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Introduction 
 
The devolved Adult Education Budget (AEB) went live on 1st August 20191 and now some of the 
devolved areas have started to explore how they go about assessing the impact of devolved AEB 
delivery.  It is important not to lose sight of the fact that the sector is operating against a backdrop 
of a reduction in AEB and other adult facing vocational skills budgets which have been under 
pressure for some time.  This inevitably means there will always be a set of issues around priority 
groups and eligibility to consider when setting future policy for adult skills training. There are some 
very real choices to be made and, in this context, there are key factors to consider, such as whether 
there should be a basic level of entitlement for all ages as we have previously seen for a first level 2. 
The balance between the contribution from the individual and the public purse is interesting, at 
present this is defined by level and by employer size. In the devolved areas the extent of the 
flexibility around eligibility and the extent to which budgets might be targeted or restricted to 
particular groups or priorities.  All should ensure value for money and that provision reaches those 
that need it the most. 
 
AELP’s view is that measuring impact should be seen in context – different provision will have 
different expectations of outputs and outcomes; care should be taken as to how these measures are 
used for impact assessment.  For example, there are potential issues in drawing direct comparisons 
in outcome-based measures between “mainstream” FE and learning that is delivered which requires 
very different methodologies, cultures and approaches to delivery often in completely different 
settings such as an employer premises in the workplace.  
 
In addition, learning completion rates between occupational areas can vary widely because of the 
nature of the workforce (something that providers can do little if anything to affect). There are also 
wider societal and attitudinal factors to take into account such as those that can impact on Learners 
with Learning Difficulties and Disabilities (LLDD) in terms of their ability to sustain learning and/or 
attain and retain employment.   
 
The devolved and national picture on measuring impact 
We are seeing progress in some of the devolved areas with stakeholder engagement and draft 
proposals emerging.  For example, the Greater London Authority has commissioned the Learning 
and Work Institute to support the development of their impact assessment proposal, with a view to 
running this under a pilot approach following stakeholder agreement.  The Liverpool City Region is 
piloting outcome-based delivery through their Sector Based Work Academies.  Others will consider 
approaches to impact measurement further down the line, once devolved AEB has fully bedded in.   
 
AELP strongly advocates that early models and proposals developed and implemented in devolved 
areas for AEB delivery impact assessments should be used as templates for developments in other 
areas to avoid reinventing the wheel.  We see this as the responsibility of the devolved areas as a 
collective group to keep a wider national picture in mind beyond their respective areas as this is 
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particularly important where providers are delivering across multiple geographies.  There is a broad 
understanding in the sector that there will be outcome-based measures that can be used in order to 
ensure proper comparisons across as a wide range of factors as possible, whilst also ensuring that 
measures are specifically relevant for local areas, taking into account variances in their respective 
labour markets. 
 
Principles for consideration when developing and implementing approaches for outcome-based 
measures for assessing the impact of adult education delivery: 
 

1. Setting the right targets and outcome measures from the outset is critical for ensuring that 
adult education and learning reaches the right individuals. 
 

2. Consider and compare approaches in neighbouring areas along with any national 
approaches to identify common aspects to align where there is value in doing so.   

 
3. Outcome measures should take into account the learner’s starting point to accurately 

assess distance travelled, impact on social mobility and real added value. 
 

4. Consider the measurement of planned progression outcomes to allow for longer term 
impact assessments. 
 

5. Consideration to be given to cohorts of learners that may require differentiated outcomes 
supported with clear criteria and rationale for assessing impact. 

 
6. Varying socio-economic factors affecting cohorts of learners should be recognised within 

all outcome-based measures and impact assessment approaches.   
 

7. Ensure there are clear definitions for all performance measures related to assessing the 
impact of delivery. 

 
8. Minimise the administrative burden and financial costs of data collection to ensure the 

benefits of the measures are not outweighed and that value for money for learners 
remains paramount.   

 
9. Ensure fairness across all provider groups through a system that allows providers to invest 

and plan delivery that maintains value for money throughout. 
 
