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A dual mandate for adult vocational education 
 
Introduction 

The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the interests of a 
range of organisations delivering vocational learning and employment and employability 
support.  The majority of our 700+ member organisations are independent providers (from 
both the private and the third sectors) holding contracts with the Skills Funding Agency 
(SFA), with many also delivering Department for Education (Education Funding Agency) and 
Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) funded provision.  In addition to these we have a 
number of colleges in membership, as well as non-delivery organisations such as Sector 
Skills Councils and awarding bodies as Associate Members, which means that AELP offers 
a well rounded and comprehensive perspective and insight on matters relating to its remit.  

Comments on the consultation document 
 
AELP welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation but our responses to the 
specific questions needs to be set in the context of a wider debate about employment and 
skills.  We have always believed that a positive approach to employment and skills 
underpins the sustainability of the UK economy through the drive for greater productivity and 
for individuals it is the opportunity to maximize their potential whichever direction they 
choose to take.  Given this wider context the consultation paper is a good description of the 
variety of provision that we include in ‘further education’.  However the questions posed in 
the paper do not cover all of the issues set out in the briefing document such as the ‘dual’ 
role of further education.  This gives the consultation a bias towards higher level skills and 
sometimes appears to ignore the variety of providers in the sector.  
 
Terminology  
 
Further education as a term is in itself confusing.  It tends to describe a range of policies 
developed by government that are delivered outside of school and universities.  It often gets 
conflated with the term Further Education Colleges.  As the paper sets out the sector is very 
complex with a wide range of different providers including charities, not for profits, 
independent providers and employers.  We understand the need to avoid changing 
terminology just for the sake of internal neatness but the term Education and Training would 
be more recognizable to cover the range of delivery.   
 
The use of the term dual mandate for us is at best confusing and at worst misunderstands 
the nature of the further education and training sector.  The variety of learners, employers 
and providers in the sector cannot be divided into 2 distinct routes.  FET is the source of the 
majority of the professional and technical specialists and it does give many individuals who 
have not succeeded at school a chance to maximize their potential.  However we do not 
believe it is helpful to try and fit everyone into one or other of these categories.  Clearly some 
people choose to go through a level 2 programme on route to higher skills as a first choice.  
The use of ‘second chance’ is not a helpful description of the very positive provision in the 
sector. 
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Similarly, the boundaries between academic and vocational programmes are becoming 
increasing blurred.  Some of the best vocational routes are taken through university or HE 
institutions such as doctors, lawyers whilst many people do ‘academic’ qualifications in FET 
institutions on route to a job and career.  Flexible pathways which combine academic and 
vocational studies has to be the way in any modern economy. 
 
The Market for Education and Training 
 
The paper raises some issues around the ‘market’ for education and training.  The current 
market for employment and skills is not an ‘open market and is clearly controlled to some 
extent by government decisions.  We do not advocate a completely open market as there 
are legitimate and effective market interventions that government can make.  However 
understanding market principles of supply and demand is very important to the effective use 
of scarce resources.  We do believe that we should move towards market principles which 
would include. 
 
• Openness and transparency 
• Fair and equal treatment of all customers (employers and individuals) 
• Focus on the end customer not the institutions 
• Focus on outcomes not activity 
 
If we follow these principles then we have to look at the market which includes a 
big investment of employment and skills through other departments such as The 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and the Local Enterprise 
Partnerships (LEPs).  This provision has to be included in any review of further 
education and training.  These principles also underpin our responses to the 
specific questions. 
 
Many of the current policies and the thrust of the briefing document are driven by the specific 
delivery programmes or the different types of institution rather than looking at the demand 
and supply of those skills.  Policies to support further education and training must be 
provider neutral.  In other words there should not be any assumptions about the types of 
organisations that can deliver provision.  The decisions around who delivers should be made 
based on fair and open competition and driven by the measurement of outputs.  This will 
ensure a focus on the end customer.  The paper does at times make assumptions about 
which type of provider is involved in delivery and current policy does often jump to 
institutional solutions.  The answer to developing high level skills may not be a National 
College.  In many instances this has been presented as a single, institutional solution. 
 
The further education and training sector is the most customer responsive part of the 
education system.  Schools are the focus in the pre 16 sector and universities in Higher 
Education. In the FET sector the customer is the focus rather than the institution.  The best 
provision is often delivered by partners such as a college, an independent training provider 
and an employer.  The learner might get support from each of these partners.  The focus is 
on the individual and not institution.  It also means that FET can be responsive to learner 
and employer needs. 
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Market Interventions 
 
Although we support the move towards the principles of an open market there are important 
interventions that government has to make to ensure this managed market works fairly.  
Clearly funding eligibility and rules will affect this market but there are also interventions 
around the contracts to providers and the measurement of success that drives behaviour.  
These interventions must be made against a clear and transparent set of principles that puts 
the customer first.  For example the management of subcontracting needs to ensure that the 
delivery of provision is optimized.  We have seen a number of examples where closer 
management of subcontracting in conjunction with the representative bodies would ensure a 
more effective use of funds.   
 
This will clearly be an issue as the government addresses the demand for more 
management of the market at local level.  Clearly the local economic partnerships at local 
level have a very important part to play in coordinating and enhancing local delivery.  
However this must be balanced by the benefits of national programmes where we can 
ensure equal access to provision, national recognition of programmes and effective 
measurement of success.  We do not believe that wholesale devolution of the core 
programmes such as Traineeships, Apprenticeships and support for the unemployed will 
strengthen the position of FET. 
 
Interventions in the market need to open, transparent and fair and apply equally to all 
providers.  This will ensure that the employers and individuals in the market get the provision 
they want from the provider of their choice.   
 
General Points 
 
We have made some general points below to highlight the key issues as well as answering 
the consultation questions. 
 
