership and management and the promotion of competition and diversity in the local area. Do you agree that these changes are sufficient to support the Government’s ambitions? Are there any others you would propose? 
The consultation paper refers to the development of academies and free schools. UNISON considers that the result of these developments will be to fragment even further the system of education and training for young people, and that this will have a detrimental effect on FE colleges and on young people. UNISON has urged for some years now the need for a coherent and collaborative system of education and training for young people. The system that is developing will make it more difficult to offer a comprehensive local curriculum that serves the needs of all young people. Experience over the last decade has shown that colleges and schools can work in complementary and co-operative ways to provide a range of learning opportunities that are truly inclusive. Local authorities have often been the catalyst and facilitators for such partnerships. We do not believe that a system of autonomous institutions competing with each other can benefit young people, and will lead to duplication and waste that the country can ill afford. The combination of the changes in higher education with those impacting on the education and training of young people, we believe will lead to a much more elitist and hierarchical education system, in which the opportunities for all young people to develop their talents and skills will be lost.
We believe that local communities, employers and individuals are best served by having public sector institutions delivering education and training. There, of course, needs to be a full and comprehensive curriculum offer available locally. However we feel as with 14-19 education, choice can be sometimes a false concept and can lead to confusion, fragmentation, incoherence and unproductive competition for the groups mostly easily reached, and to the neglect of students who require more input. 
We would argue that the FE sector already is a very diverse sector with FE colleges and private and voluntary sector training providers. There are both providers delivering a wide range of programmes and providers delivering niche training to particular markets and needs. We believe that local communities and industrial sectors are already well severed by the current system of providers. 
UNISON is opposed to the introduction of higher fees and the substitution of an HE-style loan system for FE programmes at level 3 and above for those over 24 years of age. UNISON believes that learning and skills are a public good and as such should be supported by the state through resourcing properly the education and training of all adults. 
UNISON is very aware that FE colleges are exploring many new directions in terms of new partnerships and structures, and indeed their mission, aims and purposes.  UNISON is not opposed to efforts to make the sector more efficient. All such developments around efficiency must not be at the expense of staff, either in terms of the conditions of service or in terms of jobs
Our chief concerns would be that any new arrangements around structures are that the governance, accountability and the proper stewardship of public resources are not compromised and/or diluted. Equally important all stakeholders in FE, including staff and students must be part of colleges’ governance and accountability arrangements.  
We would welcome the broadening existing college merger criteria to cover the need for effective leadership and management. 
We have already made clear our position on increased competition in the local area. We believe that the present pattern of providers in most cases is sufficiently diverse to meet all local needs. Indeed we would argue that it may be that some of the new structural developments may actually cut choice for learners, which is something that the consultation document regards as one of the underpinning principles of the new direction and vision for FE.
It is UNISON’s firm conviction that FE colleges are public services and its delivery of education and training are a public good. They must remain so. Their assets have been built up over a hundred years and they hold them on behalf of the communities they seek to serve. They are not the playthings of current management and leadership to be bought and sold in the market place. UNISON has been concerned about the democratic deficit in college governance since the incorporation of colleges in 1993. Although we acknowledge that overall there have been steady improvements in college governance, that deficit remains, and we would wish to see this improved. The new emphasis by the government of localism and the way that this will impact on the FE sector should also mean that colleges re-engage and explore ways of working and being responsible to local communities through local government structures.
The UNISON response has stressed that FE colleges are a public service supported in a large part by public funds. It is therefore right and proper that the government plays a full role in shaping the framework of the FE sector to meet its policy goals. It cannot abrogate its responsibilities to the play of market forces. Its policies however need to be built on consensus throughout the sector and the result of full and meaningful consultation. 
Whilst the Consultation Document extols the opportunities for curriculum development that new structures and partnerships may bring, it is also important that the FE sector offers a comprehensive and inclusive curriculum for all, and care is taken that this offer is not diluted. For example whilst UNISON appreciates the efforts that the National Apprenticeship Service is making in exploring different models for apprenticeships that reach into small, medium and micro enterprises as well as large employers, it is important that the apprenticeship brand is not diluted. At its heart must be that the apprentices are employed and receive high quality education and training both on and off the job. 
One area that we would identify as a possible problem for new structural developments is the lack of a strong regional dimension. 
3. FE college and training provider freedoms and flexibilities 
6.  How have you used the freedoms already made available to make a difference in your communities – what lessons can you share? 
7.  What else can be done to streamline the assurance system, whilst still safeguarding public funding and ensuring quality? 
8. Can you identify additional systems and/or processes ripe for removal/streamlining? Please be specific about what could be removed and why. 
9. Are there steps that the Skills Funding Agency should be taking to reduce the data and information it requires for operational purposes? If so, what are they? 
10. Do you agree with the categories and descriptions for a ‘trigger point’ for intervention? If not, what suggestions do you have for changes/improvements? 