Principles in detail: 
 

1. Setting the right targets and outcome measures from the outset is critical for ensuring that 
adult education and learning reaches the right individuals 

a. Targets for outcomes should be realistic and clearly measurable, but more 
importantly devolved areas should ensure that the individuals that really need the 
learning and support are the ones that actually get the support. 

b. If outcome measures are regimented, there is a risk that some providers may target 
the ‘low hanging fruit’, particularly those that are closest to the outcome measure 
rather than the hardest to reach or those needing the most support.  To eliminate 
this risk, measures need to take into account the appropriate blend of input - 
supporting the right individuals - along with reasonable impact measures for those 
individuals. 



 

c. There is a risk that some providers may also see learners where clear progression is 
not immediately foreseeable as a risk to greater achievement (progression data 
measure for future opportunities).  
 

2. Consider and compare approaches in neighbouring areas along with any national 
approaches to identify common aspects to align where there is value in doing so.   

a. For local outcome agreements, it will always be important that contextual 
information at a local level is considered – e.g. local labour market information, 
industrial/sectoral profiles and identified economic priorities. 

b. Comparisons of proposed local outcome agreements between adjacent areas is 
encouraged to ensure that these do not become out of kilter with each other, which 
would provide operational difficulties for any provider operating across one or more 
boundaries. 

c. Gauge how local measures align with national measures and identify common 
aspects that may assist with ensuring fair comparisons and to aid delivery by 
providers working across geographical areas and boundaries. 
 

3. Outcome measures should take into account the learner’s starting point to accurately 
assess distance travelled, impact on social mobility and real added value. 

a. To be able to measure the true impact from learner participation, the starting point 
is key – lessons could be learnt from apprenticeships on this and sharing of 
practices. 

b. For example, there needs to be consideration given to those with health issues and 
ex-offenders along with other social mobility groups.  A high proportion of 
individuals in these groups will have been unemployed and some may have low 
levels of educational attainment - this is what the AEB is partly in place to address.   

 
4. Consider the measurement of planned progression outcomes to allow for longer term 

impact assessments. 
a. In addition to what progression outcomes are measured, consideration should be 

given to when the progression occurs and measured to count as a successful 
outcome or impact. 

b. A learner who participates in a programme may not see an outcome of this learning 
in the short term but will do so over a much longer period of time.  Clearly it is not 
possible to follow that learner for years as the cost to providers would not be 
viable.  Instead, it would be possible to track further progression by having an option 
of planned progressions with longer timescales for assessing learner progress and 
destination tracking.  In some cases, this highlights that outputs along a learner’s 
journey are equally as important as outcomes. 
 
For example, a learner achieves Functional Skills at an NHS employer which will 
allow them, when the time is right, following consolidation of their learning in the 
workplace to gain experience to progress to enable progression onto a nursing 
degree apprenticeship. However, this will not be captured within a 2-month 
window, usually within a year but could be longer. If planned impacts were to be 
collated, then it is possible to target follow up.  It may be necessary to have more 
than one survey at periodic intervals e.g. 3 months, 6months etc to successfully 
capture progression over a time period. 

 
5. Consideration to be given to cohorts of learners that may require differentiated outcomes 

supported with clear criteria and rationale for assessing impact. 



 

a. Where there is a need to differentiate outputs and outcomes for some cohorts, 
there needs to be clear rationale as to how they are defined. 

b. How would a provider know whether a learner with a disability is “disabled enough” 
to warrant being in a differentiated output cohort? The existence of an Educational 
Health Care Plan (EHCP) is a good basis to determine this, but this could also be seen 
as a blunt instrument as many people who have disabilities or learning difficulties do 
not have an EHCP as they are very difficult to obtain.  It is likely that a higher 
proportion of learners requiring support under the AEB will fall into this cohort.  
Broader thinking and alternative approaches should be considered along with 
setting clear criteria for any differentiated outcome measures.   

c. Another example that presents a similar argument is for unemployed people.  A 
standard timeframe cut-off might be six months out of work.  This could be 
questioned as to why six months and why not three, five or seven months?  Some 
people could be severely affected after being out of work for six weeks with issues 
that could become more and more severe by six months, whilst on the other hand, 
others may still be very marketable having been out of work for six months to a 
year.  