• National Colleges should only be developed where there is a clear gap in 

provision that threatens economic growth and productivity.  All providers 
including Independent Training Providers (ITPs) should be encouraged to 
play a greater role in this initiative. In many instances the solution may not be 
the development of a new college. 

  
• The consultation is silent on the funding implications of expanding higher 

vocational education.  A more comprehensive review of all the resources 
available to support higher level learning, including those within higher 
education, is required so that a proper balance between different types of 
provision can be struck.  The expansion of higher level skills cannot be 
funded from existing resources.  

 
• There is little or no mention of Traineeships and Apprenticeships in the 

questions.  Apprenticeships are the primary way of developing mid to higher 
level skills and so need to be taken into account when developing a system 
wide view of adult learning opportunities.      

• Higher Apprenticeships should form an important part of the higher 
vocational education landscape and their distinctive contribution recognized 
as part of the overall framework of provision.   

 
• Within the consultation document the term ‘college’ is often used as 
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shorthand where we assume that reference is being made to the whole FE 
and skills system.  Independent Training Providers form an important part of 
the landscape and it is vital that any opportunities that might emerge for one 
type of provider – in this case colleges - are available for all that can meet 
the relevant quality criteria. 

 
• We would support study programme type developments assuming that they 

will lead to a ‘black box’ type of approach whereby providers can design a 
tailored programme for each learner consisting of both accredited and non-
accredited elements designed to achieve specific outcomes.  For this to work 
there needs to be as little prescription as possible with flexibility around 
attendance patterns and programme lengths to cater for individual needs.  
The design of Traineeships has moved towards this approach. 

 

• We do not believe that there are any significant benefits to be gained from 
local commissioning of the major skills programmes such as Apprenticeships 
given the scale of the budgets that are now available and the risks that this 
approach runs in undermining national provision and national employers. It is 
appropriate for local intelligence gained through LEPs to influence national 
commissioning.   

 
• The skills market is more complex than some of the DWP programmes such 

as Work Programme.  Lead provider approaches such as Work Programme 
will not be appropriate for the skills market. 

 
• AELP believes that BIS and DWP should commission provision aimed at the 

unemployed and those furthest from the labour market in a much more 
coherent way.  This may involve combining elements of the different budgets 
such as ESF funding and budgets to support for the long term unemployed.  
This would achieve better value for money and better outcomes for learners 
and employers.  This type of approach could be piloted in a local area as part 
of a wider programme to test its effectiveness. 
 

• Intervention resulting from performance or finances in the FET needs to be 
even handed with independent providers treated in line with the same 
principles as further education colleges and given the same opportunities to 
improve.  The principles must be based on what is right for the learners and 
employers regardless of the type of provider. 
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National Colleges 

 

Question 1: How can the National College proposals be developed to ensure 
the employers across the whole sector benefit? 

Proposals to address high level skills needs in specific sectors may consider a 
national college as one of the many solutions.  We should avoid giving employers 
and providers a ready-made solution.  Proposals for National Colleges (NCs) should 
show clear evidence of demand for their proposed specialism and a good knowledge 
of the structure of the industry sector that it is to serve including the dispersal and 
geography of the employer client group.  A range of employers of different sizes 
should be involved in development groups and as members of shadow boards and 
corporations.  The initiative should not rely on the involvement of a small number of 
high profile employers as proxies for their sector. 

Where NCs are to be heavily dependent on fee income the pricing of provision 
needs to ensure that micro businesses and SMEs can benefit.  The provision of 
grants, loans or subsidies should not favour NCs over other types of provision.  

 

Question 2: How can National Colleges best work in partnership with local FE 
colleges, private training organisations and HEIs? 

National Colleges need to map existing provision in their specialist sector to ensure 
that what they plan to deliver doesn’t duplicate existing work, but instead 
complements existing high quality provision.  There should also be clear planning 
and analysis of progression routes and how these fit with other provision in the 
sector. 

There should be very strong encouragement for providers other than colleges or 
HEIs to become part of NC partnerships or delivery chains.  Independent Learning 
Providers have excellent working relationships with large numbers of employers and 
have a track record in working responsively with them that NCs could benefit from.  
More generally, NCs should form delivery networks based on existing providers to 
ensure geographical coverage 

Qualifications or accreditations developed by NCs should be available for use for any 
provider that meets quality thresholds. 

It is well known that there is significant surplus capacity in the existing college estate.  
NCs should make use of this, refurbishing or re-equipping existing facilities where 
possible rather than creating new buildings. 
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Question 3: Which priority sectors should be targeted for future National 
Colleges? 

AELP does not believe that there is a case for any significant expansion of National 
Colleges.  Any new sectors should align with those identified as key to productivity or 
of strategic significance (eg. 8 great technologies) and where there are evidenced 
significant skills shortages.  

 

Communications and branding 

 

Question 4a: Would you support rebranding English higher vocational 
education as either ”Professional Education and Training” or “Professional 
and Technical Education”?  

 

Yes                                 No X                                   Don’t know   

 

Question 4b: If so, which would you prefer and why?   

  

Professional Education and Training        

Professional and Technical Education                                      

 

Please explain your response: 

We have stated earlier that the term Education and Training is more recognisable by 
employers and individuals.  There is an argument for rebranding based on the need 
to improve perceptions and the status of higher level vocational learning.  AELP 
would support this aspiration.  However, neither proposal really makes it clear what 
the term is referring to, or the level the learning is pitched at.  In this sense, it isn’t 
clear why either of these is preferable to Higher Vocational Education as a term. 
Would Higher (or Higher Level) Vocational Education and Training (VET) be an 
alternative?  VET is at least an internationally recognised term for a type of learning. 

There is also a risk of confusion with too many brands or acronyms.  This can be 
especially confusing where a type of provision falls under more than one (eg.  Higher 
Apprenticeships would be both Apprenticeships and PET). 