UNISON welcomes the government’s on-going commitment to continue to free colleges from more central control however we are opposed to a market-driven system. We believe that there is a need for some planning and co-ordination. Without at least some element of planning and co-ordination, there is a danger there will be duplication and waste, particularly at a local level. In addition there could be neglect and overlooking of groups who may be more difficult to reach and work with. 
UNISON welcomed the move to a single budget stream for adult learning as well as the freedom for providers to use this budget in a way that is most appropriate to their local circumstances. We also welcomed the removal of the requirement for colleges to be subject to in-year funding changes for adult provision.  These were very disruptive for colleges and their staff and make it difficult for colleges to ensure stability.  
UNISON does have concerns that there are insufficient residual powers for the SFA to intervene, where appropriate, under the new performance management and quality assurance procedures. It is our understanding that the former LSC’s powers to appoint up to two governors and dismiss the college leadership have been removed. UNISON felt that these powers, when used properly, could at times retrieve situations where college management had failed but the overall position of the institution could still be saved.  
We have reservations about removing all the requirements for employers only training their own staff to report publicly their performance. This would be a correct approach if they are not using public funds for this work. Even then, given the long term poor record of UK employers training their staff, we are in favour of some reporting of employers’ training work.
The consultation document yet again proclaims the intention to reduce bureaucracy. UNISON would point out that not all bureaucracy is bad. Some of it is necessary for good management and governance. Other parts of bureaucracy are required for policy making, for example the collection of workforce data should be the foundation of sound workforce development strategies.  
4. Simplifying the funding system 
11.  What benefits have been experienced from the introduction of ACTOR and what further action could be taken to make future contracting arrangements more straightforward? 
12.  What has been the impact of the introduction of Minimum Contract Levels? Has the approach to exemptions been effective? 
13. What benefits do you envisage from the introduction of a simplified rates matrix? 

The recent moves to reducing the number of separate funding streams have been a positive for providers and have reduced some of the complexities inherent in funding systems. UNISON also has welcomed allowing providers more discretion to use their resources in a flexible way so as to best meet the needs of the communities they serve. 
The recent move proposed in the Skills for Growth White Paper November 2010 to establish a minimum level of contract with the SFA have raised  serious concerns that voluntary organisation, often undertaking innovative work with marginal groups, will be badly hit. UNISON believes there is a need for an independent review and evaluation of this change to identify if this has indeed been the case on the ground
The consultation also proposes a rationalisation of learner and additional learning support.  UNISON believes it is important that this should not lead to cuts in overall funding levels for colleges.
The consultation proposes to review minimum performance levels (MPLs). UNISON has had very real concerns with these as a performance indicator. They are a very crude measure and do not take into account the circumstances of different groups of students. They are not weighted to take in account added value made by the provider or the learning journey of the students who need longer in learning to meet current MPLs. The effect may be to reduce learner choice
5. Teaching, learning and qualifications 
14.  How could a commission on vocational teaching and learning best help the sector improve? 
15. How can we best engage the knowledge of learned societies and professional bodies to empower improvement in the FE sector? 
16. What else needs to be done to stimulate and spread innovation, including embracing the potential of new learning technologies? 
17. How do you currently assess the employability skills needed by your local employers – how could this be improved? 
18. Have you any experience of developing new qualifications to meet a new / emerging need – how did this work? 
UNISON agrees that the quality of teaching and learning, the content and relevance of the curriculum and credibility of qualifications are vital. We would also argue that salaries that attract, properly reward, and retain staff supporting learning, are a necessary determinant of the quality of vocational provision in the sector. 
UNISON has always supported the move to a professionally qualified workforce and Continuous Professional Development (CPD.) We now have teachers’ regulations and requirements as part of sector workforce development. However college support staff are neglected by government and the sector when it comes to professional development opportunities. College support staff must be given appropriate learning and career development opportunities.  In particular there is an urgent need for a qualifications framework for support staff. We hope that the Independent Review set up by the Minister to look broadly at the arrangements for achieving a professionalised workforce and how this is facilitated by the Institute for Learning and other partners, will look seriously at these broader issues.
We believe  that there are going to be very real problems for FE initial teacher training in 2012-2013 when both the HE funded programmes of FE initial teacher training and those funded by the SFA, will have their government funding withdrawn to be replaced by student loans. This will be particularly problematic for vocational lecturers who tend to be older because they have had to spend obtaining their qualifications in their subject area, and then practicing their skills in industry before moving over to teaching. Many would-be vocational lecturers may be averse to adding to their debts just at a time when many will have mortgages and be supporting their children financially. We know that BIS realises the threat and there are continuing discussions with sector stakeholders on how these threats might be mitigated.  
We welcome the proposal that there will be a change of the law to enable those lecturers with QTLS to be recognised in schools.
We look forward to the consultation on the appropriate future and role of National Occupational Standards. Clearly employer and employees need to have a strong role in the development of vocational qualifications. 