 
6. Varying socio-economic factors affecting cohorts of learners should be recognised within 

all outcome-based measures and impact assessment approaches.   
a. Socio-economic issues may have negative influences on an individual’s performance 

and economic activity. 
b. Examples of factors to consider include lack of educational attainment, income, type 

of occupation, place of residence, and, in some populations, heritage and religion. 
 

7. Ensure there are clear definitions for all performance measures related to assessing the 
impact of delivery 

a. Where there are measures of performance that relate to outputs, outcomes and 
impacts within the structure of locally based outcome measures, consideration 
should be given to what definitions would be used consistently within the areas and 
where possible across all devolved areas. 

b. When quantifying acceptable performance measures and payment rates, there 
needs to be clear criteria on which they will be based and clear rationale that 
supports this.   

c. Where geographically applicable, ensure any flexibility for utilising devolved AEB for 
European Social Fund (ESF) match funding has a clearly defined approach for impact 
measures and any associated payments for outcomes.   
 

8. Minimise the administrative burden and financial costs of data collection to ensure the 
benefits of the measures are not outweighed and that value for money for learners 
remains paramount.  The whole area of data collection needs to be carefully considered 
with thorough stakeholder consultation.  This should include the how, who, what, why, 
when, and how many.  Some of the key areas are listed as follows, though not by any means 
an exhaustive list: 

a. Question how many measures should be set and question whether it is better to 
accept a small number of lesser measures for which data and evidence are easily 
collectable.  

b. Should measures be qualitative and/or quantitative and who is going to audit 
everything is another burden to consider. 

c. Review of existing data collection systems - New systems should not be created 
without a thorough review of what is already available and working well.  Devolved 



 

areas should consider engaging with other stakeholders and partners that already 
collect measurement and destination data.  There may be other examples in 
addition to the following: 

i. DWP’s Data Lab – explore whether this allows tracking of learners over a 
longer period of time.   

ii. FE Choices Survey – explore how this is managed and what reporting is 
possible. 

iii. Provider Surveys – engage on how providers carry out their own surveys and 
what data systems are in place.  Approaches will vary from provider to 
provider - there will be value in looking at the common aspects. 

iv. Costs of surveys – cost and resource implications of surveys must be 
considered from all angles. 

d. Changes to the Individual Learner Record (ILR) – recognising that a large proportion 
of the ILR is not utilised, we understand that devolved areas have been in 
discussions with the ESFA to propose changes to the ILR.  Serious consideration must 
be given to the benefits of any such changes along with the costs and resource 
implications for all stakeholders. For example: 

i. Impact of any changes that will be required to other connected systems 
such as the Hub and MIS providers  

ii. Impact of changes to ESFA ILR rules 
iii. The financial cost and impact on providers’ resources as changes to the ILR 

will bring in a need further changes for providers’ data capture systems, 
staff training and overall greater resource investment.  
 

e. Challenges maintaining learner contact details - A key issue is that learners’ contact 
details change which makes the follow up to obtain up to date progression and 
destination data difficult or impossible.  Consideration of how contact details can be 
collected and maintained in a way that is not resource intensive would be welcome 
by the sector. 

 
9. Ensure fairness across all provider groups through a system that allows providers to invest 

and plan delivery that maintains value for money throughout. 
a. A balanced approach to funding based on outcomes is recommended to ensure the 

relationship is not purely contractual or short-term.  A delivery system of strong, 
financially robust providers is important who are supported by a payment system 
that provides a level of certainty, investment and commitment. 
 

b. Outcome-based measures approaches and rules in their entirety should apply 
equally to all providers irrespective of provider type.  This should for example 
include intervention regimes where performance is failing, payment by results 
approaches, payment rates etc.   

 
To summarise, approaches to measuring impact through outcome measures in devolved areas 
should consider the overall picture, with regional variances appropriately factored in along with any 
similarities with national measures.  Differentiation of approaches should be clearly defined where 
necessary. It is important that all devolved AEB providers and others in the sector are held to 
account for the performance and effectiveness of their delivery.  It is equally important that all 
approaches for impact assessment and measuring effectiveness are carried out efficiently and fairly, 
presented in a manner that is easily understood and supported by robust data.  Processes must be 
simple with low cost/no cost systems in place and be fully supported by devolved areas. 
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