Page 6 of 28 

 



 

Question 5: Would you support a national advertising and marketing campaign 
for higher vocational education? 

 

Yes                                 No X – not at this stage                          Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

Given the apparent shortage of provision available at this level at the present time an 
advertising campaign runs the risk of generating expectations that cannot be met – 
either in the sector of choice or in a local area.  This could lead to reputational 
damage.  Steps to stimulate provision, develop accreditation options, and clarify 
funding arrangements should come first. 

More generic measures to raise awareness of the skills needed and potential jobs 
available could be useful as a precursor to stimulate broader interest which an 
advertising campaign could then exploit once the issues outlined above have been 
resolved.   

If there is eventually to be an advertising and/or marketing campaign careful 
positioning will be needed not to create confusion with mainstream HE – or simply to 
avoid this simply becoming more marketing for traditional HE.  Our view that generic 
marketing of training does not work.  The funding would be better spent in building 
partnerships between employers and providers of all types to create more 
opportunities. 

 

Question 6: What other means of promoting higher vocational education do 
you think would be desirable? 

Better public awareness of this type of provision is needed.  Traditional HE is already 
well known and largely associated with academic and higher level professional 
education (eg. law, medicine).  Apprenticeships are becoming much better known.  
So careful work will be needed to position HVE alongside these as a post-18 option 
and as a type of learning that is relevant throughout a career.  Clear illustrations of 
possible pathways in different industries will be needed along with case studies of 
those who have taken this type of pathway.  In many ways employers, as those who 
will make use of the skills developed, are the best advocates. 

As with other types of provision the seeds should be sown early through school 
based careers education and guidance backed up with awareness raising among the 
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teaching profession.  HVE should be promoted in careers web sites and publications 
and through a presence at events like the Skills Show.  There should be increasing 
use of social media.   

 

Question 7: How can we encourage more individuals to study higher 
vocational education? 

More will study higher vocational education if the range of provision is right; it is 
accessible; and the benefits in career terms are perceived to be likely to outweigh 
the costs.  Measures that may help include the widespread publication of vacancy 
rates and projections of future workforce requirements together with evidence of 
links to likely earnings.  Employer endorsements specific to different sectors will also 
be useful. 

Potential learners also need to understand how progression routes work in different 
sectors, for example in relation to the roles that different types of Apprenticeships 
can play. 

There also needs to be clarity in relation to costs and potential access to funding.  
The financial barriers are the greatest ones for most learners.  More should also be 
done to encourage employers to co-fund this type of provision given the likely pay-off 
in terms of skills and productivity gains.  

 

Part-time higher education provision 

 

Question 8: How can we encourage more individuals to study part-time Higher 
Education? 

Increased access to maintenance loans with any arrangements put on a recurring 
basis rather than being decided year by year (which creates uncertainty and 
depresses demand).  

Review the requirement for part-time students to start repaying student loans from 
four years after the start of their course. 

Increase the range of courses eligible for loans (on the basis that loans are only 
available for courses equivalent to at least 25 per cent of a full-time course, and for 
courses leading to a limited set of qualifications.  Part-time courses are more likely to 
lead to credits, professional or other qualifications which do not qualify for loans.)  
We also need to extend the range of part time courses at HE level where only HNC 
and HND programmes are eligible. 
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Consider making loans available to those who already have a qualification at the 
same or higher level than the qualification their course leads to; historically a higher 
proportion of part-time students have started an undergraduate course already 
possessing higher education qualifications.  The current regulations disadvantage 
those making career changes. 

Take steps to encourage more employer co-investment. 

 

A new overarching body to manage awarding powers for higher level 
vocational qualifications 

 

Question 9: Should a new overarching vocationally focused body be 
established to grant higher vocational awarding powers? 

 

Yes X                                No                                     Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

The current system of overseeing awarding organisations varies between different 
sectors of the education system.  HE institutions can issue their own awards but 
there are less organisations and a much smaller range of awards.  The qualifications 
in the FET sector are very varied.  There is no logic that says that those 
organisations in the higher vocational sector should not be able to issue awards but 
we would want any changes to be governed by these principles. 

• We should minimise the number of governance arrangements for 
approving qualifications and awarding body status – would we want a 
different system for HE, Higher Vocational training and lower level 
awards? 
 

• Any process should be available to all types of providers if they meet 
the requirements. 
 

• The process should minimise bureaucracy. 
 

• Employers and employer responsiveness must be at the centre of all 
awarding governance arrangements.  
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Question 10: How could we increase the role of employers in scrutinising 
applications for new awarding powers?  

The scrutiny of applications is largely a technical process and we would question 
whether it is appropriate for employers to be involved at this stage.  

However, as part of the application process there should be a requirement for the 
applicant to evidence of a certain level of informed and relevant employer support to 
accompany any application.  It is also right that employers should have influence 
over the content of vocational curricula.  

 

Question 11a: How can the role of National Colleges in defining qualifications, 
apprenticeships standards and assessments and curricula best be taken 
forward?  

National Colleges should not have a monopoly on performing these functions, 
although they might take the lead where no suitable alternative body or group is 
available or willing to do so. In the case of Apprenticeship standards and 
assessments a wide range of employers and providers needs to be engaged to 
ensure the best results.  A National College with the right backing might be able to 
do this but it need not be the default option. 

There should be clear expectations about the processes that NCs need to go 
through as they undertake this work – including employer involvement and 
appropriate consultation.  In essence, the requirements should be the same as for 
other organisations fulfilling similar roles. 

Qualifications, once developed, should be accessible to all accredited providers.  In 
areas where the NC is a provider it will be important to ensure that the 
characteristics of qualifications or standards do not favour the NC over other 
providers or create a monopoly.   