7. Review of literacy and numeracy provision for adults 
19. What more is needed to accelerate the rate at which the most successful teaching practices / models of delivery spread across the sector? 
20. What more is needed to maximise the quality of the literacy and numeracy teaching workforce? 
21. What conditions are needed to accelerate the pace of innovation throughout the sector and what is the potential? 
22. Are the current incentives in the system driving the required provider behaviour and what else can be done to improve this? 
23. What more can be done to stimulate greater learner demand for numeracy courses? 
24. What more can be done to encourage employers to increase the take-up of literacy and numeracy provision by their employees? 
UNISON is pleased with the government’s commitment to continued funding for literacy and numeracy. However, we do regret the ending of the funding uplift for literacy programmes in this year’s funding. We would contend that literacy work needs this additional funding to take account of the circumstances and experiences of many literacy students, and their often very poor previous experiences with learning.  
UNISON would advocate a number of possibilities to maximise the quality of the literacy and numeracy teaching workforce. First we would want to see the whole position of such staff taken from the margins of many providers and given much greater commitment from senior managers. This would mean a reduction in the numbers of part time hourly paid lecturers in these subjects.  They should be moved to full time and fractional salaried posts.  It is scandalous that with the priority given to raising the skills of adults in both literacy and numeracy, there are still so many staff who are only paid for their teaching and assessment work. Often the vital work of preparing, contextualising and adapting teaching materials and of curriculum development remains unpaid and undertaken in their own time. 
Among the more important sites for literacy and numeracy work is the workplace. Many if not most employers are cutting costs in an effort to stay afloat. All workplace training and development is at risk, but none so much as remedial work which may not feature in employers’ bottom lines.   This loss of workplace training has been compounded by the axing of Train to Gain.
Employees may be very reluctant to come forward with literacy and numeracy needs in case it puts them in the front line for redundancy.  In unionised workplaces, union learning representatives (ULRs) have shown a vital conduit to both publicise learning programmes and be a ‘safe’ place where workers can come forward with their basic skills needs. There are almost 700 learning agreements between trade unions and their employers and almost all provide at least some paid time off for literacy learning.   The union model with trained ULRs to encourage and support literacy learners is a success and endorsed by OFSTED. The OFSTED inspection of Unionlearn’s U-Net provision in 2009 found that ULRs provided 'outstanding peer support' as mentors, advocates, negotiators, role models and advisors.' The report praised ULRs as 'highly effective, whose input learners value highly and 'cite as one of the most important elements in their learning.'  ULRs can provide a welcoming and secure environment in the workplace.  ULRs have been successful agents for change because they act as the bridge builders between the learners, providers and employers.  Government should continue to support ULRs .
Particularly at this time of great economic uncertainty, workplace learning needs to be nurtured. UNISON has for a long time advocated that it should be enshrined in legislation.
8. Delivering higher education and skills 
25. What can we do to improve awareness and identity of what further education can offer? 
26. What are the opportunities to promote alternative progression routes into higher education? 27. What innovative delivery and business models might be explored and secured to meet the needs of learners and employers in the local community? 
One alternative progression route that should open is from Advanced Apprenticeships. These are at levels 3 and 4 and if they have the right combination of off- and on-the job training could prove to be a very useful alternative means of HE entry.
One of the most successful opportunities for alternative progression routes into higher has been Access to HE programmes in colleges. However, we consider that such programmes face a tremendous threat with the government’s proposals to cease funding all courses at level 3 and above for those over the age of 24 and replace the funding with FE loans.  This is set to happen in 2013-2014. From that date Access students over 24, which are the majority of such students, will face the prospect of a loan of up to £4000 in order to enter HE where they will then have to take out a loan of up to £9000 a year if they progress to a university. We fear that during a time of falling incomes this potential double ‘whammy’ of a fees burden will deter many Access students from even embarking on a journey to HE qualifications.
UNISON is wholly opposed to the statement in the consultation document quoting the HE White Paper that there was an ‘intention to de-couple degree-awarding powers from teaching in order to facilitate externally-assessed degrees by awarding bodies’. What this will entail is that global private sector publishing organisations with ‘for profit’ educational wings but no education faculty or reflective academic community whatsoever such as Pearsons will be able to validate full honours degrees through the so-called ‘Pearsons BTEC degree’.  Similarly, BPP has a narrow range of qualifications, predominantly part-time academic faculty, negligible reflective academic community and very little documented scholarly activity that is necessary to support both a high quality ‘student experience’ and positive labour market outcomes.  

9. Deregulation and devolution 
28. What more can we do to remove data requirements? 
29. What more can we do to improve transparency in data collection and use? 
30. How can the data already collected be shared more effectively across the sector for the benefit of learners and employers?
We support an on-going examination of sector data requirements to identify what data can be discontinued and what retained, and the reasons behind any decisions. Again as we have argued in the rest of the response some data and bureaucracy is necessary, particularly around monitoring learner experience and workforce planning.  
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