
 

BIS Consultation Paper – ‘A Dual Mandate for 
Adult Vocational Education 
 
BIS has published a consultation paper on the future of higher level adult 
vocational learning over the next 10 years called ‘A Dual Mandate for Adult 
Vocational Education’1.   
 
The document covers all providers in the sector but there are sections which 
are very college-centric.  The proposed dual mandate for the sector is 
providing high level technical skills for the workplace and a ‘second chance’ 
for those who have left school with few or no qualifications.  AELP does not 
believe that calling provision ‘second chance’ reflects the complexity and 
range of provision.  The government feels that too many colleges have 
become detached from the first part of the mandate.  Despite this focus, the 
consultation is wide ranging and covers issues which are relevant to all 
providers and will prompt a strong response from AELP to ensure that the 
role of the independent sector in delivering employment focused provision is 
fully recognised. 
 
A summary and key extracts from the BIS document follow: 
 
1. Apprenticeships and Traineeships 
BIS describes the government’s commitment to grow apprenticeships as ‘a 
paradigm case of vocational education’ (para.6) and the department adds, 
‘We believe that apprenticeships to be the best form of vocational training, 
because it brings together the learner’s working experience with their wider 
education’.   The document sets out the proposed reforms to the programme 
including the new standards.  It still refers to routing apprenticeship funding 
to the employer, despite the recent Voucher model announcement from the 
Prime Minister’s Office (para.13).   
 
Traineeships are described as an integral part of the government’s efforts to 
tackle youth unemployment.  The government wants training providers and 
employers to increase the number of places quickly, while maintaining their 
quality, to support as many young people as possible to gain apprenticeships 
and sustainable jobs (para.16).  
 
2. FE loans 
The government’s decision not to extend the scope of loans for the present 
was covered in a separate announcement2.  BIS maintains in this consultation 
that by ensuring that individuals are paying for their learning through loan 
repayments, there should be a stronger incentive for learners to hold 
providers to account for the quality of the courses provided and a stronger 

                                                
 1 BIS consultation: https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/adult-vocational-
education-challenges-over-the-next-decade  
 2 BIS loans consultation response: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/416261/bi
s-15-251-consultation-on-further-education-future-development-of-loans-government-
response.pdf  
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incentive for learners to ensure they get the best possible outcomes from their 
courses (para.100).  
 
3. Work based learning 
Even the document’s commentary on work based learning is focused primarily on 
colleges (para.161).  The consultation asks if we should make work experience an 
expected part of all higher vocational education.  
 
4. Commissioning and subcontracting 
With an eye on the English devolution agenda, the consultation talks about 
encouraging local partnerships while flagging up its intention to allow some more 
providers to have direct contracts.  BIS states, ‘Subcontracting arrangements can be 
both a block to smaller specialist providers, and prove to be a very uncertain 
business model for such organisations. We are interested in exploring the scope for 
how expanding the range of providers that can access the Adult Skills Budget could 
be expanded, without impacting on the quality of provision, embedding partnership 
working more formally and strengthening local leadership and accountability’ 
(para.198). 
 
At the same time, the government wants to explore new ways of commissioning and 
as an example, it suggests commissioning new partnerships or lead contractors to 
form local partnerships and it cites the European Social Fund (ESF) ‘where the 
expertise of Local Enterprise Partnerships in influencing the skills needs of their local 
area is being brought to bear’ (para.199).  
 
The possibility of longer term (‘multi-year’) contracts for providers is raised 
depending on the achievement of a range of outcomes and a stronger level of 
accountability.  Again the government states, ‘This commissioning approach might 
vary accordingly from one area to another under locally-determined arrangements, 
thus giving much greater involvement of local areas in setting the parameters and 
delivery of high level outcomes, driving local accountability’ (para.200).  
 
5. Longer term sustainability of the sector 
The government spells out very clearly in a section on colleges, ‘We have instituted a 
programme of reform that leaves no doubt that structural change in the sector is 
required’ (para.217).  On the financial sustainability of colleges, it seems to be 
encouraging colleges to choose whether they should be specialising, e.g. in ‘second 
chance’ education or high level adult learning.  According to the document 
(para.217), the programme of reform will:  
 
 introduce greater contestability for public resources by shifting to a funding 

system that is driven by employers and learners rather than the traditional 
approach to funding where Government essentially acted as a proxy purchaser, 
paying grant directly to providers. It is now up to FE colleges to provide their own 
certainty by developing strong and forward looking relationships with employers, 
individuals and other local players 
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 actively support new entrants to the further education market. National 
Colleges, new Community Learning Providers and new apprenticeships providers 
will all challenge the existing further education college base.  

 
6. National Colleges 
There is a full section in the consultation on National Colleges implying expansion 
but the government does not actually commit to increasing their number (7 have 
been announced so far and some more announcements were expected before 
Parliament went into purdah but this has not been the case).  However the 
document asks the question (para. 119), ‘Which priority sectors should be targeted 
for future National Colleges?’.       
 
7. Increasing the volume of level 4 and 5 qualifications 
BIS sets out for comment a number of approaches that it could adopt to encourage a 
bigger volume of level 4 and 5 qualifications (para.139) including:  

 
 consulting with employers and the education sector on the need for a new 

overarching body to accredit higher level vocational qualifications – with the 
employer voice at the heart of this approach 

 
 reviewing the role of providers in developing qualifications and curricula and 

working with the FE sector in piloting new provision with a small number of FE 
Colleges with a proven track record of delivering Higher Vocational Education 
(HVE) with strong employer engagement – possibly to award relevant L4 / L5 
qualifications in their own right. 

 
 work with providers, learners and employers to refocus foundation degree 

curriculum, building on examples of qualifications with the best employer 
engagement and outcomes.  

 
 reviewing foundation degrees awarding powers (FDAPs)  

 
 accreditation reviews of provision not meeting employer need 

 
 ensure HVE provision has direct line of sight with work based learning.  
 

Consultation deadline 
There are 44 questions to answer in the consultation document and the deadline for 
responses is 16 June 2015.  AELP will issue a draft response at some stage to get members’ 
views but please let us know if you have any specific comments or want to be involved in 
drafting the response.  Contact AELP National Policy Manager, Judy Brandon, at: 
jbrandon@aelp.org.uk.  
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