It needs to be made clear which National Colleges intend to do each of these things 
and at what levels.  Some funding will also be required to undertake aspects of this 
work. 
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Question 11b: Should other, high performing providers be empowered to do 
this?  

 

Yes X                               No                                     Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

Any regulated organisation that meets the quality criteria and has the appropriate 
higher level sector expertise should be able to be involved in these areas on the 
same basis as a National College.  

We envisage that this type of development will mainly happen in specialist or niche 
areas.  This should not be a free-for–all.  We need to avoid a proliferation of similar 
qualifications that nobody understands and which have little or no credential value. 

 

Question 12: Are the right awarding powers in place to facilitate an increase in 
the uptake of HNC, HND and BTEC type qualifications? 

 

Yes                                 No X                                   Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

The issue isn’t really about awarding powers as such.  There is probably a need for 
an overarching higher level vocational qualifications brand that can build public 
recognition and which can be used by a range of different organisations when 
accrediting qualifications (similar to the way ‘degree’ works).  This will take time.  

HNC/D and BTEC have value and recognition with employers and individuals as 
brands; but all of these brands are controlled by individual awarding bodies which 
means that the development of courses is constrained by what they choose to invest 
in, and by the ways that they work.  The speed of development is also limited by the 
capacity and capability of the awarding organisations.  There needs to be a wider 
choice of qualifications at this level and this should give access to funding that is 
currently only available to HE institutions. 
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Question 13: How do we design delivery and assessment in a way which 
imparts work ethics, occupational attitudes and standards, while enabling 
learners to reflect on and improve these? 

Good Apprenticeships delivered by high quality providers already display these 
characteristics.  In any truly vocational qualification a requirement for a proportion of 
learning to be work based helps to deal with the delivery aspect of this.  Learners 
would be expected to align with the expectations of the workplace in terms of 
attitudes and standards.  Supervisor involvement in assessment can provide 
verification. 

More generally, care needs to be taken not to be over prescriptive about what is 
included in qualifications and what can be objectively assessed, especially at higher 
levels.  High level design criteria are sufficient.  After this the detail of design and 
delivery should be left to awarding organisations and providers with a minimum of 
bureaucracy involved.  Ofsted inspections can verify that the general requirements 
are being met. 

 

Question 14: How do we develop these mechanisms without losing existing 
quality products that already meet these standards and which employers 
recognise and have faith in? 

If the products are already of high quality it is likely that they already have most or all 
of the desired characteristics.  We need to avoid creating new rules or conditions 
that have the unintended consequence of undermining whatever already works well. 

If we are talking about qualification based delivery, the core requirements of specific 
qualifications types or learning programmes could be amended, if necessary to 
reflect the desired attributes.  But we would caution against blanket approaches 
which introduce inappropriate and artificial requirements. 

 

Refocusing the Foundation Degree curriculum 

 

Question 15: Should the Government be prescriptive about the role of 
employers in the design, development and delivery of Foundation Degrees? 

 

Yes X                                No                                     Don’t know   
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Please explain your response: 

We need to be clear about the role that Foundation Degrees can and should play.  
Employer involvement at all stages was supposed to be what makes foundation 
degrees distinctive.  This was certainly the original intention.  However, in many 
cases, they are now designed more or less exclusively by the delivery institution with 
employers on the margin if they are involved at all.  Many Foundation Degrees are 
not sufficiently distinctive and simply serve as a stepping stone to a full degree.   

Foundation Degrees were originally intended to give students that already had 
experience in the workplace a means of setting their experience in an academic 
context.  The primary cohort was intended to be those already in work.  So, it is 
logical that employers should be engaged at all stages.  The effective involvement of 
employers and employment-related organisations helps to ensure that the more 
academic content accurately reflects employment needs. 

This type of employer involvement is crucial if foundation degrees are to play a 
significant part in Higher Apprenticeships. 

Whilst there should be employer involvement in delivery, the form that this might take 
is less easy to prescribe. 

 All providers should be encouraged to deliver Foundation Degrees albeit they would 
have to work in partnership with an organisation that makes the appropriate 
qualification award.  This would require different providers having access to HE 
funds and the encouragement of other qualifications that can be delivered as part of 
a Foundation Degree. 

 

Reviewing Foundation Degrees Awarding Powers (FDAPs) 

 

Question 16: Should we consider some form of specialised FDAPs rather than 
general powers to award any kind of foundation degree? 

 

Yes X                               No                                     Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

Whilst we accept that the value of the UK degree shouldn’t be put at risk we do 
believe that it is possible to design more proportionate arrangements for FDs.  The 
current process for achieving FDAP has proved complex and difficult to negotiate.   
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Smaller organisations working at higher levels and with the capability to work in this 
area would find more restricted, specialised FDAP sufficient for their needs.  
Currently they become embroiled in a process designed more for a broader 
academic institution working across subject areas.  This means that potential high 
quality providers are excluded. 

    

In line with our response to the earlier question about ensuring that awarding powers 
across all awards are coherent, specialised FDAP should be available to any 
regulated organisation that can meet the criteria rather than being restricted to 
colleges 

 

Question 17: Could the FDAPs process and/or criteria be changed to improve 
access while maintaining quality? 

 

Yes                                 No                                     Don’t know  X 

 

Please explain your response: 

The Foundation Degree development and delivery should be a more open and 
transparent process where all types of providers can work with employers, access 
the funding support and delivery quality programmes.   

 

Question 18: How do we ensure that the quality assurance arrangements are 
appropriate to foster the right type of HVE (higher vocational education)? 

This depends on the type of accreditation arrangements that are in place.  Where an 
awarding organisation is involved, their procedures for approving a centre for a 
specific type of provision or subject should provide some initial assurance, especially 
around the facilities and human resources necessary for delivery.  If a successor to 
CNAA were to be involved they would need to undertake this role.  

We need to ensure that the quality assurance arrangements, and more particularly 
the way that they are implemented, are sympathetic to the distinctive features of this 
type of provision and don’t superimpose expectations from other areas. 

Only providers already funded by SFA/EFA and/or inspected by Ofsted should be 
involved.  Ofsted would need to ensure that they had access to inspectors with 

Page 14 of 28 

 



sufficient up-to-date expertise in higher level skills.  It is vital that employers have a 
strong voice in the quality assurance process.    

Overall quality assurance arrangements need to be kept proportionate – especially 
where relatively small numbers of learners and a restricted range of provision are 
involved.  

Careful thought needs to be given to the respective roles of QAA and Ofsted but we 
should aim for coherence not two separate systems.   

 

Work-based learning and higher vocational education 

 

Question 19: Should all HVE courses involve work based learning? 

 

Yes X – with some caveats              No                                     Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

There should be a strong expectation that work based learning (WBL) should play a 
part in HVE courses but this should not be a requirement for all provision.  There 
may be cases where the employment sector has not yet developed sufficiently to 
offer such opportunities or where no opportunities are available locally.  The 
omission of WBL should be the exception rather than the rule. 

It is critical that HVE courses accurately reflect current and future business needs 
and equip people to work in the relevant industry.  Work based learning helps to 
ensure that this is the case.   

 Assessment needs to draw on valid, concrete examples to test skills, knowledge 
and understanding.  It is difficult to do this reliably if the candidate is not already 
employed in the industry or at least has work experience to draw on. 

An element of work based learning also enables employers to be involved in delivery 
and assessment.  Employers can also gauge whether what is being delivered more 
generally is up-to-date and meets their needs.  
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Specialisation in colleges 

 

Question 20: Are there other lessons to learn from the implementation of the 
CoVE (Centres of Vocational Excellence) programme? 

 

Yes X                                No                                     Don’t know   

 

Please explain your response: 

If specialisms are encouraged this should not involve additional funding which often 
affects local markets.  Specialisation should be driven by the colleges and not 
imposed by government.  Many of the original intentions behind CoVEs, particularly 
in terms of developing excellence in vocational learning, are still valid now, but the 
circumstances are very different.  For example, CoVEs were backed by £100m of 
additional funding. 

The approval process for CoVEs was paper based and took too little account of 
employer views.  Quality thresholds and evidence of employer need should prevail.  
Target numbers of institutions should be avoided (CoVE target was 50% of colleges 
with a CoVE by 2003/4).   

CoVEs were originally restricted to colleges.  Any provider that can meet the quality 
criteria for an initiative should be eligible. 

We also need to avoid mutually contradictory policies.  CoVEs were trying to 
promote full cost training to employers whilst Train to Gain was providing extensive 
subsidies.  

We should also avoid developing specific new arrangements (eg. the Training 
Quality Standard).   

 

Question 21: Should there be a new status for colleges specialising in higher 
level vocational skills as the Institute of Public Policy Research 
recommended? 

 

Yes                                 No X                                    Don’t know   
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Please explain your response: 

Any new brand is likely to prove a distraction in an environment already crowded 
with acronyms and subtleties that are not understood by the average learner or 
employer.   IPPR estimated that only around 12 colleges would be eligible against 
their criteria which were that the majority of students were studying HE level courses 
(of any type – not just vocational which suggests that the reasoning is flawed 
anyway). 

A new status would simply increase confusion in the market.  There would be many 
without such a status that still delivered good HVE, and we certainly don’t want to 
lose the specialist provision that they provide.    

A new, recognisable national brand for qualifications at L4/5 would be a better 
alternative. 

If any variant of this proposition were to apply to colleges it should equally apply to 
other types of organisation. 

Colleges’ strengths often come because of their relationships with other providers 
and employers so creating labels for different types of colleges will be unhelpful and 
not add value to the end customers. 

 

Question 22: How can we support FE colleges to achieve excellence in higher 
level vocational skills? 

This question should be about the FE system and not about any category of 
provider.  There is much high quality vocational education outside colleges and the 
best colleges work with a range of partners.  LEPs still need to be made more aware 
of this and should also be encouraged to invest more in local initiatives which affect 
SMEs as well as larger enterprises. 

A stable policy and funding base is a significant factor.  We need to agree an overall 
policy framework and work within this for the duration of this parliament and as far 
beyond it as possible.  Continuing micro level change leads to a disproportionate 
amount of work for providers. 

We should, therefore, work within existing arrangements as far as possible.  The 
Education and Training Foundation (ETF) can play its part in enabling joint 
curriculum development and providing support to recruit and train teachers with the 
capability to teach higher level skills – perhaps through a variant of ‘Teach Too’. 

Government more generally should take steps to support the sector in recruiting 
employers to engage with providers on these issues. 
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HVE in the higher education setting – extending the role of universities and 
links with research and innovation 

 

Question 23: What are the barriers to effective collaboration between colleges, 
universities and Catapult centres? 

Yet again the question is formed around a particular part of the skills sector.  Many 
independent training companies are involved in Catapult Centres and this should be 
encouraged.  Catapult Centres should be encouraged to work with employers and 
providers that can respond to the training needs.  

 

Question 24a: Should all Catapult centres be engaged in developing vocational 
education and higher level vocational skills training?  

 

Yes                                 No X                                    Don’t know   

 

Catapult centres are probably better placed to help develop learning at post-
graduate level.  This is in keeping with the level they are working at in their research 
and development activity.  Catapults should not develop training directly at lower 
levels, rather they should work with others who can translate their findings and the 
outcomes of their work into leading edge learning content which will enable those 
working at these levels to develop an overall understanding of the implications of the 
latest developments.  

There should be mechanisms for disseminating the outcomes of Catapult work so 
that this can be reflected in the content of other HVE programmes.   

 

Question 24b: If so, how best can this be achieved? 

See above. 

 

Question 25: What should the role of universities, colleges and Catapult 
centres be in growing technician level skills? 

Independent learning providers can also play a significant role in the development of 
higher level skills.  More generally, it seems clear that growing higher level skills 
needs to be a shared endeavour, making use of the joint resources of the different 
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organisations.  For this to happen there needs to be better recognition of the 
strengths and distinctive role of the further education and skills.  

We also need to think about how public funding might be employed to best effect.  If 
we need more readily deployable skills at L4/5 have we got the funding balance 
right?  Given traditional graduate underemployment we should be shifting more 
resources from HE to this area rather than looking to the FE and Skills budget. 

On a broader level, intelligence from Catapults should inform predictions of future 
skills needs.  This needs to be broadly publicised.  Universities, colleges and other 
learning providers can look at the products and services that the Catapults are 
developing and the implications that they will have for those working in the sectors in 
question.  The demand might be for upskilling for those in already established roles, 
or the development of completely new roles with associated learning content.  

 

Question 26: How do we ensure even stronger employer/university 
engagement? 

This is a very wide question and universities have to reply to this challenge.  
However the increase of Apprenticeships at this level will be a major driver and it is 
very important that universities are encouraged to work with colleges and ITPs in the 
delivery of the programme.  Many universities work with ITPs to deliver employer 
focussed programmes and we should encourage this.  We should avoid creating 
monopoly situations where only universities can access funding and deliver 
programmes.  The launch of Degree Apprenticeships has already fallen into that trap 
by allocating funds to only one type of provider and specifying partnerships at the 
outset.  Those partnerships should include providers experienced in delivering 
Apprenticeship programmes. 

 

Stronger virtual learning and use of technology 

 

Question 27: How can Government drive the further adoption of new 
technology in FE institutions? 

Learning providers need the resources to be able to invest in new technology.  They 
also need to have the confidence that their investments have longer term 
applicability and won’t be overtaken by policy change.  A consistent agenda for 
change and development is important (eg. pursuing the FELTAG recommendations). 
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We also need to ensure that we support the broader sector outside colleges in 
providing industry standard infrastructure, including broadband resilience. 

Leadership is an important issue, so elements of technology awareness need to be 
built into leadership programmes for the sector. 

Initiatives and information should be channelled through the ETF and JISC rather 
than any other organisation so that the sector can look in one place for its support 
needs. The funds currently flowing through JISC are focussed on universities and 
colleges.  JISC needs to respond to the needs of the whole sector and we are 
working with them to do that. 

Innovation funds and small grant regimes have worked well in this area in the past 
and should be continued. 

 

Making the overall system more effective 

 

Question 28: What is the best way to ensure greater local accountability on the 
part of providers towards learners and employers, in terms of relevance and 
quality of provision, and social and economic impacts? 

Providers already see themselves as accountable to learners and employers for the 
quality of their provision.  If they don’t do a good job employers will stop using them 
and it is more difficult to recruit learners as word gets around.  This type of market 
mechanism already works perfectly well when combined with basic safeguards to 
ensure the proper use of public money.   

It is important that providers are clear about what the desired social and economic 
impacts are and how these will be evaluated.  Some of the proposed outcome based 
success measures will help make more quantifiable judgements about these aspects 
(eg. progression in learning, progression into employment).  These can be 
aggregated up to a sub-regional level to give a proxy for combined impact in an area.  
Local socio-economic context always needs to be taken into account.  We would not 
favour the development of any further mechanisms.  It would be disproportionate to 
introduce another set of detailed and time consuming arrangements to deal with a 
diminishing budget (20% less over next CSR period?). 

With greater local accountability we need to avoid a collision with national policy and 
priorities.  The overall role of LEPs in this area needs to be clarified and the 
differences between areas that have more and less devolved powers made plain.   
AELP has always supported a basket of measures to track impact which would 
include learner and employer satisfaction rates, outcome tracking and success rates.  
It is important that we have a set of national measures that can be tracked and 
interpreted locally.  We would not want 39 different performance tracking systems.   
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Question 29a: What benefits would there be to commissioning Adult Skills 
Budget provision through local partnerships or through a lead provider acting 
on behalf of a partnership? 

We do not believe that there are any significant benefits to be gained from these 
approaches, although it is appropriate for local intelligence gained through LEPs to 
influence commissioning. 

Although these approaches might make it possible for a greater range of providers to 
be involved, particularly smaller specialist providers, we believe that the same 
objective can be achieved more effectively in other ways. 

It has been argued that lead provider approaches require a reduced amount of direct 
contract management from funding bodies but this needs to be set against the risks 
involved as outlined below. 

 

Question 29b:  What downsides might there be to such an approach? 

It is extremely difficult for local commissioning to deal effectively with national 
priorities.  A piecemeal approach could result in the loss of strategically important 
provision, especially if it recruits from a wide geographical area.  It also makes things 
very difficult, and more resource intensive for providers who need to bid separately 
to a number of different commissioning bodies who may well develop their own 
different processes.  

Commissioning through lead providers begs the question of who the lead provider 
might be, how they are selected, and how they are made accountable.  Experience 
has shown that the partnerships that are formed may well not be representative of 
the full range of providers, or might be dominated by larger players such as colleges.  
Over and above this, there are significant risks attached to this approach including 
longer contracting/ subcontracting chains; confusion of responsibilities for quality and 
performance; and a serious risk that top slicing and management fees diminish the 
amount of funding available to support learners. 

Decreasing funding means that the actual local commissioning activity would take up 
a disproportionate amount of time and resource when done locally, representing a 
higher overhead to the system. 

We believe we must retain the national recognition, access and success 
measurement of the major programmes such as Traineeships, Apprenticeships, 
Work Programme and Work Choice.  Fragmentation of these high profile well 
recognised programmes would be a major detrimental step for the FET system.   
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Question 30: How do we ensure a stronger focus on outcomes without 
encouraging cherry picking of the easiest to help? 

In ASB provision and Apprenticeships the focus on outcomes is already very strong 
and moving even further in this direction is likely to be counter-productive.  Providers 
need to be given the latitude to take some risks with harder to help learners, 
especially when it comes to the impact on outcome measures.  This will become a 
more significant issue for those dealing with unemployed as the labour market 
tightens.  The proportion of the hardest to help accessing provision is likely to 
increase.  

The development of a broader range of outcome measures, including progression in 
learning and movement from unemployment to employment as opposed to simple 
qualifications measures also starts to redefine outcomes in a more supportive way.          

 

Question 31: What issues would there be with supporting programmes of 
study rather than qualifications? 

We would support a ‘black box’ type of approach whereby providers could design a 
tailored programme for each learner consisting of both accredited and non-
accredited elements designed to achieve specific outcomes.  For this to work there 
needs to be as little prescription as possible with flexibility around attendance 
patterns and programme lengths to cater for individual needs. 

Qualifications shouldn’t be dismissed completely and should continue to form a part 
of longer programmes.  They remain very useful in some areas, either where they 
act as a basic gateway to specific jobs (eg. food hygiene) or where they provide 
reassurance that a certain level has been reached (eg. English and mathematics).  
They have credential value for learners and can also serve to motivate.  

One possible issue would be the way in which any outcome related payment scheme 
might work.  Too high a proportion excludes smaller providers who can’t manage the 
cash flow implications and the risk involved.  Even larger providers have struggled 
with this under the Work Programme.     
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Testing alternative approaches 

 

Question 32: What risks do we need to cater for in testing out new local 
arrangements to deliver skills provision for unemployed individuals and those 
with skills below level 2? 

If there are to be new local arrangements, we support the point that there should not 
be a single national model for this.  It will be important to build on established and 
effective existing arrangements and to ensure synergies with other local initiatives 
and resources.  Consideration also needs to be given to the size of the areas to be 
covered: working at too local a level risks losing economies of scale and creates 
significant additional work in attending meetings and bid writing.  There is a balance 
to be struck here.  There would be some merit in local areas being co-terminus with 
LEP areas, however local considerations need to be considered where, for example, 
a natural travel to work or learn area crosses LEP boundaries. 

The role of LEPs also needs to be considered carefully.  There is continuing concern 
that LEPs still have highly variable capacity and expertise.  Is there evidence that 
they have sufficient capacity and capability to play a key role, especially for provision 
at L2 and below? 

More generally, if this sort of arrangement is to work a great deal will depend on who 
brings these partnerships together.  We need to ensure that all the relevant parties 
and provider types are involved and that governance arrangements are not 
dominated by any particular interest group.  There will also be a risk that too many 
competing factions (eg. LAs and others) will become involved, each wanting the 
resources available to support their own agenda.  The rules of engagement will need 
to be crystal clear. 

One of the risks of getting this wrong is that current successful provision is 
undermined or lost. 

 

Question 33: What new approaches can be taken on commissioning and 
funding streams to maximise the value gained from public spending to 
support unemployed and disadvantaged learners? 

AELP believes that BIS and DWP should work more closely in commissioning 
provision aimed at the unemployed and those furthest from the labour market 
utilising both departments’ budgets.  This would achieve better value for money and 
better outcomes for learners and employers.  This type of approach could be piloted 
in a local area as part of a wider programme to test its effectiveness. 
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At the very least any commissioning that happens under any sort of pilot 
arrangements should take account of DWP funded provision and ESIF provision 
once this materialises.  We won’t get a truly joined up approach unless all this is 
looked at together in the context of known local needs.  There is a good argument 
that the best local/sub regional measure of effectiveness is the aggregate outcomes 
of all this funding taken together.  

 

Community Learning 

 

Question 34: If we were to make the changes described in paragraph 208 of the 
consultation document, how should we look to phase them in over time? 

Pilots will be necessary so that a range of different possible approaches can be 
tested out in different local situations and different labour market/economic 
conditions.  In this way it will be possible to develop principles that will suit most 
situations.  This process should not be rushed and we should see what the pilots 
show before committing irrevocably to a roll out.   Any revisions to community 
learning budgets to address the issue of historical allocations needs to take place 
before any roll out.  If pilots take place in 2015/16 earliest feasible date for full 
implementation is 2017/18 to allow for proper evaluation of outcomes as well as 
processes, and to allow providers time to prepare and adjust especially if the ways in 
which overall budgets are distributed changes at the same time (ref. para 209). 

Account also needs to be taken of the timescales for any further devolution of skills 
funding. 

 

Question 35: Would a greater focus on commissioning partnerships enhance 
partnership working and deliver a more coherent Community Learning offer? 

Yes, probably, if we are just talking about coherence of the community learning offer 
at a local level.   

Different considerations would apply were commissioning to span across ASB as 
well as the community learning budget (see Q29 and 32). 
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Question 36: What would be the pitfalls and unintended consequences that 
could arise from these potential reforms and how can we avoid them? 

We have assumed that this question is confined to extending the role of 
commissioning partnerships in community learning only – so No Comment. 

See also answer to Q32 above. 

 

Question 37a: Do you agree that some institutions, such as Specialist 
Designated Institutions (SDIs), play a unique role within the wider sector and 
should continue to receive funding on an individual basis?  

 

Yes                                 No                                     Don’t know  X 

 

Our working assumption is that the FET should treat all providers and all funding 
programmes the same and should not require special designations.  However the 
detail of this is something that would need careful consideration. 

 

Question 37b: Are there other organisations that should be considered 
alongside the SDIs? 

No. 

 

Question 38: What would be the risks associated with these proposals? 

If this is just about SDIs, then the risk is that reputable, high performing, historic 
organisations are destabilised.  But on the other hand, can we still afford to treat 
them separately and to afford them special protection?  This doesn’t seem fair on 
other providers.  

 

Question 39: Would there be benefits from greater integration of Community 
Learning and Adult Skills Budget funded provision? 

See response to Q33 above. 

Yes.  Over the course of the next CSR it is likely that these budgets will decrease to 
the extent that it doesn’t make administrative sense to try to deal with them 
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separately.  From the provider’s perspective the fewer different budgets with different 
regulations the better as this enables them to respond more creatively to local 
needs.  

 

Supporting the development of resilience in the sector 

 

Question 40: What are the barriers preventing some colleges from adjusting 
their provision and approach? 

No comment. 

This is a question for the colleges to respond to but all providers are forced to 
respond to change so all of the issues apply to different types of providers.  Less 
frequent policy changes, longer term contracts and a greater stability on government 
priorities would help all providers. 

 

Question 41: What lessons can we learn from colleges who have already made 
significant changes? 

Lessons can be learned from all providers.  ITPs have had to change as much if not 
more than colleges.  It is not clear why this question focuses on colleges.  Many 
providers already share experiences of the changes required but funded peer group 
work through ETF would be helpful. 

 

Question 42: How can relationships between localities and FE providers be 
strengthened? 

The first priority is for all those who are going to take an interest in how the FE and 
Skills system functions at a local level, in particular LEPs, to build up a greater 
understanding of how it works, the economic and social roles it fulfils, what it 
consists of, and the distinctive roles that different types of providers play.  There also 
needs to be a far better understanding of the synergies and interdependencies 
between FE and Skills and other local services including DWP, local authorities 
(LAs) and health.  It might then be possible to develop a shared view of local needs 
and priority outcomes together with a realistic view of what might be possible with 
the budgets available (and the extent to which these have changed over recent 
years).  It is absolutely vital that FE and Skills comes to the table as an equal partner 
in these endeavours and that all types of provider are involved from the start.  It is 
unrealistic to assume that a college, or colleges, can represent the whole sector.  It 
will be important for any area wide reviews of the provision of further education to 
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take account of the role of independent providers of all sorts in providing specialism, 
choice and diversity. 

In terms of local relationships, particularly those based on the LEP geography, 
London may need a different type of arrangement to deal with the scale of the area 
and the number of different providers and colleges involved. 

Looking more broadly, there is a risk that devolution arrangements such as those for 
Manchester and Sheffield will result in a uneven approach to skills provision with 
some areas advantaged and moving ahead more quickly at the expense of others 
with similar needs.  This will need careful management to ensure that we don’t end 
up with a post code lottery for both learners and providers. 

Whatever the arrangements locally all providers must have an input and an 
opportunity to contribute to the local economic partnerships.  Currently 
representation on Boards for universities is good, for colleges it is in the main OK 
and for ITP and other providers it is very poor.  We must address the representation 
issue as a matter of urgency. 

 

Question 43: What are the risks to colleges and providers with the shift 
towards greater local influence and control over skills funding and 
accountability?  

One of the greatest risks is actually to learners and employers if we end up forgetting 
what skills funding is actually for as we grapple with a wider range of local priorities.  
There need to be safeguards to ensure that the funds available continue to be spent 
in line with their overall purpose. 

There is also a significant risk that decisions will be made or influenced by those 
without a full understanding of their possible consequences, possibly in the narrow 
pursuit of their own organisation’s objectives.  All this could mean that areas with 
very similar profiles end up with completely different ranges of provision simply 
because of differences in interpretation or the power of lobbying.  Decisions may 
also become more politicised if local authorities have a stronger voice. 

From the provider perspective it is worth recognising that any loss of post 19/skills 
funding could also make pre 19 provision unviable.  This is just one example of the 
unforeseen effects shifts of resources can have and the destabilising effect on 
providers. 

As referred to above there is also a very real potential risk to national organisations if 
they need to bid to, and engage in a far more detailed way with, a significant number 
of local partnership groups.  The potential loss of such organisations with the know-
how, resources, and ability to invest that they bring is to be avoided.  
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As we have said previously the splitting up of our well regarded national programmes 
into 39 different systems with different eligibility, different rates and different success 
measures would be a real backward step.    

 

Question 44: What are the advantages/disadvantages of Central Government 
taking an active intervention role in the FE landscape, including supporting 
new entrants and/or supporting mergers and rationalisation? 

Intervention needs to be even handed with independent providers treated in the 
same way as further education colleges. 

Advantages: 

• Mergers and rationalisation where necessary could provide better value for money for 
the public purse and free up funds for reinvestment elsewhere 

• Government and funding agencies should not be artificially supporting colleges that 
aren’t viable or can’t attract sufficient learners; intervention should prevent this from 
happening 

• Decisions on rationalisation should take account of the possibility of an increasing role 
for independent providers of various types 

• Where college resources are under-utilised there should be arrangements for other 
providers to make use of them to provide learning opportunities  

• Supporting high quality new entrants should lessen the need for subcontracting and 
make more funds available for learning, however we need to find ways of doing this 
without increasing the resources required for contract management and oversight  

 

Disadvantages: 

• Excessive intervention runs against the general thrust towards greater freedoms and 
flexibilities and risks the reclassification of colleges into the public sector 

• There is an over reliance on Ofsted grades to trigger intervention and there is increasing 
evidence that there are too many inconsistencies in the inspection process together with 
too little appreciation of local priorities  

• Colleges may wait for intervention to force difficult decisions upon them rather than 
acting earlier 

• Intervention decisions may be based on a limited amount of local knowledge and 
subjective views; or simply respond to the opinions of those with the loudest voices 
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